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Chapter 1: A Song on the Radio

“Where’s Dad?”

“Working late.”

“Did he call?” Teddy asked his mother over dinner. “I never heard the phone ring.”

“No,” Doris replied. “How much meatloaf do you want?”

“Two slices. How do you know he’s working late?”

“I just know.”

“You’re sure he’s working late vs. a wreck or something?”

“If he was in a wreck, the police would have called.”

“What if he just got in the wreck now?” Teddy asked. “How long does it take for the police to call?”

“If he just got in the wreck, he must have been working late, then,” Doris replied. “Right?”

Teddy paused, frowned, his second scoop of mashed potatoes hovering above his plate.

“What’s he working on, then?” he asked.

“Your father has been coming home late since the end of the war,” Doris said. “Why are you just asking about this now?”

“The question popped into my head,” Teddy replied, unloading his potatoes and setting the spoon into the bowl with a clatter. “As if by magic.”

“I think you’re getting more curious,” said Doris. “Because of your summer job.”

“That is a distinct possibility,” Teddy said, back straightening, face taking on a serious cast. “You learn to look for the things . . . behind the things.”

“Have you found any yet?”

“I’ve been there a week,” Teddy said. “When it happens, I’ll be ready.”

“Are they going to give you any training?”

“You learn on the job,” Teddy replied. “The best way.”

“Will you have a mentor? Someone to guide you?”

“I think I can figure it out, once I have a new case to work on.”

“What about those old cases you told me about?”

“I’ve got some theories,” Teddy said mysteriously.

Doris stuck her tongue in her cheek and stared at her son, but she kept her next thoughts to herself.

“What did you put in the meatloaf this time?” he asked.

“Some peppers from Cuba. Do you like it?”

“It’s different,” he said. “Not bad. Think Dad’ll be home in time for Dr. Sixgun?”

“Yes.”

“And how do you know that?”

“When a man and a woman are married for 20 years, they just know things.”

“How?” Teddy demanded.

“They just do,” said Doris. “I can’t explain it. Maybe you’ll be able to after you’ve been married for 20 years.”

Teddy snorted.

“They finally sold the house,” Doris said.

“To who?”

“Whom.”

“Okay, whom bought it?”

“What are they teaching you at that high school?”

“The road to the future,” Teddy replied confidently. “Anyhow, who bought it?”

“An older woman,” said Doris. “No family.”

“With as much work as that place needs, she’s going to have a heart attack by the third day.”

Teddy grabbed his chest and leaned over in his chair, face frozen in end-of-life terror.

“She has a girl.”

“One girl?” Teddy said dubiously. “She’s going to need 20, especially if they’re all serious genetic rejects.”

“I’m not sure what’s wrong with her,” Doris said.

“I hope she’s not one of those old cranky ones they yanked off the funny farm,” Teddy said.

“No, Mr. Thackery said she’s old money. Very respectable.”

“That doesn’t sound like anyone’s girl I’ve ever heard of,” Teddy said.

“I’m talking about the buyer,” said Doris. “The woman who bought the house.”

Teddy covered his mouth so he wouldn’t spit out his food and commenced a round of hysterical laughter.

“Holy double shazam!” he exclaimed when he could finally talk, “I thought, oh, jeepers, I was talking about the, the . . . and you were talking about the . . . oh, Frankenstein!”

The front door creaked open, slammed shut.

“Is that you, Robert?”

“The man himself!” announced Mr. Parker, and he breezed into the dining room and kissed Doris on the cheek, straightened and looked dolefully at his son, who was still shaking with laughter, eyes closed, hand over his mouth.

“Looks like he’s finally lost the few marbles he had left,” he said sadly. “I guess we’ll need to commit him. I can drop him off tomorrow after I pick up the dry cleaning.”

Teddy looked up rapturously at his father.

“Dad, you missed it!” he said. “It was the funniest, most comical think you would have heard in, probably decades. So, so, me and mom were just talking, and, and—”

“Please, Teddy, let your dad make his plate before you go off!”

“Okay, okay,” Teddy said, and with what appeared to be a great force of will, he looked down at his plate, drew in a deep breath, chuckled, breathed out, looked up, and as soon as his father was seated, he exploded.

“Mom and me were talking, and—”

“Teddy!” said Doris. “Grace, please?”

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said, and all three bowed their heads. “Thank you, Lord, for this meal,” Teddy said, rushing the words, “and for all your many blessings. So here’s what happened, Mom told me about this old lady who bought the house next door, and she said, uh, she owns a girl, and I said, I said, um, ‘I bet she’s some crank they got off the funny farm,’ and I was talking about the girl, but Mom thought, Mom thought I was talking about the old lady who just bought the place, and oh, my stars! My stars!”

Mr. Parker smiled indulgently at his son, looked across the table at his wife.

“So they finally sold it?”

“Mr. Thackery stopped by today to let us know,” Doris said. “She moves in tomorrow.”

“She’s going to burn it down, right?”

“Not according to Mr. Parker. He says she’s planning to live there.”

“Just one woman?”

“And her girl.”

“With whom she should not be confused,” Teddy noted with another chuckle.

“Mr. Thackery said she’s old money,” said Doris. “And very private.”

“What’s her name, where’s she from?” Mr. Parker asked.

“I asked, Mr. Thackery wouldn’t say.”

“But she’s just going to live there by herself?” Mr. Parker asked. “She’ll get lost in there.”

“I told Mom she’d have a heart attack,” Teddy interjected. “Because she’s already old.”

“How old is she?” Mr. Parker inquired.

“I’m guessing 50s? Sixties? Really, I haven’t the foggiest.”

“Her girl is older than us?” Mr. Parker asked.

“No, her girl is Teddy’s age, I think,” Doris said.

“Wait, did it just happen again?” Teddy marveled, face breaking with astounded mirth. “Dad, did you just think—”

“Teddy, please,” Doris protested, waving her fork at him. “She told Mr. Thackery her girl just finished her schooling, and she’ll be put to work there. So she can’t be more than 18.”

“I wonder if she’s colored,” Teddy said.

“What do you mean?” Doris asked her son.

“Well, you know, colored,” Teddy said, shrugging.

“You’ve got a colored girl at school, don’t you?” Doris asked.

“Several.”

“And they’re very nice, aren’t they?”

“Vivienne Roberson is, yeah,” Teddy said. “But she’s the only one I know.”

“But then, just because a girl’s colored doesn’t mean she’s deficient.”

“Well, not Vivienne,” Teddy agreed. “Because her dad’s a doctor.”

“But you think other colored girls are deficient?”

“Well, yeah,” Teddy mused. “Because their parents are, uh, colored.”

“Colored is a very valuable nexus populi,” Mr. Parker said. “And they know how to read. We’ll run an ad in one of their tradebooks, or an entertainment magazine, and the printed word does just as well with them as it does with the Caucasians.”

“Okay, maybe it’s a smart colored then,” Teddy ventured.

“It’s going to take more than one girl, no matter how young or smart she is,” Mr. Parker asserted. “That place is a rambling wreck.”

“That’s what I said too,” Teddy noted. “Twenty girls, maybe.”

“I’m sure she’ll use hired men for some of it,” Doris said.

“Does she have plans?” asked Mr. Parker.

“Mr. Thackery wasn’t sure, but he told me if he had to guess, hotel.”

“Huh,” said Mr. Parker. “That’ll take more work than one woman and her girl could do in 20 years.”

“Maybe they’ll need a detective,” said Doris, looking at her son.

“Gonna have to beat 80 cents an hour,” Teddy said.

“So how’s the job going?” asked Mr. Parker. “Cracked any cases yet?”

“My first job is prevention,” Teddy said, nodding soberly. “They see me and they know they’re not going to be pulling any shenanigans there, and they’ll go down to the Philmont. Meaning, no cases to crack.”

“They told me you’d be getting 20 hours a week,” Mr. Parker said. “Is that happening?”

“It was just the 10 last week, but looks like 20 going forward,” Teddy replied. “I work tomorrow 5 to midnight, with a thirty-minute paid break for dinner.”

“Good,” said Doris. “You can take cookies to the new neighbors tomorrow.”

“Cookies?” Teddy said, raising his eyebrows.

“My chocolate chip,” Doris said. “It’s the neighborly thing to do.”

“Mom,” Teddy said dramatically. “They do not want your chocolate chip cookies.”

“Oh, you’ve spoken to them?” Doris asked, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

“I don’t need to,” Teddy said. “She’s old, her girl is probably a retard or something, and they’re both going to be dead in a week when they move a box and the house collapses. So my point is, they have bigger problems in their sad life than not eating enough cookies.”

“I’ll bake them in the morning,” Doris said, unmoved. “If they show up by 5, you’ll take them over.”

“That would be too late. I need 23 minutes to walk to the hotel.”

“If they show up by 4, then.”

“I’ll get some cookies out of this deal, right?” Teddy asked.

“Yes, you get two,” Doris agreed. “After you deliver the plate to our new neighbors.”

“Fair enough,” Teddy said. “Hey, Dad, I’m gonna get the radio warmed up, okay?”

“Sure thing, Sport, let me go upstairs and get my coat off.”

When Mr. Parker returned, he did not find his son tuned to NBC, where Dr. Sixgun would be airing in just a few minutes, at 8:30. There were no ads for Creamo Cigars, Bromo Seltzer, Doublemint. Instead, the boy was utterly transfixed in the overstuffed chair closest to the radio, body still, eyes closed, back bent, hands in fists on his thighs, listening to . . . something.

A song.

The singer was older, a man with a thick, strong voice, belting out a monotonous tune. Just getting through it, really, very little embellishment, no falsetto, no scoops or dips, no vibrato. He sounded like a tradesman. He kept saying “rock.” Rock around something. And then, “broad daylight.” He said that too. He was backed up by a big band, but here was something else strange, hard drums and, after two verses, a solo staccato tune on something that sounded like a guitar, but played incredibly fast. The song continued. It seemed to be about people who had dedicated themselves to music, to dancing to music, to always enjoying music. Rock music. All day. All night.

Energy.

Energy. A door into something big and dangerous, a nuclear reaction made by voices; an urgency, a song played with such desperate speed one must guess they had another one that needed to be played just as frantically, and another after that, an endless, violent parade of songs, the cascade of new spirits sweeping out the old.

The song ended, the radio crackled with an ad for Chesterfield cigarettes, and Teddy unwrapped, sat up, looked drunkenly at his father.

“That was the best big band I’ve ever heard,” he said.

“What was it?” Mr. Parker asked, settling into the other chair.

“I don’t know,” Teddy confessed, peering at the tuner. “I was sliding the dial and I just landed on it. 540.”

“They play the latest stuff,” Mr. Parker said. “That thing was a little catchy, but kinda raw. I bet Mitch Miller could turn it into something you could dance to.”

“I liked that version,” Teddy said. “I think you could put it in one of your ads and people would buy whatever you were selling. Couches. Underwear.”

“Right, Sport,” Mr. Parker agreed. “You gonna put Dr. Sixgun on or not?”




Chapter 2: A Meeting in the Wilds

The woman scowled at the boy at her front door, a great carved oaken thing that creaked as she pulled it inward.

“Yes, what is it?” she asked, her words scowly as well. She looked to be a very fit 60, in the green canvas pants a gardener might wear, a heavy white blouse smeared here and there with grease and dust, a blue kerchief around her head.

“How do you do, Ma’am?” Teddy said. “My name is Theodore Parker. My mother, Doris Parker, baked chocolate chip cookies for you and your girl, and I would be obliged if you would take them.”

“Where do you live, then?” the woman asked, features softening slightly.

“Right on the other side of those hedges there,” said Teddy, pointing to his right.

“One of the newer homes,” she sniffed.

“It was built right after the war, by veterans,” Teddy said proudly. “My father is a veteran too.”

“Very well then,” she said, holding out her hand. “Would you like to come back tomorrow to retrieve your plate?”

“You think you’ll eat them all by tomorrow?”

“No, but I will have transitioned the cookies to another sanctuary by then,” she said, and she began easing the door shut, its hinges creaking mightily. “Thank you very much, to you and your mother as well.”

“Ma’am, if I may be so bold as to ask something?” Teddy said, leaning toward the dwindling crack.

The door stopped moving with one last groan.

“Might I take the plate home now?”

“You want to get inside, don’t you?” said the woman.

“No, Ma’am, I can wait right here while you get the cookies to their new place.”

Possibly the woman didn’t hear him, because she backed up and pulled the door wide.

“How old did you say you are?” she asked, turning and moving toward the interior of her new home.

“I’m 17,” Teddy said. “I’ll be a senior in the fall.”

“You’re about the age of my girl,” she said. “I trust you’d be a good influence?”

“I feel I have been, for other people my age,” Teddy said, entering, head swiveling as he surveyed the old home’s front room, a large space with great potential, formed of dark wood and old green wallpaper and brass lighting fixtures, but which was otherwise bare except for cartons and trunks and rolls of carpet in haphazard piles against the walls.

“My mother predicts you’ll be getting hired men for the work you need done,” Teddy ventured.

“Oh, is that what your mother thinks, then?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy confirmed, completely undissuaded by the woman’s tone. “She said it last night over dinner, to my father and me. And it crossed my mind that I could help out a bit.”

The woman reached the kitchen, another vast space of great potential that was mostly barren except for dark wood cabinets, black iron countertops, a black and white checked floor, walls of glazed white brick, a new icebox.

“You’re looking for summer work?” she said, and she set the plate of cookies down and turned to regard Teddy with what might be called personal annoyance, tinged with mild professional interest.

“Yes, schedule permitting,” Teddy said. “I do already have one job.”

“And what is that you’re doing?”

“I’ve been asked not to divulge it,” Teddy said.

The woman stiffened, and her eyes went very hard.

“Young man,” she said, “if you are engaged in the breaking of any law, you may leave now, and take your cookies with you.”

“Oh, not at all,” Teddy said quickly, vigorously shaking his head. “In fact, very much the opposite. I’m working on the side of justice.”

The woman raised her eyebrows and stared, just stared, at her young neighbor.

“You seem like a discreet person,” Teddy said, and he looked behind him and leaned forward, his next words a whisper: “Hotel detective.”

“Oh?” she said. “Which establishment?”

“Delacroix Hotel,” Teddy whispered.

The woman grimaced, and it’s very possible she was doing her best not to laugh out loud in Teddy’s face, and if that was indeed her first response, she recovered quickly.

“You must be interested in law enforcement,” she said.

“I think my true abilities might lie elsewhere,” Teddy said. “But this job plays to some of my important strengths: integrity, citizenship, patriotism.”

The woman grimaced again, recovered again.

“What do you consider your true strengths?”

“I’m a drummer,” Teddy said.

“Also at the hotel?”

“No, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “I drum with Zachary Moon and His Band. Possibly you’re heard of us?”

“Are you played on the radio?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Teddy said. “But some of our concert bills were posted downtown, if you were there a few weeks ago.”

“I wasn’t.”

“They were up for a day or two, before the police took them down.”

“I didn’t see them.”

“We’ll put some more up, when we get our next engagement,” Teddy promised. “In the meantime, my mother says you are welcome anytime for coffee. She’s usually home in the mornings.”

“What does she do?”

“She volunteers a lot, does luncheons with her many friends.”

“And your father?”

“He’s does advertisements.”

“What does he peddle, then?”

“It’s nothing anyone’s ever heard of,” Teddy said. “Industrial coolant systems. Transistors.”

“What are transistors?” she asked.

“All’s I know if they go in radios that are really cheap and small, and now everyone will be able to carry a radio around.”

“Where have you heard of this?” she demanded sharply.

“Oh, it’s what my dad told me,” Teddy said nervously. “Honest.”

“What sort of radio?”

“The same as like the big ones.”

“Suitable for playing music?”

“I think so,” Teddy said. “Yeah, for sure. Dad says I’ll get one for my birthday. I want one. But I want a TV too.”

“Who makes these transistors?” the woman persisted.

“Western Electric,” Teddy said.

“I might need some help,” said the woman. “Are you handy with tools and such?”

“I am, quite,” Teddy replied.

“Come back tomorrow morning, and we’ll see.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said, and he smiled, dropped his arms to his sides and began easing backward toward the kitchen’s exit.

“Why don’t you bring my girl two of your mother’s cookies?” said the woman.

“Oh . . . it would be my pleasure,” Teddy said, looking a little crestfallen, and the woman opened the cabinet next to her shoulder, pulled out a small plate from a stack of three, dropped four cookies onto it, handed it to Teddy.

“My girl’s outside,” she said, pointing to the door of dust-obscured glass that led out to a heavily overgrown back yard, no girl visible beyond the rosebushes and nameless weeds crowding the door. “We put up a run for her this morning.”

Teddy looked down at the plate, looked toward the door.

“Follow the stone path where it turns to the right,” she urged, and Teddy moved slowly to the door, turned the old brass handle, pulled the door inward and stepped out and down the steps.

“You’ll be here at 10 tomorrow?” she asked.

“Yes, Ma’am, I can be,” Teddy replied. “And I can stay until 3, but then I’ll have to get ready for work.”

“I don’t know if I’ll want you that long,” the woman sniffed. “Let’s see how you do first.”

Teddy nodded to the woman whose name he still did not know, and she shut the door behind him.

It had not rained for two weeks, and the day was warm, a dry heat enveloping Teddy as he picked his way through the foliage, the thrum of a gentle sawing somewhere ahead.

There once was, Teddy had been told, a yard of no little beauty, where its last owners kept the grass short around majestic oaks and a gallery of outdoor sculptural installations that Teddy confirmed one night with friends were still there, ancient painted concrete replicas of the same kinds of work he’d seen in schoolbooks – a naked woman staring at the ground, a clothed general on a horse, a naked, bearded man being attacked by a snake, his arm across his despairing forehead.

Young as he was – no more than 9 and not yet fully schooled in the conventions of private property – the works had frightened him, and he’d never gone back, and even now his eyes darted through the overgrowth. Was he afraid those sculptures of old might come to life and molest him? Probably not. Was he concerned that this girl his age, who had fallen to her station in life due to some terrible deficiency, might not like the sight of him, might defend her territory like a senseless beast, might turn on him with whatever tool she was using?

Yes, most likely.

“Hello?” Teddy said to the sound ahead, its maker still invisible. “I’m Teddy, your new neighbor. I have cookies.”

There was no response, just the continued sound of sawing, and Teddy picked up his pace, the fear in his face easing a bit, and he rounded a hedge to find a girl doing exactly what it sounded like, thrusting and drawing back a long pole with a curved saw at the end, worrying at a dead branch some 15 feet above her head.

She was a well-formed girl, no genetic defects visible along her body, her long black hair tied back in a ponytail that swayed between her shoulder blades as she worked at the branch. Her eyes bore a hint of Asia, slight folds in her lids above dark brown irises, with high cheekbones, eyebrows in two neat arches, a mouth pursed in concentration. And because she was naked, not even wearing shoes, Teddy was able to take all of her in, eyes sliding from one end to the other, and still there were no defects visible, in her slim waist or narrow hips, her rounded bottom or her modest breasts, each big enough to fill a single hand cupped beneath it, each tipped with a small, jutting nipple, the two bouncing in unison as she labored.

Her only flaw, if it could be called one, lay amidst her pubic hair, a black mess as untrimmed as this backyard, a triangle only in the most liberal sense of the word.

She was not completely naked, it should be added, for around her neck was locked a collar of smooth black iron, a chain running from it, down between her breasts before it angled back up, the other end secured to a heavy wire overhead that ran from a screw in a nearby tree to the lintel above the kitchen door.

As Teddy came into view, she stopped her sawing and looked at him without expression.

“Hi,” he said.

She lowered her pole, holding it with both hands before her, parallel to the ground.

“I’m Teddy. What’s your name?”

“Margot.”

“I have cookies.”

“Did you make them?” she asked.

“No, my mom did. We live next door. I brought them over because you’re our new neighbors.”

He stepped forward, holding the plate with the four cookies before him.

“You’re supposed to have two now,” he said. “There are more inside, on another plate.”

She set her pole down, stepped over it as the links of her chain snaked over her left shoulder, and she reached out and took one of the cookies, brought it to her mouth.

“Chocolate chip,” Teddy said, grabbing one. “The best cookies I ever had.”

“How does your mother make them?” Margot asked.

“Lots of butter. Flour. Molasses. A little lard. Chocolate chips. She let me help this morning.”

The girl looked away, chewing on the first of the cookies, her expression suggesting she was thinking about other things.

“I might work here, for the lady,” Teddy said. “I offered my services, and she seemed keen to bring me on, asked me to come back tomorrow at 10.”

The girl looked at Teddy, bit into her cookie.

“What are you doing today?” he asked.

“Miss Lizzy wants me to clear out almost everything,” Margot said. “All the dead things, and then all the weeds.”

“Who’s Miss Lizzy?” Teddy asked.

“The lady in the house.”

“Oh yeah, I met her,” Teddy said. “I just didn’t know her name. She didn’t tell me.”

Margot looked up at the branch she’d been sawing.

“If you’re going to clear all of this, she’s going to have to move your run a lot,” he said, pointing to the wire overhead.

“It’s not that hard to move, or put up a new one,” Margot said. “Have you ever cleared land?”

“A little,” he replied. “I mow our yard, and weed some. But this isn’t all I would be doing. I have another job.”

When she expressed no interest in his job, he shared it anyway.

“I’m a detective.”

Her eyes registered the slightest surprise before she took another bite and looked away.

“It’s very confidential,” Teddy said, “so if you could keep that to yourself, it would be appreciated.”

“Is it dangerous?” she asked.

“It could be,” he said. “That’s why it’s so hush-hush. If my job became general knowledge, the syndicates might use that to their advantage.”

“What would they do?” she asked, her voice rising. This topic seemed to interest her.

“Why, just think about it. They could kidnap me on the night of some big robbery, so I wouldn’t be there to stop it. And then they could find someone who looks like me, and the imposter wouldn’t lift a finger to prevent their crime.”

“Do you work at a bank?”

“No,” Teddy said. “The Delacroix Hotel.”

“A hotel?”

“Yes,” he said. “A very nice hotel, downtown. Have you been through downtown?”

“Yes, in the car, yesterday. I looked while we were driving through, but we didn’t get out.”

“Our downtown is swift, the best. Me and my pals go to the drug store after school some days. You would like it.”

Margot helped herself to her second cookie.

“Miss Lizzie says you’re done with school,” he said.

“I was taught at home,” she said. “By Miss Lizzy’s friends.”

Teddy laughed.

“She has friends?”

“Yes.”

“They’re all teachers?”

“They’re all professors or philosophers or writers, in New York.”

“Is New York where you’re from?”

“I don’t know where I’m from,” she said. “Miss Lizzy says part Oriental.”

“Japanese?” Teddy said guardedly.

“Oriental,” she corrected. “It could be Chinese, Korean, Mongolian, Burmese, Vietnamese . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

“I am a musical performer,” Teddy said.

“So am I.”

“What do you play?” he asked.

“The guitar.”

“I drum,” Teddy said. “I’m pretty good at it.”

“What kind of music do you play?”

“Big band, but with a strong beat,” Teddy said. “Zachary Moon and His Band. What about you?”

“Tarrega, Giuliani, Bach.”

“That’s the name of your band?”

“No, those are composers. I play their music.”

“Are you good at it?”

“I play for Miss Lizzy’s salons.”

“What’s a salon?”

“A gathering of ideas.”

“And people show up?”

“They do,” she replied. “She invites people she knows. She knows you. You might be invited.”

“What if I don’t have any ideas?”

“You can listen.”

“Is it like school?”

“No, more like a salon.”

“When are you having it?”

“I don’t know. I think Miss Lizzy wants to get the house in some condition first.”

“I have to go to work tonight, or I’d stay and help you.”

“You’re working tonight?”

“Yes,” Teddy said, nodding sagely. “Crime never sleeps.”




Chapter 3: Thumps in the Closet

A warm summer night in downtown Lutherville.

The streets hum with life. Cars plying the avenues. Taxis and their nameless passengers. Pedestrians shuffling.

Pigeons.

The Delacroix lobby is quiet tonight, but that doesn’t mean anything. Sometimes, the worst crimes are the quietest, and the real criminals are the ones you don’t notice until it’s too late.

Here’s a lady walking her dog, stopping by to see if she can have a few copies of today’s paper. Says she uses them to wrap the fish her husband catches. Likely story. Why’s she wearing the long coat?

Now it’s two men. Evening clothes. Say they’re lost, looking for Jackson’s. Do you wear evening clothes to a place like Jackson’s? Maybe, maybe not. Someone should probably look into that.

A guy in a smoking jacket shows up, here to check in. Goatee, glasses, hair too long. You know the type. He’s got a suitcase in one hand, a violin case in the other. Hey, Buddy, what’s in the violin case? An instrument for making music? Or something you play when it’s curtains?

The hotel detective is playing it cool, sipping a club soda Max at the bar poured for him, sitting at a table not far from the clerk’s desk. He’s got a newspaper, and as far as anyone can tell, he’s reading it. But he’s the only thing standing between the place they call the Delacroix, and the laws of the jungle.

He might look like he’s reading, but if you watch him, you’ll see he looks up at just the right moments, his eyes darting, briefly, imperceptibly, before he looks back down. It’s quick, but he doesn’t miss a thing.

He’s in a black suit and a black tie. White shirt. Patent-leather shoes. Hair slicked back just so. He looks good. He’s wearing what he puts on Sundays for church, but no one needs to know that. He might be a lawyer, a politician, a businessman. Or a member of the mob. You can’t tell. Sure, he looks a little young, but that doesn’t mean much. He might be 30, and just be aging slowly.

If you’re here to break the law, you’ll probably notice him, and you’ll move along. Maybe he isn’t as young as he appears. However old he is, he looks like he’s ready for whatever you can throw at him.

But if you’re not here to break the law, you’ll look right through him.

And that’s the way he likes it.

The front desk phone jingles, and Leo picks it up on the second ring.

Leo’s a good guy. Been the night clerk here for close to 10 years. He’s quick with a joke, makes the ladies laugh while their husbands get them registered. He’ll spark up his silver lighter before you’re finished pulling a cigarette out of your coat pocket. All he’s got to do tonight is check people in and keep things running smoothly. The hotel detective will handle the unexpected stuff.

“Front desk,” Leo says, putting the receiver against his ear. He listens, nods.

“Yes, Ma’am, that’s probably the pipes,” he says. “They’ll knock a little when someone turns the hot water on.”

Leo pauses, listening to the guest.

“Coming from your closet? What’s your room number? You sure it was coming from there? Maybe someone was just putting luggage up.”

He listens, nods again. Leo knows how to deal with the guests.

“Okay, I’ll send the engineer. Thanks for the call, and I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

The hotel detective looks like he’s just reading the paper, but he’s listening. Somewhere in the Delacroix, someone heard something they shouldn’t have heard. It’s probably nothing. Guests can get jumpy sometimes. New city. New faces. Things happen. But it might be something. It might always be something.

Leo hangs up, picks up the phone again.

“Hey, Sal, got a call about some pipes knocking or something,” he says. “Room 228. Call came from 226, said they heard some thumps in the closet. I know, no pipes in there. So I said I’d send someone. Can you check it out? Yeah, came from room 228. There’s a Mr. Dalton staying there tonight. Just make sure everything’s okay, and then tell room 226 you checked, didn’t see nothing. Hey, thanks.”

The hotel detective folds his paper, stands.

“Maybe I’ll meet Sal up there,” he says. “Just in case.”

“Okay,” Leo says, a little warily. “Let Sal do the talking, though. And if anyone asks, just tell ‘em you’re from the front desk.”

“Yeah, I’ll play it cool,” agrees the hotel detective. Just another guy in a suit. Maybe he can see things no one else would spot. Maybe he’s keeping everyone safe tonight. But no one needs to know that.

The hotel detective doesn’t bother with the elevator. Too slow. He takes the stairs two a time. He needs to be there when Sal knocks on the door to 228. If there’s any trouble, Sal’s gonna want backup.

The hotel detective gets there first. No sign of Sal yet. So now the Delacroix gumshoe is going to have to cool his heels. He leans against the wall, between 228 and 230, looks at his nails. He should have brought his paper. Then he’d have something to look at, or pretend to look at. Now he’s just standing in the hallway, making time.

He hears voices from behind some of the doors. Just regular people going through their day, feeling safe in their rooms.

The elevator opens, and Sal steps out, looks at the hotel detective, seems a little surprised to see him, marches up to room 228, raps with his knuckles.

“Engineering,” he says.

The hotel detective takes a step back, positions himself in the middle of the hall, looks behind him. He’s ready for anything.

Sal knocks harder, says “Engineering” louder.

No answer. The guy must be out.

What was the guy’s name? the hotel detective asks. Daniels? Walton? Leo said the name to Sal, but the hotel detective forgot it. The hotel detective needs to remember those little details. The hotel detective needs to carry his newspaper with him wherever he goes.

Tricks of the trade. Sure, the hotel detective is a little green at the job, but he’s a quick study.

Sal bangs and speaks again, still no answer, so he gets out a key, opens the door, pushes in.

Sal’s a native Italian, got a thick accent. The hotel detective hasn’t talked to him much yet, but he knows there’s a mutual respect there. Sal takes care of the ordinary problems – bad plumbing, flickering lights, room phones on the fritz – and the hotel detective takes care of everything else.

Sal goes in first. “Anybody here?” he asks.

No one answers.

He rounds the bed, peers into the bathroom, sees nothing, goes to the closet. The door’s open, so he turns, stops, looks in, breathes out and mutters something. It sounds like a curse, but in Italian, and under his breath.

The hotel detective joins him, peers into the closet.

Something strange here. Somebody put up a Halloween decoration, and Halloween’s not until October. It’s a body. A man’s body. Papier mâché, must be. They’ve dressed him in an undershirt, boxers. His arms and legs are gray, but his face is beet red. He’s hanging by his neck from the clothes rod, knees bent, toes crumpled against the closet floor.

Beet red face, eyes half open, mouth closed in an eternal grimace of disappointment.

This is a real guy. This is a corpse.

The hotel detective flails a bit before he takes a step back, drops to his haunches, sways and goes down, lost to the world.

The hotel detective has fainted.




Chapter 4: Dinner and a Beer

“Mister, wake up!” Sal said urgently, slapping Teddy’s cheek. “Come, you gotta get outa here!”

Teddy opened his eyes, looked blearily at the short Italian man, winced with the next slap.

“Wha . . .?” Teddy said, his expression one of bewilderment before it switched to horror, and he rolled over on his belly and slithered his way out the door, not bothering to walk or even to crawl.

Once he reached the hall, he scooted himself against the opposite wall, drew his knees up and put his face between them, trying to catch his breath.

He was vaguely aware of Sal’s closing and locking the man’s door.

Dalton’s door. That was his name. Mr. Dalton.

Teddy saw the face again, shook his head in a vain effort to dispel the image.

Sal was gone, taking the stairs this time.

Teddy put his hands on the floor, pushed up, rose to his knees, put a hand against the wall, and stood a little woozily.

He’d just seen a dead man. A real, live, dead man.

People died all the time on the radio. They died regularly in movies. They always looked like they were sleeping. They didn’t look like . . . that.

Go home, Teddy thought. I need to go home. Get in my own bed. And never tell anyone what I saw tonight.

But Teddy needed to collect himself first. He was still dizzy. He wasn’t sure he could walk.

The elevator opened and a man and woman stepped out, his arm around her waist, the two of them giggling over a joke one of them must have just told.

They both looked at Teddy a little suspiciously, and he tried to smile back. Don’t worry, he longed to say. I’m the least of your worries. I’m the hotel detective.

But he wasn’t sure that was true anymore.

He imagined the next time someone called about thumps through the wall, the next time he needed to walk into a room after Sal. He couldn’t do it. Never again. Just the fear of ever seeing something like that again had him petrified.

No, this job wasn’t going to work out.

He raised one hand to the wall as he made his way to the elevator, hit the down button, descended to the basement where a small desk with a phone on it had been set beside the door to the boiler room.

He picked up the phone, dialed home. His father answered.

“Dad?” Teddy said. “Hey, Dad, this is Teddy. Can I talk to Mom?”

“What’s up, Sport?” Mr. Parker asked, his voice rising with concern.

“It’s okay, it’s fine,” Teddy stammered. “I just needed to . . . well, can you put her on?”

After a brief silence, Teddy heard his mother’s voice.

“Teddy, dear, what’s going on?”

“Aw, Mom,” Teddy said, choking off before he continued. “Aw, gee . . . someone died here. Someone’s dead.”

“Oh, Teddy, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Doris said. “Who was it? Anyone you knew?”

“No,” Teddy said. “It was a guest. A, a, a Mr. Dalton. Aw, gee, he . . . uh . . . I guess he decided . . . he couldn’t go on, so he . . . aw gee . . . he just . . . he just, well, he just ended it all.”

“Ended it all?” Doris repeated.

“In his closet,” Teddy said. “He, he, hanged himself, and . . . aw, gee . . . I went in there . . . and it was terrible, and I . . .”

“You went into his closet?” Doris queried.

“Well, no, but into his room. And we saw it. And it was terrible. It was--”

“Who saw it?” Doris asked.

“Me and Sal.”

“Who’s Sal?”

“He’s an Italian guy,” Teddy said. “Short, with a mustache. Engineering. Someone heard thumps, so Sal came up, and we went in, and he was just . . . there.”

“Oh, Teddy, I’m so sorry. That must have been horribly shocking.”

“I know, I know,” Teddy agreed. “His face, Ma. His face was just . . . oh . . .”

“Is someone taking care of it?” Doris asked. Her voice was calm, matter-of-fact.

“I . . . I don’t know,” Teddy replied, his voice leveling off, his breath slowing. “Probably. Sal went off, I guess to get help.”

“Do they need you to do anything?”

“Like what?” Teddy asked.

“Investigate?”

“What would I investigate?” Teddy muttered. “A guy just killed himself.”

“Well, there are still things you need to know,” Doris said. “Who was he? What was going on in his life? Did he leave behind a note? Are you sure it was suicide?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Teddy said impatiently. “Maybe the police will look into it. I was just calling because . . . because . . . well, I don’t know.”

“What don’t you know?”

“If I . . . if I’m cut out for this gig,” Teddy said, lowering his forehead to his palm, hunching over the desk in the basement’s half-light. “Ma, I can’t see things like that. I’m not made that way. It’s not—”

“Teddy,” Doris interrupted. “You’re not talking about quitting.”

“Well . . .” Teddy stammered. “You shoulda . . . if you’d seen him . . . what would you have done?”

“People die, Teddy,” Doris said. “And it’s not like what they show in the movies. And I’m sorry you had to find out this way. But that’s how it is.”

“But his face, Ma . . . his face.”

“I promise your dad saw worse in the war,” Doris said. “He doesn’t talk about it, and I don’t ask. But he didn’t quit. His nation needed him.”

Teddy closed his eyes, nodded.

“And the hotel needs you,” Doris said. “Now, it’s almost 10. You’ve barely two hours tonight to go, and then you can come home. And I promise you’ll feel better in the morning.”

“Okay,” Teddy said meekly.

“Have you had dinner yet?” she asked.

“No,” Teddy said. “I’m not that hungry.”

“You need dinner,” Doris asserted. “You’ve got a meatloaf sandwich and two cookies waiting for you, and I put an apple in there too, and one of those biscuits from last night.”

“Okay,” Teddy said.

“Right now, okay?” Doris persisted.

“I will, Mom,” Teddy agreed. “I will. Thanks. Bye.”

Teddy grabbed his pail from the lockers next to the desk, took the stairs back to the ground floor, one step at a time. He went over to the front desk, where Leo was leaning over a newspaper, but he looked up wide-eyed when Teddy crossed the lobby.

“Hey, you okay?” he asked.

“Better now,” Teddy said. “I’ve just never . . .”

“Been a couple years since we had one of those,” Leo said. “Sal says you passed out.”

Teddy grimaced, tried to smile.

Leo looked down at the pail in Teddy’s hand.

“Dinner?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “I was going to go back downstairs, but I wanted to check in with you first.”

“You gonna stay until the end of your shift?”

“Yeah, I go home at midnight.”

“The bar’s quiet,” Leo said. “Have your dinner in there. And tell Max I said to pour you a beer. On the house.”

“Hey, thanks,” Teddy said, and he made his way back across the lobby to the darkened entrance of the Bearcat Lounge, where Max was studying a racing form and the only patron was sitting at the end of the bar, an older, heavyset man in a rumpled suit, staring into the bottom of a half-finished Manhattan.

“Heard you had a little excitement on the second floor,” Max said.

“Fellow bumped himself off,” Teddy agreed sickly.

“You saw it?” Max asked, and he rose to his full height, unfolding his arms and putting them on his hips. He was taller than Teddy, exceedingly thin, his fedora always on to cover a dramatically receded hairline.

“Yeah,” Teddy said, settling onto a barstool, setting his pail in front of himself and undoing the latches. “I didn’t want to. I wouldn’t have gone in if I’d known.”

“What kind of shape was he in?”

“You haven’t heard?”

“No,” Max said. “They don’t tell me anything.”

“Hung himself in the closet,” Teddy said with a shiver.

“Why’d he do it?” Max asked, lowering his voice as he cast a quick glance at the man at the end of the bar.

“No idea,” Teddy said quietly, pulling out a meatloaf sandwich wrapped in wax paper.

“He didn’t leave behind a note?” Max asked.

“I didn’t see one. There might have been one, but as soon as we found him, me and Sal beat it.”

“What was he wearing?”

“Down to his skivvies,” Teddy said.

“You’d think he woulda dressed up for it,” Max ventured.

“What for?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Max said. “The last goodbye. The grand finale. Special occasion.”

Teddy choked off a laugh.

“I’m being straight with ya,” Max said. “You decide to end it, what’s your clothing choice gonna be?”

“I don’t know,” Teddy said with another laugh, this one longer, his recovery becoming palpable. “Never thought about it. Top hat and tails?”

Max laughed too, a long, high-pitched sound. “You want a beer?”

“Well, Leo said to ask for one, I guess,” Teddy said. “On the house.”

“What’ll ya have?”

“I’m not big on drinking beer,” Teddy confessed. “Whatever people like is good enough for me.”

“Purcell’s,” Max said, and he filled a mug and set it down next to Teddy’s pail.

Teddy raised the mug, sipped, made a face, bit into his sandwich, chewed thoughtfully.

“I guess the cops’ll sort it out,” Teddy said. “Somebody call ‘em?”

“Oh yeah,” Max said. “You always gotta call the cops. Leo took care of that. They’re up there right now.”

“The cops?”

“Yeah, coupla guys, I saw ‘em cross the lobby. Still up there.”

“You think I should try to talk to them?” Teddy asked.

“Well, you’re the hotel detective,” Max said. “It happened on your watch.”

“You think I’ll take the fall?”

“Fall? For what?”

“Well, a guy died on my watch,” Teddy said. “Like you said.”

“Buddy, he offed himself. Ain’t no way to put a stop to that. But, you know, you can find out what’s what. Take some notes, turn in a report to Mr. Pinson.”

“Mr. Pinson?” Teddy echoed, his voice almost squeaking as he repeated the name of the hotel’s owner. “You think he wants that?”

“Of course,” Max said. “No one wants a suicide on their property, but if you have one, you need the scoop. Talk to the cops. Find out the who-what-where. Type up something, coupla pages, make it look official. That’ll give you maybe a professional boost.”

Teddy patted the breast pocket of his coat, where a notebook and two pencil stubs resided, and he took another sip of beer, frowned, finished off his sandwich with two more bites, chewed his way around the apple.

“Hey, want a cookie?” he asked. “Mom made ‘em this morning.”

“Sure.”

Teddy shared one cookie, ate the other, washed it all down with another swig of beer.

“I don’t know if a cookie and beer are the best match,” Teddy said with a grimace, and he pushed his stool back and slid off.

“You gonna finish that beer?” Max asked.

“No,” Teddy said. “I wanna stay sharp for the cops.”

“Good luck.”

Teddy brought his things back to the basement desk, looked down at himself, smoothed his coat, went to the elevator and hit the button for the second floor, muttering quietly to himself as he rose: “I’m the hotel detective. It happened on my watch. Just give me the facts.”




Chapter 5: A Dark Alley

Teddy’s stride was less than certain, slower than his usual pace as he approached room 228. He pulled out his notebook and a pencil stub and paused when he reached the door, which had been left slightly ajar.

“Ups-a-daisy,” someone grunted. “Time for the last rodeo.”

The door swung wide and Teddy stepped back as a hospital worker in a white coat and pants backed out of the room, pulling a hospital gurney behind him.

Teddy’s face froze as the gurney emerged and its contents became visible: the shape of a male corpse beneath a heavy white sheet.

Teddy backed up, nodded to the orderly, watched him make his way to the elevator, swallowed and stepped to the door. Inside the room, a plainclothes detective and a patrolman in blue were peering out the window.

“I’d drive a Hornet,” the cop said.

“Roadmaster for me,” the plainclothes officer said back. “1953. Better engine. Rag top.”

“Excuse me,” Teddy said from the door.

“Yeah?” plainclothes said, turning and peering curiously at Teddy.

“Sorry to bother you,” Teddy said, flipping to the first page of his little notepad. “I’m Theodore Parker, hotel detective. I need to get a report together. May I have a few minutes of your time?”

“No one told us there was a house dick,” said plainclothes with surprise.

“That must have been an oversight,” Teddy said.

“So what happened here, then?” plainclothes asked.

“What?” Teddy asked, looking startled, if not panicked. “Oh, yeah. Yes, Sir. A, a, a gentleman . . . a guest of the hotel . . . seems to have taken his own life.”

“Seems to have?” plainclothes asked, arching one eyebrow suspiciously. He was in a dark gray coat, light gray pants, a black tie, a gray porkpie hat.

“It looked like suicide to me,” Teddy said. “But we left as soon as we . . . saw it.”

“We?”

“Sal and I,” Teddy said.

“Who’s Sal?”

“Engineering,” Teddy said, his voice catching before he continued. “We came in to check out a noise, and as soon as—”

“What noise?”

“Some kinda knocking,” Teddy said, gesturing toward the closet. “People in the room next door heard it and called Leo.”

“Who’s Leo?”

“He’s working the front desk tonight.”

Plainclothes reached into his pocket, pulled out a folded sheet of hotel stationery.

“Since you know so much,” he said, “how ‘bout you call her?”

Teddy took the sheet from the cop, unfolded it.

“Call my wife and give her the news,” it said in block letters. “She’s in Pittsburgh. Oxbow 6-5441.”

Teddy squinted at the sheet, held it up to the overhead light, lowered it to his belly and continued to peer, finally looked up at plainclothes.

“So I should,” he began, voice catching again, “call and . . . tell her . . . her husband . . .”

“Yup, that’s what you should do,” the cop replied, and he turned to the uniformed officer. “We’re done. Write something up for me.”

The cop nodded and followed plainclothes out the door, Teddy departing last, mouth half open, eyes wide with uncertainty, but he never spoke and the two headed to the stairs, hard-heeled shoes clomping.

Teddy took the elevator to the front desk, where Leo was looking blankly toward the hotel’s front entrance.

“All sorted out?” Leo asked.

“They just left,” Teddy said, face still creased with confusion.

“Yeah?” Leo said.

Teddy set the note on the front counter. “They asked me to take care of this.”

“Yeah,” Leo said, picking up the sheet, frowning. “Not much of a note.”

“So I should . . . do that?”

“If the cops told you to, you should,” Leo said.

“Call his wife?” Teddy said.

“His widow, yeah.”

“But she’s . . . so she doesn’t know?”

“Not until you tell her.”

“Just like that?” Teddy said, terror in his voice. “I tell her her husband’s dead? Just like that?”

“Hey, finesse it a little,” Leo said.

Teddy raised his eyebrow, clearly uncertain what Leo meant.

“Tell her how sorry you are, and the Delacroix too. Tell her you hope she finds a way to make it through her life without her husband. Maybe she’ll find another guy. Don’t say that first, of course. See how the conversation flows. Bring it up if she’s leaning that way. Some dames, dead husband is the best news they’ll get all day.”

Teddy nodded, eyes blank, and reached for the phone.

“Oh no, Pal, call her from the basement phone,” Leo said. “This is not a front desk call.”

Still clutching the dead man’s note, Teddy made his way back to the elevator, down to the basement, over to the phone. He sat down, put his elbows on the desk, raised one hand and dropped his forehead onto it, and sighed. But, reaching into some deep place of strength, he took up the phone, dialed 0.

“Hi, operator?” he said. “Can I have Pittsburgh? Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania?”

Teddy waited.

“Altoona?” he said. “Hello, Ma’am. Can I reach Pittsburgh through you? Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania? Okay, that’s dandy, thank you. I need Oxbow 6-5441. Yes. Oxbow 6-5441. Thank you.”

Teddy waited, tapped his foot, looked at the wall above the desk where someone had tacked up a map of the city.

“Hello?” said a woman’s voice.

Teddy sat up straight, eyes wide.

“Mrs. Dalton?” he asked. “Is this Mrs. Dalton?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “My name is Theodore Parker. I’m with the Delacroix Hotel, in Lutherville. And I’m afraid . . . I’m afraid I have some very bad news. About your husband.”

“What is it?” she asked, voice rising.

“Well it seems . . . it seems . . .”

Teddy froze. His mouth froze. His eyes froze, directed at the map, unmoving. His body froze.

“What do you have to tell me about my husband?” the woman asked sharply, her voice shaking Teddy from his stupor.

“Oh, yes . . . I’m afraid he’s taken his life.”

“What?”

“Tonight,” Teddy said. “I’m very sorry, Ma’am.”

The woman made a sort of choking sound before she spoke again, her next words rushed and strange, as if coming from a different mouth.

“Where did you find him?”

“In his room,” Teddy said. “In the . . . in the closet.”

“Where are you?”

“The Delacroix Hotel, in Lutherville.”

“Lutherville, Maryland?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“How did he . . .”

“Hanging, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “I’m so sorry to have to call you about this.”

At last, the tears came, the mourning began, the woman wailing so loud into the receiver Teddy had to lower his handset to the desk, and he used his free hand to grip the hair over his forehead, his brow wrinkled with sympathetic pain.

Done shouting, her next words came thickly, and Teddy raised the phone to his ear.

“Where is his body?” she asked between sniffs.

“The police had it picked up,” Teddy said. “Someone from the hospital.”

“You’re not with the police?”

“No, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “I’m with the Delacroix. The hotel detective.”

“You’re at a hotel?” the woman asked. “What was he doing there?”

“He was a guest,” Teddy said. “Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“Does the name Mike mean anything to you?”

“Mike?” Teddy echoed.

“Yes, Mike,” she said.

“I’m afraid that name doesn’t ring a bell, where your husband is concerned.”

“Where are you?” she asked.

“25 Main Street, Lutherville,” Teddy replied. “The hotel’s a big place, hard to miss.”

“I believe I can get there in two hours,” she said. “Please wait for me.”

“Yes, Ma—” Teddy began, falling silent when the line clicked dead.

Teddy’s shoulders slumped, he lurched forward and sighed, paused like that for a few moments before he leaned back and pulled his notebook and his pencil from his coat, adding a summary of the latest events to his record before he headed upstairs, approached the front desk.

“You made the call?” Leo asked.

“Yeah,” Teddy replied.

“How’d it go?”

“She cried,” Teddy said. “And now she’s on her way.”

“On her way?”

“Yeah.”

“Here?”

“Yeah.”

“What for?”

“She didn’t say,” Teddy replied. “Just said she’d be here in two hours and asked if I’d meet her.”

“This is getting complicated,” Leo said.

“I’m not sure she’s thinking straight,” Teddy asserted. “You just find out your husband’s dead, you do things.”

“You gonna meet with her?” Leo asked.

Teddy looked at the clocks behind the desk, signs under each for the city it applied to: London, Paris, Berlin, Shanghai, New York.

“She should be here right around midnight,” Teddy said. “End of my shift, but I can wait.”

“Was that tough?” Leo asked.

“What?”

“Calling a lady and telling her she’s a new widow.”

“I didn’t like it,” Teddy confessed.

“I knew a guy, had a job of telling moms and dads their kid was dead in the war. He didn’t like it either. He almost got shot once or twice.”

“Think she’s gonna shoot me?” Teddy asked.

“I doubt it,” Leo said. “But have another drink on the house, just in case it’s your last.”

Teddy peeked into the bar, saw that it was empty and Max was cleaning up. Not wanting to slow Max down, not wanting to get into another conversation, he grabbed a fresh newspaper from the front desk and pretended to read it. Just because there’d been a suicide here tonight didn’t mean there might not be something else, and he needed to be ready for anything, just like before.

He waited until 10 minutes after midnight, stood up, stretched and yawned.

“Hey, g’night, Leo.”

“You take care of yourself, Teddy.”

He pushed open the hotel’s big front door and looked into the street, saw nothing but a bum hunched over a paper bag near the lamp post, went back inside.

“In the unlikely event a woman shows up asking for me,” he told Leo, “tell her I’m sorry I missed her, but I’ll be back tomorrow night if she wants to make time.”

“I bet she never shows,” Leo said. “Between knockout pills and a fifth of hooch, she’ll be off in la-la land until she wakes up tomorrow and starts bawling again.”

Teddy grimaced, headed toward the front door. “See ya tomorrow, Leo.”

“Rain or shine,” Leo promised.

A white convertible Corvette had pulled up to the curb in the brief moment while Teddy was saying goodnight to Leo, a woman of about 30 getting out. She was petit, a little over 5 feet tall, in a skirt and matching jacket, both of black velvet. Her black hair was parted down the middle, frizzy and a little wild, a pair of barrettes not doing much to tame it.

“You Teddy?” she asked, shutting her door and rounding her car. Her heavily mascaraed eyes were red, her face weary, her voice flat. The only life in her countenance was delivered by her prominent, hooked nose.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said. “Are you Mrs. Dalton?”

“I am,” she said. “I need to—”

She stopped speaking and turned to look at the bum, who’d pushed away from the lamppost and was shuffling toward her, his game right leg forcing his body to sway hard to the right with every step, his face almost invisible beneath a beard, a tattered bowler and the grime of the streets.

The man’s pace slowed, he reached out both hands and stooped, as if about to fall, and Teddy and Mrs. Dalton looked at him with alarm. Just before he tottered over, however, he found his balance, straightened, lunged toward the woman, wrapped his arms around her waist, hoisted her and bore her down the sidewalk.

“AHHHH!” the woman shrieked, legs kicking.

“Hey, fella, what’s the big idea?” Teddy shouted, and he stood transfixed until the man and his screaming captive rounded the hotel’s corner and disappeared into the alley.

“Hey!” Teddy shouted again, breaking into a run. “Come back here with her!”

By the time Teddy reached the corner, the screaming had stopped. He charged into the alley and paused, because no one was there, just the hotel’s refuse bin and, parked a little further on, a Chevy Loadmaster.

“Mrs. Dalton, are you okay?” Teddy shouted, advancing into the darkened space. He searched the alley until his eyes zeroed in on the truck’s rear window, where what seemed to be a head was dimly visible on the passenger side.

“Mrs. Dalton?” Teddy shouted, running forward until he reached the far end of the refuse bin, at which point the bum materialized just past it, reached out and grabbed Teddy’s arm, his momentum swinging him in a tight circle that concluded with his back against the hotel’s brick wall and the bum’s snarling face inches from his.

There was a click, something hard got pressed against Teddy’s ribs, and Teddy went still, his eyes wide with fright. But his mouth kept moving.

“Look, Buddy, this isn’t the kind of town where you can just pick a lady up off the streets,” he said between breaths. “We have laws about that.”

The bum released his grip on Teddy’s arm and stepped back, raising his gun so it pointed directly at Teddy’s heart.

“What did you do with Mrs. Dalton?” Teddy demanded. “She just lost her husband. She doesn’t need this too!”

The man grunted but said nothing more, moved backward, rounded the truck, ducked into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine.

Teddy stepped forward.

“Hey!” he shouted. “Don’t leave!”

The bum’s head was visible, but there was no passenger now, and the truck lurched forward.

“What did you do with Mrs. Dalton!” Teddy screamed, running after the vehicle, reaching for the back gate, just beyond his fingertips. “Give her back! I’m calling the cops!”

The truck quickly outdistanced him, skidded to a stop at the end of the alley, turned left, vanished from view.

“Jeepers!” he said under his breath, and he turned, surveyed the alley, noticed the rectangle of light around the emergency exit, tried the handle and the door yielded, letting him into the stairwell. From there, he ran to the front of the hotel, dashed into the lobby, grabbed for the phone while a startled Leo looked up from a novel.

“Hey, Captain, what’s up?” he asked.

“There’s been a kidnapping,” Teddy said. “I need the police. What’s their number?”

“Hold your horses,” Leo said. “Give me the rundown.”

“Out front,” Teddy said, inhaling deeply before he continued. “Mrs. Dalton pulled up. She got out of her car. She spoke to me. And then, and then . . . this bum pops up and grabs her and drags her into the alley. She was screaming. And then he—”

“Wait a second,” Leo said, holding up his hands. “He grabbed her?”

“Picked her up like a doll, carried her into the alley.”

“No bum I’ve ever seen can pick up no dame,” Leo asserted.

Teddy froze, looking at Leo as if the man had just pushed a knife between his ribs.

“Hey, hey,” Leo said. “I’m not calling you a liar. I’m sure—”

“Her car’s still out there,” Teddy said, looking through the window to confirm it. “I didn’t make that up.”

“I’m not saying you made anything up,” Leo said. “I’m just saying, well, just sleep on it. The mind plays tricks, you know that. And you saw a dead guy today. That’ll rattle anyone’s mind.”

Teddy’s mouth worked in silence for a moment before he finally got the words out.

“But what about her car?” he blurted.

“Tell you what,” Leo said. “If it’s still there at the end of my shift, I’ll call and have it picked up. That spot’s for guests, temporary only. And I’m sure the cops’ll trace it back to whoever drives it, and you can talk to them about it.”

“But they’re getting away!” Teddy protested.

“Who’s getting away?”

“The bum,” Teddy said breathlessly. “He’s driving a black Chevy Loadmaster. Had it in the alley. I followed him, after he grabbed Mrs. Dalton. He shanghaied me. Past the bin. Right past the bin. He was waiting for me there. Spun me around. Put me against the wall. He had a gun.” Teddy touched his ribs. “He put it right there. He pointed it at me. Then he drove off. I tried to follow him. I think maybe he had Mrs. Dalton.”

Leo smiled a little sadly.

“It’s late, kid,” he said. “And that’s a dark alley. You coulda seen anything.”




Chapter 6: Working in the Yard

Teddy knocked on the door, knocked again, waited, stood back when it finally opened.

“Hello, Miss Lizzy,” he said.

“Who?” she barked.

“Um . . . Miss, um—”

“That’s not what you’ll call me,” she said. Although dressed in a faded green housecoat and brown rubber Wellingtons, her face registered disdain on an imperious scale. “My name is Elizabeth Rosetta.”

Teddy recovered immediately: “Good day, Miss Rosetta,” he said. “I believe you were desirous of my services this morning.”

“I said 10. You’re 10 minutes early.”

“Yes,” Teddy said. “Shall I come back?”

“No, as long as you’re here, you might as well stay.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said, stepping into the mansion. “What shall I be doing today?”

“You’ll be in the yard,” she said, “clearing things.”

“I dressed for that,” Teddy said. He was in khaki pants, tan shirt, brown leather work boots, and a pith helmet. His lunch pail hung from his right hand.

“I see that,” said Miss Rosetta. “My girl will direct you.”

“Is she already outside?” Teddy asked.

“No, she’s in her temporary quarters, and managing her will be one of your tasks.”

“I can do that,” Teddy assured.

“How much are you asking?” Miss Rosetta inquired.

“The hotel pays me 80 cents an hour,” Teddy said. “I feel that’s an—”

“That is a professional rate,” Miss Rosetta interrupted. “Sixty for this kind of work.”

“If my work proves satisfactory,” Teddy countered, “would you consider a raise?”

“I would consider it,” she said, leading Teddy through the entry hall and down a hallway to the left. “But first things first.”

From behind a door on the right emerged the sound of a classical guitar, a single complex riff being played once, twice, a third time.

Miss Rosetta reached the door and, without a pause, without knocking, she pushed it open to reveal Margot, in a chair in the middle of the room, a great guitar resting on her crossed thighs, a sleeping pallet against the wall. She was naked, with a long chain running from one ankle to a ring fastened to a plate that had been screwed through the room’s ancient, threadbare carpet.

“Your hammers lack articulation,” Miss Rosetta declared.

The girl neither agreed nor disagreed, simply set her guitar on a stand and rose, eyes moving from her owner to Teddy, whose eyes also wandered, pausing first on her breasts, and then on the hair at her middle which, since their meeting yesterday, had been trimmed and shaped into a flat, neat triangle.

“You’ll be helped by Master Theodore today,” said Miss Rosetta. “I’ve agreed to see how he’ll work out. If he fails to do what you say, you’ll let me know.”

Margot didn’t disagree.

Miss Rosetta reached into the big front pocket of her housecoat, pulled out a brass ring with a half dozen keys fixed to it.

“This is for her foot,” she said, pinching a short iron key. “These are for her collars. She’ll wear brass today. This is for the lock that keeps her on her run. Let her take you downstairs so she can show you what she’ll need.”

Miss Rosetta handed Teddy the ring, and he knelt to free the girl’s ankle from her restraint.

As soon as she was freed, the girl left the room, strode down the hall, forcing Teddy to lope after her, crossing the entry hall a few steps behind her, following her through an entranceway and down another hall, where she stopped and turned to open a door that led to a wooden stairway. She flipped on the light and descended, Teddy behind her to the subterranean floor, a large, mostly-empty storage area to the right and a hallway to the left with doors on either side, a washroom at the end.

She went to the last door on the right, pushed it open and entered a room with little more than the space for a single, cast-iron bed, a chair, an oil lamp. No clothing hung from the pegs on the wall beside the bed, but four open collars did, as well as several lengths of chain and two padlocks.

“Brass,” Teddy said, pointing to a ring of tarnished dark gold, which hung beside collars of black iron, simple brown leather, and black leather studded with silver florets.

“Yes,” she confirmed, and Teddy pulled it off the wall, opened it and turned to her, and she raised her hands to her neck, slipped her fingers under her hair and pulled it up, her face expressionless as Teddy passed the collar behind her neck and brought the ends together beneath her chin, pressing until it clicked.

A ring dangled from a post placed near the collar’s catch, and Teddy looked at it, stepped back and took the girl in again, looked at the room.

“Is this where you’ll live?” he asked.

“When we get the fuse reset,” she said. “There’s no electricity now.”

She turned and left the room and Teddy followed, the two making their way briskly back upstairs, through the entry hall and into the kitchen and out the back door.

The chain Margot had been bound to the day before dangled from the wire run where it terminated at the lintel, a padlock fastened to the end, and Teddy grabbed it, tried several keys until he found one that fit, turned it, and Margot faced him and waited, and Teddy fastened the chain to the collar and looked at the girl.

“Whatcha want me to do first?” he asked.

“The tools are in the shed, over there,” she said, pointing to a run-down hovel that might at one time have been a quaint little gardener’s hut. It still boasted a sturdy frame and windows at mostly right angles, but the panes were either broken or gone, the door was off its frame, the old white paint was nothing more than flecks on the walls, and most of the black wood shingles had slipped off the peaked roof.

“You sure it won’t fall on me?” Teddy quipped, heading over to the structure.

“I could go in there,” Margot said without any reciprocal humor, “but you’d have to let me off my run.”

Teddy neared the shed cautiously, eyes on either side of the building, where the shingles had fallen and collected and moldered, green weeds growing through the black debris.

He reached the doorway, studied the old door which, it seemed, had been liberated from its hinges long ago and set by someone in some final act just beside the entrance. Surprisingly, the glass at the top of the door remained intact, as did the brass knob, purposeless now but still entirely functional.

Teddy proceeded into the shack, scanned the space as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. At the back of the hovel, along the floor and on the shelves of splintered wood sat ancient things, placed there in some forgotten time: rough-hewn crates, dusty bottles, glass jars and crusty tins of unknown origin, all their destinies as yet unwritten. The thick sludges, the indecipherable fragments, the black rime of evaporated fluids spoke of things that had been one thing before they’d become another thing, persisting.

Immediately before Teddy, on a floor made of bricks set closely but never mortared, lay a neat pile of what Margot had sent him for, the entirely modern accoutrement of a serious backyard enterprise. Here was a Gardener’s Dee-Lite trimmer, pruner and clipper set. Here was the Sensible Arts pole saw Margot had been using yesterday. To the left waited a Plushlawn push mower and a Dimrest canvas refuse bag. To the right was a Blue-Ribbon wheelbarrow, two Lord GreenThumb rakes, a half dozen pairs of Foster’s suede gloves with patented ribbing, a stack of rust-colored rags.

Teddy picked up the first armload of supplies and made his way back to the girl, now standing at the midpoint of her run, regarding a great bush which had started out as a weed without ambition ages ago and achieved nonetheless.

“Bring us the things to get this gone,” Margot said, and off Teddy went to retrieve the necessary implements, and as the two youth labored, they pressed rags against their faces, Margot’s sweat rolling down her back, Teddy’s shirt soaked, his pith helmet cast to the side, and the pile growing of severed greenery.

After an hour, Margot set down her clippers, dropped to her knees.

“There’s tea in the Frigidaire,” she said by way of command, and Teddy dropped his trimmer and went to the kitchen, found the tea and two crystal glasses, returned and sat in the tall grass beside the girl, the oak above them shading them from the sun, her chain taut between her neck and the overhead wire.

“Well, work was exciting last night,” Teddy said.

Margot looked at him, looked away. Did she want him to continue, to elaborate? Impossible to say.

“A fella hanged himself in his room, at the hotel,” he said. “I got there first. Me and Sal. We found him.”

Margot looked at Teddy again, looked away again, sipped her tea.

“He left a note, said ‘Call my wife,’ with her number. So I called her. Talked to her. She said she was on her way. Showed up a little after midnight. And here’s where it gets really wingy.”

Teddy looked at the girl, but she did not look back. Instead, she appeared to be focused on what was left of the bush, half of it hacked down, the other half yet to be dismissed.

In the face of utter indifference, Teddy persevered.

“She says hello to me. I says hello to her. And now this bum, this bum just up and rushes her, snatches her up like sack of chickenfeed, carts her off and around the corner, and she’s hollerin’ and I’m giving chase for all I’m worth, and there I am.”

Teddy dropped his voice and hunched his shoulders in the universal gesture of a storyteller at the climax of his tale, and he looked wide-eyed at Margot, who continued to study the bush.

“There I am,” he said again, dramatically, despite the utter disinterest of his audience, “all by myself in an alley, looking for a bum and a screaming widow, and there’s not a soul, not a peep. So I take a step. And I take another step. And now I come around the big hotel trash bucket and . . . whammo!”

If Teddy’s exclamation startled Margot, she kept it to herself.

“From out of nowhere, there he is, the bum. And he’s all over me, the strength of 10 men, puts me up against the wall like I’m an empty suit, shoves a gun against my ribs, growls at me, backs off with his gun aimed at my heart, jumps in a truck, and I’m running after him but off he goes and I’m all alone in a dark alley.”

Teddy had been looking down as he finished his story, but when he looked back up, Margot was staring at him, dark eyes fixed on his, unblinking.

“So,” he concluded, “what do you think about that?”

Margot continued to stare, and Teddy looked away and smiled awkwardly.

“I think we can get all of the bush gone by lunch,” Margot said, rising and holding out her glass, and Teddy took it and headed back into the kitchen, returned, and the pair worked another hour before they’d reduced the giant weed to a stump flush with the ground, and Margot went to the trunk of the old oak, placing her bare feet on two of the thickest roots, and she squatted and looked in the direction of Teddy’s home, just the chimney and the peak of the roof visible over the top of the wooden fence and the old vines that caked it, and she released, her urine starting as a thin stream before it rushed and fanned out, most of it landing in the crevasse between the roots, some of it staining black the old wood beneath her feet.

“There are ham sandwiches in the Frigidaire,” she said as she finished draining. “Get us those, and your mother’s cookies, and more tea.”

Teddy washed up in the lavatory just off the kitchen and brought out their lunch and a blanket someone had left on the kitchen counter, and he spread it out and they both picnicked on it, and she sipped her tea and looked at him.

“The bum knows the widow,” she said.




Chapter 7: Conversations

“Huh?” Teddy said, pausing mid-bite.

“The bum knows the widow,” Margot said again.

“How do ya figure?” Teddy asked, resting his elbow on his thigh and leaning toward the girl to peer curiously at her.

“Because he did.”

“Okay, how did he know her?” Teddy demanded.

“I don’t know,” Margot admitted.

“Okay,” Teddy said, nodding. “That’s not half bad. But it makes this case way more complicated.”

After a minute of lunching in silence, Teddy spoke again.

“Maybe she owed someone money,” he ventured. “And they sent the bum to collect. To give her the third degree. Yeah. To hold her feet to the fire. But then, who sends a bum to do their dirty work? Why—”

Teddy looked blindly up into the waving leaves of the great oak, opened his mouth as if to speak, shook his head and closed his mouth again, looked at the girl, looked away.

“I think if we knew why the guy killed himself . . . that’s the key to this case. Why he knocked himself off.”

“Inwardly directed anger,” Margot said. “An imbalance between the ego and super ego. Or a rational calculation.”

Teddy smiled, tilted his head back and forth, feigning a dog-like confusion.

“Prevailing theories, subject to further refinement,” she said. “Rational calculation is the easiest to verify. Someone ends their life because it doesn’t make sense to go on.”

“Why wouldn’t it make sense?” he asked.

“Resource horizon,” she replied.

“What does that mean?”

“When a man can see to the end of what he needs to live, he will reassert control by ending on his own terms.”

“You mean, like money?” Teddy said. “That’s a resource, right?”

“It can be anything he needs. Money, status, freedom, familial affection.”

Teddy studied the pattern in the blanket before his eyes widened.

“Maybe he was being blackmailed.”

Margot was looking at the house now and didn’t seem to hear him.

“The desk clerk said I should write a report for Mr. Pinson,” Teddy said. “It needs to be first class, but how can I do that if I can’t figure out why he killed himself?”

“Everything we chopped needs to go to the curb,” Margot said, twisting to look at the great weed they’d brought down. “You’ll do that next.”

Teddy worked another two hours, needed to leave so he could get washed up for work, and when he was done, he brought Margot more tea so she could continue her work, and found Miss Rosetta in the kitchen, and she handed him a chit that read simply “Theodore P., 4 hours @ .60, $2.40.”

* * *

That night, Teddy clocked in, went to the bar, got a club soda from Max and went to the front desk.

“Hey, Leo,” he said.

“Ahoy there, Teddy Bear, what’s new?”

“Well, I’m kinda workin’ on that case,” Teddy replied.

“What case?” Leo asked.

“The fella that offed himself last night,” Teddy said. “I’m trying to get that report—”

“Oh, hold your horses there, bucko,” Leo interrupted. “It’s all taken care of.”

“Huh?” Teddy inquired.

“Cops got the scoop, he was a doctor lived in Lincoln, Virginia, had a wife and two kids, everything’s straight.”

“The number he left for his wife was in Pittsburgh.”

Leo shrugged, and for a long while, Teddy just looked at Leo over his drink, his mouth agape.

“What’s wrong, Teddy?” Leo said. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“Why’d he do it, Leo?” Teddy demanded. “Has anybody worked that angle?”

“People have their reasons,” Leo said.

“Well, what are the cops saying?” Teddy persisted.

“No idea,” Leo said. “I guess just that someone hung himself at the Delacroix, and now he’s dead.”

“But there was a reason for it,” Teddy protested. “If you don’t know that . . . you got nothing.”

“Teddy,” Leo said, and he set down his newspaper and peered at Teddy over his glasses. “People off themselves, and sometimes they do where they live, and sometimes they do it at a place of business, and just because they do it somewhere else besides home sweet home, it’s not anyone else’s problem but theirs.”

“But my report,” Teddy said.

“What report?”

“You told me to write a report,” Teddy said. “For Mr. Pinson.”

Leo recoiled.

“Oh, forget I said that,” he said quickly. “Cops got it taken care of. It’s done. All good. Forget about it.”

Teddy looked at Leo in shock, furrowing his brow.

“But what if it happens again?” Teddy asked.

“Then it happens again,” Leo said. “Your report ain’t gonna keep it from happening another time.”

“It could,” Teddy countered, looking up to search his mind. “Okay, say we find out something happened to him here? His room . . . it gave him, uh, inwardly directed anger.”

Leo looked sadly at Teddy before he returned to his newspaper.

Teddy would not be so easily dismissed, however. When Leo looked up, Teddy was still there, hands on his hips.

“And his wife,” Teddy said. “What about that?”

“That wasn’t his wife,” Leo said.

“Huh?” Teddy demanded.

Leo leafed through his newspaper, folded it, handed it to Teddy, his finger on a small item toward the bottom of an inside page. Teddy took a drink of his club soda and set it down on the nearby table, raised the paper to his eyes.

“Respected Doctor Ends Life,” read the headline.

“Orthopedic surgeon Bruce Dalton,” the story began, “visiting Lutherville Medical Center from his home in Lincoln, Virginia, was found deceased by his own hand at a downtown hotel last night. He was 37.

“Dr. Dalton was in town to assist local physicians in treating injuries sustained by several young people in a recent car accident.

“He leaves behind a wife and two five-year-old children.”

Teddy’s eyes flickered over the article several times before he looked back up at Leo, mystified.

“It says nothing about the Delacroix,” he protested.

“Why should it?” Leo challenged.

“Well,” Teddy sputtered, “this is where it happened.”

“Not everything has to be said,” Leo asserted.

“But . . . the reading public,” Teddy said.

“The reading public?” Leo said, nodding, and holding his hand out. “They’re gonna be just fine.”

Teddy gave the paper back to Leo, returned to his table and sat heavily, swishing his drink while the ice clinked, and he took a thoroughly disillusioned sip.

* * *

“Teddy, you awake?” Doris asked after a few quick raps on her son’s bedroom door.

“Aw, Ma, I was sleepin’!” Teddy mourned.

“Someone on the phone for you,” she said.

“Who’s calling at this hour?” Teddy asked, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

“It’s almost 10,” Doris said.

“Ten on a Saturday, sure,” Teddy said. “I didn’t get home until midnight 30!”

“Come get the phone,” Doris said.

“Any idea who it is?”

“She didn’t say, I didn’t ask,” Doris said.

“Hrrmph!” Teddy said, throwing his covers aside. “Tell her I’ll be there forthwith. And tell her she woke me up, if you wanna be honest with her.”

Five minutes later, Teddy was in the kitchen, a heavy, patterned robe in purple and black over Varsity Hall pajamas in navy and gold, the phone pressed with annoyance against his ear.

“This is Teddy,” he said.

“Hi, Theodore Parker?” said a young woman’s voice.

“Some people call me that.”

“Right,” she said. “I’m Catherine St. Vincent, with the Lincoln Examiner. I had some questions for you, if you can talk now.”

“Questions ‘bout what?” Teddy said sourly, sitting down at the kitchen table.

“The suicide of Dr. Bruce Dalton.”

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“I’m doing a story about it,” she said. “I wanted to see if you knew a few things.”

“Wait, Miss, who are you with again?” Teddy said.

“The Lincoln Examiner,” Catherine replied. “We’re one of the papers in Lincoln. Virginia.”

“Where they’re saying Dr. Dalton was from,” Teddy noted.

“Right,” she agreed. “He ended his life at the Delacroix hotel.”

“You found that out?” Teddy said.

“Yeah,” she said. “I understand you’re the hotel detective there?”

“I am.”

“Did you investigate his death?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Teddy replied. “Well, a little.”

“What did you learn?”

Teddy chuckled bitterly into the phone.

“Well . . . nothing. I don’t have a clue.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, why did he do it?” Teddy asked. “That seems like the single most important question, and I’m empty-handed.”

“Did he leave a note?”

“Yeah.”

“He did?”

“Yeah. A short note.”

“What’d it say?” Catherine asked, voice rising.

“Just, uh, call my wife. And a phone number.”

“Did someone call her?”

“I did,” Teddy said.

“And you spoke to her?”

“Yeah,” Teddy said, and then he tilted his head to the side and arched his eyebrows. “But the number I called was in Pittsburgh.”

“And you reached her? You reached his wife?”

“Yes,” Teddy said.

“What did she say?”

“She cried,” Teddy said. “And then she said she’d be right down.”

“Be right down?”

“I mean, she’d drive down. To Lutherville. From Pittsburgh.”

“Did she?”

“Yeah.”

“You saw her?”

“Uh, yeah I saw her.”

“What did she look like?”

“Black hair, kind of a frizz. Little. She was smallish. Maybe in her 30s. Nose kinda big. Nice clothes.”

“Hold on,” Catherine said. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying you called the number on his note, it was his wife, in Pittsburgh, she came to Lutherville, and you met with her?”

“Well . . . all but the last part,” Teddy said. When Catherine was silent, he continued. “I didn’t meet with her. We said a few words, and then . . .”

“And then what?” Catherine prompted.

“And then. . . it got a little screwy.”

“Go on.”

“No one believes I saw what I saw. So now I’m not even sure.”

“Well, what do you think you saw?”

“A bum grabbed her,” Teddy blurted. “She said hi to me, said she was Mrs. Dalton, and then a bum just walked right up and took her and carried her off, around the corner. So I followed them into the alley and he pulled a gun on me.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing,” Teddy confirmed.

“So he had a gun,” Catherine said. “Did he fire it?”

“Uh, I don’t think so,” Teddy said.

“But he might have?”

“He might have, sure,” Teddy said. “But if he did, he missed me.”

“Then what, after he shot at you?”

“He drove away in a truck.”

“Where was Mrs. Dalton?”

“I didn’t see her again.”

“Maybe in the truck?” Catherine asked.

“Coulda been. It was dark.”

“Really?” Catherine said.

“That’s how I remember it.”

“Well,” Catherine said doubtfully. “I don’t think that was Dr. Dalton’s wife.”

“Yeah, I’ve been hearing that,” Teddy said. “I don’t know.”

“Well, she doesn’t live in Pittsburgh, first off,” Catherine said, “and his wife in Lincoln, his real wife, didn’t get the word her husband was dead until the next morning. And her hair isn’t black. And she never went to Lutherville. Not the night her husband died, not the next day. She’s been in Lincoln since she got the news, under sedation they’re saying. I haven’t even been able to talk to her.”

“So who was the lady from Pittsburgh?” Teddy asked.

“Maybe a wrong number?” Catherine offered.

“I called the number on the fella’s note,” Teddy said defensively. “She said she was his wife. She cried. She came down to . . . oh, jeepers!”

“What happened?”

“You don’t think . . .” Teddy said.

“What?”

“It couldn’t be . . .” Teddy continued.

“Yeah?”

“Two,” Teddy began dramatically, “wives.”

“Well, that’s rich,” Catherine said, laughing.

“Just a theory,” Teddy said. “But it happens. I’ve heard about it.”

“How old are you?” Catherine asked.

“Seventeen.”

“You’re in high school?”

“I’ll be a senior in the fall, yeah.”

“You read a lot of comic books?”

“No more than the next guy.”

“Have you been pulling my leg this whole time?” she asked.

“I’m not pulling anyone’s leg, honest!” Teddy nearly shouted.

“Okay, okay,” Catherine said. “Look, I gotta write up something for tomorrow’s paper, and if it’s a bunch of hooey, I go back to covering weddings.”

“Then maybe you should write about something else today,” Teddy ventured.

“No, this is my assignment, I gotta see it through. But you’re gonna be in my story. Theodore Parker, right? T-H-E-O-D-O-R-E P-A-R-K-E-R?”

“That’s me.”

“So if you wanna change anything you just told me, now’s the time.”

“I’d love to break this case,” Teddy said. “And everything I told you is how I saw it, scout’s honor.”

“Scout’s honor, then,” Catherine said.

“Have you talked to the police?” Teddy asked.

“Yeah,” Catherine replied. “They said they handed the investigation off to you.”

Teddy chuckled. “They gave me the note and told me to call the number on it, that’s all,” he said.

“Do you still have the note?”

“Yup.”

“Can you get it? And read it to me?”

“Just a sec,” Teddy said, and he went to his room and fished the note out of his coat pocket, returned, picked up the phone. “Call my wife and give her the news,” he read. “She’s in Pittsburgh. Oxbow 6-5441.”

“Brilliant,” she said. “Hey, how long have you been hotel detective there?”

“A couple of weeks,” Teddy replied.

“How long have you been a detective?”

“Couple of weeks.”

“How’d you get the job at the Delacroix?”

“My dad did some work with the owner, and they were talking and Dad told him I’m a stand up guy and next thing you know there I am.”

“That’s great,” Catherine said. “Thanks a million.”

The line went dead and Teddy replaced the handset and went to the fridge to scare up breakfast.

“Who was that?” Doris asked.

“Some lady reporter from the Lincoln paper, wanted to talk about the suicide,” Teddy said.

“You talked to her awhile.”

“How’d I sound?”

“I wasn’t listening,” Doris said. “I went out to get the mail, and I talked to Miss Rosetta, and then I came back here and you were still talking.”

“Oh, you met our new neighbor?” Teddy asked, and he pulled out a plate of eggs and sausage under wax paper and set it on the table.

“Yes, a very charming woman.”

“Charming?” Teddy said. “Like, charming, like when a snake charmer walks up to her and plays his, uh, flute thingamabob, and she gets charmed, and now she’s charming?”

“Teddy, that’s a very rude thing to say.”

“The woman makes an impression,” Teddy said.

“She has a very warm smile,” Doris countered.

“She smiled?” Teddy asked, amazed. “Did her face break in half?”

“Teddy please,” Doris protested. “She is from up north. They’re not as friendly up there. But she invited all of us to her next salon. You as well.”

“I’ve heard about her salon,” Teddy said. “It sounds like slow death.”

“Where did you hear about it?”

“Margot told me,” Teddy replied. “She has to play the guitar while they all sit around and talk or something.”

“You’re going,” Doris said firmly. “We’re all going. You might even learn something.”

“Urghh,” Teddy groaned.

“She said she leaned about transistors from you,” Doris said.

“Yeah, I mentioned ‘em.”

“She said she’s been looking into them since then.”

“That’s weird.”

“She said she might bring them up at the next salon.”

“Did she say when it was gonna be?”

“She didn’t know yet,” Doris said. “She’s got to get her house in order first.”

“Okay, good,” Teddy said. “It’ll be in five hundred years then.”

“She said you and Margot are making good progress on the back yard.”

“We’ve put a dent in it,” Teddy said. “A small dent.”

“How do you like working with her?” Doris asked.

“She’s really boring, but not that bossy,” Teddy said.

“And she’s kept the same way girls of her position are here in town?”

“Well, I guess,” Teddy said. “I don’t know what they do when they’re out and about, but at home, Miss Rosetta has her naked, and she’s usually chained up, wears a collar on a run in the back yard. But I think she’s had some education.”

“A lot of them have had schooling.”

“And smart too,” Teddy said. “Not just book smart. Smart in sort of a strange way. And strong, and not crippled or anything. So I don’t know what’s defective about her.”

“It’s not always obvious,” Doris said. “So please don’t ask her.”

“I won’t,” Teddy promised. “Unless it came up or something.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if she said something like, how she can’t see colors maybe, then I would ask—”

“They don’t classify people for being colorblind.”

“I know,” Teddy said. “It was just an example.”

Teddy looked at his mom in mock horror.

“What if,” he asked dramatically, “oh my gosh . . . it only happens at the full moon?”

He bared his teeth and hissed.

Doris pulled out the chair opposite Teddy’s at the kitchen table, sat down, glared.

“Theodore Augustus Parker.”

“Oh, here it comes,” Teddy said, lowering his head.

“Miss Rosetta is our neighbor,” Doris said, “and that makes Margot our neighbor too.”

“Point taken,” Teddy said, staring at his hands.

“There are times when you can be very rude,” Doris continued. “I don’t think it’s intentional, not always. And it’s what boys do. But in less than a year, you’re going to be 18, and that means you’ll be a man, and you need to start thinking like a man. Now. And being considerate of other people’s feelings is very manly.”

“Fists of iron are pretty manly too,” Teddy said, raising his clenched hands.

Doris glowered at her son.

“Just a joke Ma,” he said, putting his hands down flat on the table. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“This is serious Teddy,” Doris said. “And it’s more than being a good neighbor. You stand to make good money from her.”

“Yeah, sixty cents an hour,” Teddy mourned. “That lady is a skinflint!”

“In the end, if you say something awful over there, you’ll be the one who suffers the most.”

“When have I ever said anything awful?” Teddy protested.

“Asking a colored man if he’s a bebopper comes close.”

“Ma, he smiled!”

“He was being polite,” Doris said.

“And he looked the part.”

“He was in a suit, on the evening train,” Doris recalled.

“He shook my hand.”

“Irrelevant. You don’t ask a colored gentleman if he’s a bebopper for the same reason you don’t ask a defective what her defect is.”

“Mother,” Teddy said, lowering his voice in solemn reverence, “bebopping is not a defect.”

Doris held up her hands in exasperation. “Okay, I’ve done my job as your mother,” she said. “I’m finished. Good luck. I hope you’re able to live your life to your satisfaction.”

Teddy laughed, well-versed in his mother’s sense of dark irony.

“So how did your newspaper interview go?” she asked.

“It wasn’t an interview,” Teddy said. “She was just fishing. Deep sea, fishing, if you ask me.”

“That’s what interviews are,” Doris said. “Ask your father.”

“Okay.”

“Tell me about the interview.”

“Well, I think it’s all crazy, and getting crazier,” Teddy said. “She says the wife is definitely in Virginia, and not Pittsburgh. And she never came to Lutherville. So I said maybe he had two wives, and I told her about the bum with the gun driving off, and then she goes and asks me if I read comic books.”

“Well, she just has to check out her sources,” Doris said.

“Yeah, she didn’t sound too impressed with me, and she wouldn’t take my advice.”

“Advice?”

“I told her to write about something else.”

“Maybe she will,” Doris said. “What’s your schedule next few days?”

“I’m working for Miss Rosetta 2 until dinnertime tonight, and 1 to 3:30 tomorrow, even though it’s Sunday, because she doesn’t have a problem with that, and then back to the hotel tomorrow night at 5, stay until midnight. And then, I’ll probably do 10 to 3:30 at Miss Rosetta’s most days, maybe stay later on days I’m not going to the hotel.”

“Your father and I really appreciate how hard you’re working this summer,” Doris said. “We both want you to know that.”

“Thanks,” Teddy beamed, back straightening. “Maybe I can save up enough money for a transistor radio.”

“Sure, Son,” Doris said without any enthusiasm.




Chapter 8: Tragedy and Mystery at Lutherville’s Delacroix

Orthopedic Surgeon Bruce Dalton Was Found Hanging in Closet

Hotel Detective Wants to Know Why

By Catherine St. Vincent

Why did beloved Lincoln doctor Bruce Dalton take his life at the Delacroix Hotel?

Ask the cops in Lutherville, Maryland, where the Delacroix presides in Victorian grandeur over a bustling Main Street.

You won’t get much from them.

Ask hotel owner Frederic Pinson. He’s got nothing to say. He practically hung up on me Friday afternoon.

The only one who wants to get to the bottom of this tragic case, it seems, is Theodore Parker, the Delacroix’s house detective. The case left him shaken, and it almost cost him his life.

After the body of the 37-year-old doctor was discovered hanging in the closet in room 228 of the Delacroix, police found a note.

“Call my wife,” it said simply, listing a Pittsburgh number.

The cops passed the note to Parker, and he placed the call. A woman answered. He told her the tragic news, and after she gushed with a fresh widow’s tears, she came down to meet him.

She made it as far as the sidewalk.

“Are you Mrs. Dalton?” Parker asked her.

“Yes. Are you Theodore Parker?”

“Some people call me that,” the detective replied.

And that’s when the conversation ended, because a mysterious bum had other ideas, lurching from the shadows to drag the screaming woman into a dark alley.

The unarmed hotel detective gave chase. Was he insane? Brave? Both?

“Stop right there, or taste my lead,” the bum snarled when Parker rounded the corner and stormed into the alley.

“Bring back Mrs. Dalton, you heartless criminal!” Parker shouted, advancing on the miscreant, stopping only when the bullets began to fly.

Fortunately, Parker was uninjured, and after the bum leaped into a car and sped away, Parker returned to the hotel to resume his investigation of this baffling case.

And baffling it is.

Why would Dr. Bruce Dalton, a successful orthopedic surgeon with a loving family and a lifetime of promise ahead of him, decide to end it all?

Dalton was a respected surgeon in Lincoln, a member of the team that earned Lincoln General Hospital a Hippocratic Charter from the American Medical League in 1953. He was staying in Lutherville to help doctors there treat three youths who’d been injured in a car accident. Giving up time with his family to lend his expertise in other cities was par for the course, those who knew him told me.

He’s the last guy you’d expect to end it all. He was happy. He had no vices, as far as anyone knew, no secrets, no skeletons in the closet.

And who was that Pittsburgh woman Parker called and later spoke to on the sidewalk in front of the Delacroix, the night of the doctor’s death?

One thing’s for certain: she wasn’t the Marjorie Dalton everyone knows in Lincoln as the doctor’s wife.

Parker described the woman he met as small, with dark hair and a prominent nose, while Lincoln’s Marjorie Dalton is blondish, and conventionally pretty. And she didn’t know of her husband’s death until she was notified by Lutherville police the morning after his body was found. It certainly wasn’t her that drove to Lutherville the previous evening, nor has she been well enough to speak to the Lincoln Examiner. Messages left at her home and with her acquaintances were ignored. But some of her associates said privately she was both devastated and baffled by the death. Today, according to those who know best, the real Mrs. Dalton is lying alone in her bed in an opiate-induced stupor while her twins, made fatherless at the age of 5, fend for themselves.

Meanwhile, the phone number Dalton left behind in his suicide note, the Pittsburgh number Parker used to call the mysterious other Mrs. Dalton, rings and rings now, without an answer.

And while we’re at it, who was that bum, and why did he grab the mysterious other woman, and what did he do with her?

“Maybe Dr. Dalton had two wives,” Parker mused Saturday morning before his voice broke with frustration. “I just want to crack this case wide open. Why’d he do it? Why’d he kill himself? Maybe we’ll never know, but don’t you think we should at least try to find out?”

Parker, his voice heavy with the world-weariness of a seasoned detective, said he’d been working several angles after the Lutherville police gave him the case, Lutherville’s finest deciding apparently they had better things to do.

“I’m gonna keep digging, see what turns up,” Parker promised. “I feel like I owe it to the guy.”




Chapter 9: Crazy Jazz

Teddy, newspaper and club soda before him, hadn’t been seated at his regular station by the front desk of the Delacroix Hotel more than 15 minutes before a man with a camera slung over one shoulder, a bag on the other, showed up.

“Hello there, Blake Peabody, Lutherville Herald,” he said to Leo. “Mind if I take a couple of pictures?”

“For the newspaper?” Leo inquired.

“Yeah, for a story this week.”

“What kind of story?” Leo asked, straightening and studying the visitor.

“Suicide of Dr. Bruce Dalton,” the photographer said. “Just need a shot or two of the lobby.”

“No, you can’t take any pictures in here,” Leo said. “And why you gotta go through the poor sap’s dirty laundry? He’s dead, you already did your story, I read it myself. Ain’t that enough for ya?”

“His hometown paper put out something on him,” said Blake. “He was a big deal where he was from, wife and two kids, people want answers, and this is where all that crazy jazz went down.”

“What crazy jazz?” Leo demanded, cutting his eyes ever so briefly to Teddy before he returned his glare to Blake.

“I don’t know,” Blake said. “Bums grabbing ladies off the street, doctors with two wives, you name it.”

Leo looked at Teddy again, longer this time. Teddy looked up, looked back at his paper.

Blake dropped to his knees, set his bag on the floor and unbuttoned the top, fished out a folded paper, rose and handed it to Leo.

Leo glanced briefly at it, jaw clenching and unclenching.

“I just need a general shot of the lobby and I’ll be on my way,” said Blake.

“Nothing doin’,” Leo said without opening his mouth.

“Sure thing, I’ll just be going then,” Blake said. “But hey, do me a favor?”

“What’s that?”

“Can you have your hotel detective give the paper a call tomorrow morning? Have him ask for Jack Flanders. Jack’ll be in at 7. Have him call any time after that.”

Teddy leaned forward, prepared to stand, froze when Leo spoke.

“What do they want with him?” he barked.

“Well, he’s in the story, he’s working the case,” Blake said. “I guess Jack wants to know what else he’s turned up.”

“Can I keep this?” Leo said grimly, holding up the newspaper.

“We only got two copies of it, I gotta take it back,” Blake replied, holding out his hand.

“Give me another minute with it, then,” Leo said, pulling back, staring at the paper, and his eyes moved back and forth frantically as he scanned the story again, and he was stone-faced as he passed the paper back to the photographer.

“Thanks, buddy,” Blake said, and he offered his hand, and Leo took it reluctantly.

“Didn’t catch your name the first time,” he said.

“Leo.”

“Thanks, Leo. You take care of yourself.”

“Yeah.”

As soon as the photographer cleared the front door, Teddy rose.

“What’d the paper—” he began, but when Leo raised his hand, palm aimed at Teddy’s face, Teddy stopped in his tracks and fell silent.

Leo scrabbled for the phone, grabbed the handset, shoved it against his face, began dialing furiously.

“Hey, Boss, Leo,” Leo said. “Let me get right to the point. Our hotel detective blabbed to the newspaper about Thursday’s suicide, and now it’s all out there.”

Leo paused, scowled.

“No, not the Herald. Not yet. It was in a paper in Lincoln, where the dead guy was from. But the Herald got a copy and they’re gonna do ‘em one better, photographer was in here asking to take pictures of the lobby, asked—oh yeah, I told him no, told him to leave the dead guy alone, showed him the door. They said they wanna talk to Teddy, the reporter does. It’s Jack what’s his name, uh, Jack Flanders. Yeah, he’s the reporter. You know him? You know him? Good. So Jack wants to talk to Teddy.”

Leo listened, offered a pained nod.

“No, I don’t have a copy of the paper, but I read it, and it was all in there, everything Teddy’s been saying and then some. The lady Teddy says got snatched up in front of the place. The bum with the gun. It had the room number there. Yeah, 228. It made the cops look stupid, said they handed off the investigation to Teddy, and he’s the only one looking into it.”

Leo scowled, closed his eyes.

“It says the dead guy’s wife is in a stupor,” he continued. “Opiates. She’s not taking care of her kids. And yeah, two wives. Teddy said maybe he’s got two wives.”

Leo gulped, looked hard at the floor.

“You wanna know what I think?” he said. “Hey, wait a sec.”

He looked at Teddy.

“Can you give us a minute?” Leo said. “Go downstairs, I’ll call you when we’re done.”

“Sure,” Teddy said, heading to the basement door with a growing sense of doom. He slouched down the stairs, made his way through the windowless space, sat down in the old chair, pressed his foot against the old desk, folded his arms, and thought through the newspaper interview he’d done Saturday morning, and what had apparently come of it.

When the phone rang, Teddy almost fell backwards.

“Yeah?”

“Hey, Buddy, we need to talk, come on up.”

Teddy raced upstairs. “Yes, Sir?” he asked, his mouth dry.

“Looks like we won’t be needing your services anymore.”

“Uhhh,” Teddy said. “You mean, tonight?”

“For the foreseeable future,” Leo said. “Thanks for helping out. We’ll take it from here.”

“Hey, wait a minute, Pal,” Teddy protested. “You’re firing me, right? That’s what’s happening here, right?”

“Of course not,” Leo said. “We just won’t be needing your services right now.”

“Until when?”

“Maybe for a long time,” Leo said sadly. “That’s the way it is. Things have changed.”

“Because of that article?” Teddy said, eyes going dim as the reality sunk in.

“That might have had something to do with it,” Leo said.

“So . . . what am I doing now?”

“Going home,” Leo said.

“But, you’ve got no detective tonight, then?”

“I think we’ll be okay.”

“Can I get my hat?” Teddy asked. “And my dinner?”

“All yours,” Leo said. “And make sure to clock out. We’ll pay you for what you worked tonight.”

“Well, that’s mighty square of you,” Teddy said bitterly, and he turned and headed for the stairs to the basement.




Chapter 10: Another Interview

“Teddy, wake up, you’ve got a call.”

“Aw, Ma,” Teddy protested. “What time is it even?”

“It’s almost 8. Someone needs to speak to you.”

“Who is it?” Teddy asked, punching his pillow and rocking with annoyance.

“He didn’t say.”

“Could you go ask?”

“I’m not your secretary. Come get the phone.”

“I really wanted to sleep some more.”

“Maybe it’s someone with a new job,” Doris said.

“If it’s another hotel, you can tell ‘em to pound sand.”

“Why don’t you tell them?” Doris proposed. “They need to hear it from you.”

“I’ll be there in five minutes or so,” Teddy said, sitting up. “You can tell them that, or they can just wait.”

Eleven minutes later, Teddy, in pajamas and robe, made it to the phone.

“Yup?”

“Teddy, it’s Jack, Lutherville Herald. Got a sec?”

“You woke me up,” Teddy said. “So yeah. I’m awake now.”

“This is about Dr. Dalton.”

“What about Dr. Dalton?”

“You’re the hotel detective at the Delacroix, right? You were there the night he offed himself, right?”

“Hold on, Buddy,” Teddy barked. “You wanna interview me about that? I already did an interview, and it cost me my job!”

“Wait a sec, Teddy, I just want—”

Teddy slammed the phone down. He was halfway to the stairs when it rang again, and he turned back with a resigned grunt.

“Yup?”

“Teddy, it’s Jack.”

“You’re a fast dialer.”

“You gotta be. Look, Teddy, I—”

“I already told you I don’t wanna talk, okay?” Teddy said.

“Teddy, Teddy, this is important!” Jack cried.

“To you, maybe.”

“Hey, first, I’m sorry you lost your job,” Jack said. “I didn’t know about that. Why’d they can ya?”

“Because of the story in the Lincoln paper,” Teddy said. “She called me Saturday morning, wrote down everything I said, made up some things too, and turns out that’s not how the hotel likes to be portrayed in a newspaper.”

“Okay, Teddy, first of all, I’m not writing a story,” Jack said. “This is on background only. Deep background.”

“Why are you calling me then?”

“Can we talk?” Jack said. “You’re not gonna hang up on me again?”

“I might,” Teddy said. “But go ahead, I’m listening for now.”

“If it’s a suicide, there’s no story,” Jack said. “Mr. Pinson talked to the publisher, we all agreed. Suicide doesn’t rate. But maybe there’s something more going on.”

“I think there is,” Teddy said, adding quickly, “But hey, I don’t wanna see that in the paper, okay?”

“Agreed.”

“But yeah, I think there is,” Teddy said.

“There were a few things in the Lincoln paper I wanted to ask about.”

“Shoot.”

“So you called a lady in Pittsburgh, two hours later she shows up, then a bum snatches her off the sidewalk, you chase ‘em, bum pulls a gun, tries to kill you, misses, drives off. I got that right?”

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “All except the shooting part. That reporter caught me off guard, I said I wasn’t sure if he shot at me, so she put in her story that he did. But no, I know I wasn’t shot at. A fella’ll remember that. Didn’t happen.”

“Check,” Jack said. “So how did she get to the hotel?”

“Drove down from Pittsburgh.”

“What happened to her car?”

“Huh?” Teddy said. “Oh, yeah, her car. Parked it on the street in front of the hotel. Leo said he’d tow it if it didn’t get moved.”

“Who’s Leo?”

“He runs the front desk most nights,” Teddy said.

“So did he get the car towed?”

“I don’t know, you’re gonna have to ask him.”

“Heh,” Jack said. “That’s a conversation that’s never going to happen.”

“Yeah, he chased your photographer out,” Teddy said with a chuckle. “I was there for that.”

“What kind of car was she driving?”

“White Corvette, ragtop.”

“Now, what’d the bum drive off in?” Jack asked.

“A black Chevy truck, I think a Loadmaster,” Teddy said.

“You get the license plate?”

“No, it was dark,” Teddy said. “I think it started with a Z, though.”

“You think that’s weird, a bum with a truck?”

“Yeah, I think a lot of things are weird.”

“You still got the lady’s phone number?”

“I think so.”

“Can you get it for me?”

“What are you gonna do with it?”

“Call her.”

“I mean, if you reach her, then what?” Teddy asked.

“Ask her what’s what.”

“Hey, don’t tell her I gave you the number though, okay?”

“Sure,” said Jack. “I’ll tell her the cops gave it to me.”

“Pittsburgh,” Teddy said. “Oxbow 6-5441.”

“You keep the number in front of you?”

“No, I don’t need it,” Teddy said. “Got it memorized. Everyone keeps asking for it.”

“You’ve been very helpful, Teddy,” Jack said.

“I do what I can. But please don’t put me in your story.”

“There’s not gonna be a story,” Jack said, “unless there’s more here than just another guy offing himself.”

“Well, what else could it be?” Teddy asked.

“What do you think?”

“Okay, you know how I said he probably has two wives?”

“Yeah, saw that.”

“Please erase that from your memory bank.”

“Teddy, I gotta be straight with you.”

“Aw gee, here it comes.”

“Huh?”

“Whenever my dad says that, it means I’m either in trouble or he’s not gonna buy me something I want.”

Jack laughed. “This conversation’s off the record, because you asked for it that way, and I said yes.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But what you said in that Lincoln paper, that’s fair game.”

“Aw, sheesh!” Teddy mourned.

“It’s already out there,” Jack explained. “But if you wanna take it back, I can mention that.”

“Yeah, I wanna take all of it back,” Teddy said. “If I could, I’d still have a job, and that poor widow wouldn’t have me at the top of her list of people she wants to strangle.”

“She’s got bigger problems,” Jack said.

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “So, uh, good luck with your story. If there is one.”

“Thanks,” Jack said. “Hey, by the way, how old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“How long you been a detective?”

“Coupla weeks.”

“The Lincoln paper made it sound like you were 50.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “I told her my age, but that didn’t fit her story.”

Jack laughed. “But hey, sincerely, for 17, I think you got some sense. Maybe more than people give you credit for.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Mister.”

Teddy hung up the phone, and for the first time since he was fired the previous evening, his face bore something other than a scowl of shame and dismay.




Chapter 11: Business in a Shed

“Hello, Miss Rosetta,” Teddy said at the mansion’s door. “I know I’m early, but there’s a reason.”

“Yes, what’s the reason?” she asked without inviting Teddy in.

“The hotel no longer requires my services,” Teddy said. “So if it’s agreeable with you, I’d like to give you as much time as you’d care for.”

Somewhere from within the home, a classical guitar was being played, its music just audible at the front door.

“You were dismissed?” Miss Rosetta said.

“I was, Ma’am.”

“For what reason?”

“Well, would you believe it’s because I reported a kidnapping?”

“I would find that very strange,” Miss Rosetta said doubtfully.

“Well, it’s more that I talked to the newspaper about it,” Teddy said.

“I saw nothing in the local pages about such a thing.”

“Not yet,” Teddy said. “Or maybe never. But a fella hung himself in his room at the hotel, asked someone to call his wife, and, well . . . you get the idea. And then his hometown paper called me, long story short, the story didn’t make me or the hotel look so good.”

“You lack discretion, then?” Miss Rosetta ventured.

“Well, gee, uh, I guess, I guess some people would say that,” Teddy stammered. “My opinion runs contrary. But then, but then, you have to learn from your mistakes.”

“Have you learned from this mistake?”

“In spades,” Teddy said, nodding. “In spades.”

Miss Rosetta smiled – an actual smile, and it didn’t break her face in half – and she stepped back and pulled the door wide.

“Margot’s busy at her music, but you don’t need her to get started,” she said. “I believe the shed can be saved, so you can start with that. I want everything moved out of it so a proper structural assessment can be made.”

“All that old stuff?” Teddy said dubiously.

“Yes, all that old stuff,” Miss Rosetta confirmed. “Set it neatly by the back door, and don’t allow anything to break.”

“I bet there are a lot of spiders in there,” Teddy said.

“I’m sure there are.”

“And snakes,” Teddy added, moving toward the kitchen. “Living peaceably, but this’ll stir ‘em up, make up look for a new place to live. Maybe come to the house.”

“There may be,” Miss Rosetta said. “So you’ll just have dispose of them as they appear.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said mournfully.

Once Teddy embarked on the project, however, he proceeded with determination, picking up a bottle, a crate, an old sack, peering underneath, watching the vermin scatter, no snakes or spiders though, carrying the load to the path by the back door, going back, over and over, the only interruption the arrival of Margot, who needed her collar and tether put on.

“Did Miss Lizzie tell you the news?” Teddy asked ruefully after he’d secured the girl to her run.

“Yes,” she said. “You were terminated for speaking to the press.”

“That’s what happened.”

“Can you get my tools?” she asked. “I’m going to keep working on overgrowth.”

Teddy retrieved all the modern accoutrement from the shed, brought them to Margot, returned to his task, was gingerly raising a barrel of unknown contents when he heard Margot speaking to someone, peered out the broken window and blanched with the same horror as one being visited by a ghost.

For here was a woman, well-dressed, strawberry-blonde hair tied back, the handsome kind of woman who might end up married to a doctor. And if that wasn’t evidence enough, she was holding a child of no more than 5, a second child of the same age standing by her hip.

Teddy watched with growing panic as Margot pointed to the shed, and he shrank away from the window when the woman looked toward him, and he shrank further when she turned and approached, and he took his place among the remaining detritus, standing stock still and willing her to go away, to forget Teddy Parker and give up on vengeance, justified as it might be.

Teddy waited, holding his breath, heard the crunch of good shoes on dry grass, and knew he didn’t have much longer.

A shadow darkened the shed’s doorless entry, the woman appeared, found Teddy in the gloom.

“Theodore Parker?” she asked in a flat tone.

“Yes,” Teddy confirmed.

“I’m Marjorie Dalton,” she said. “I think you know about my husband.”

“Dr. Dalton,” Teddy said, voice quavering. “Yes, Ma’am, I do.”

“I read about you in the paper,” she said. “Are you still—”

“Yes, Ma’am, I can explain all that, I’m—”

“Are you still looking into it?” she asked.

“Into . . . your husband’s death?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, well, not really,” Teddy said, backing up slightly as she stepped into the shed.

What should a new widow look like? If Teddy’d had to guess, he would have imagined frailty, tears, a handkerchief at the ready, smeared makeup, a mouth bent with tragedy, black clothing. None of that fit Mrs. Dalton. She was dressed for business, in a full navy blue skirt and a matching mandarin jacket, her eyes clear, her face set not in happiness, but not in sorrow either. Determination, perhaps. But there was a lostness in her demeanor, an uncertainty, as if she’d just arrived on earth, or come back after a long time away, and found things strange.

Teddy looked for children, realized she’d left them behind. He could hear Margot speaking, answering a question, could hear one child shouting.

“You’ve given up?” Mrs. Dalton asked.

“Not really,” Teddy said. “I’m no longer with the hotel.”

“I can pay you,” Mrs. Dalton said.

Teddy looked at the woman, noticed that all of her was in darkness except for her eyes, suddenly glowing with hope.

But hope for what?

“Pay me?” Teddy said.

“For your services,” she said. “I can pay whatever is the standard for your profession. I’ve been told it’s five dollars an hour.”

Teddy looked at the woman in shock, but in the darkness, his demeanor might have seemed like something else.

“I can go higher,” she said. “Six dollars? And all your expenses, of course. Gasoline. Ammunition for your firearm. Telephone calls. Travel.”

“Alright,” Teddy said, trying to keep his voice level. “But this is . . . what is this for, exactly?”

“My husband’s death,” Mrs. Dalton said. “You’re the only one who’s put any leather into it. I’m told most detectives don’t want this kind of case, but you’ve already risked your life for it.”

“Well, gee,” Teddy said. “So you want to . . . hire me? To investigate things?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, sure,” Teddy said, quickly following up his assent with a business question, because the teen was a quick thinker when dealing with other people, even if he wasn’t an outstanding scholar or a thinker of profound thoughts. “What are my hours?”

“No limit,” Mrs. Dalton said. “Send me an invoice every two weeks. I’ll pay promptly.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “Sure. But . . . what do you want me to find out?”

Mrs. Dalton fumbled with her purse.

“Mind if I smoke?” she asked, drawing out a cigarette.

“Oh, well, in here,” Teddy said, “I’m not sure what I’m dealing with exactly. Some of it might be flammable.”

She put her cigarette away, smiled grimly.

“My husband didn’t kill himself,” she said. “I’m as sure of that as I’ve ever been, about anything.”

“It doesn’t make sense to me either,” Teddy agreed.

“He loved the twins,” she said. “He loved his occupation. He talked about the good he could do. He wanted to save the world, one broken bone at a time.”

Mrs. Dalton coughed, and one might guess she was trying not to cry as she continued speaking.

“I believe he loved me,” she said. “With all my heart, I believe that. We were very happy, given the challenges of being the family of a doctor with a growing practice. The twins were getting older. We had been under our share of strain, but we’d gotten through it. Things were better than they’d ever been.”

“Yes,” Teddy said, “but I need to ask about . . . the woman in Pittsburgh.”

“The second wife,” Mrs. Dalton said, and she laughed bitterly, and reached into her purse again, thought better of it and let it hang by her side. “I know men do things. My husband was certainly capable of doing things. But I just can’t . . . I don’t see how he could have. He just didn’t have the time. Nor the personality, I believe.”

Teddy nodded.

“So what is it you want me to . . . look into?” Teddy asked.

“Just that,” said Mrs. Dalton. “I don’t think he killed himself.”

“And you want evidence . . . that that’s not what happened,” Teddy ventured.

“Yes,” she said. “Anything you can find.”

Teddy nodded.

“There’s a reason for this, that isn’t just emotional,” Mrs. Dalton said. When Teddy held his peace, she continued.

“A year ago, Bruce took out a one-hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policy,” she said. “But if he commits suicide, it’s null and void. I’ve called them, and they’re refusing to settle.”

Teddy nodded uncertainly.

“If we can prove this was murder, they’ll pay.”

“Murder?” Teddy echoed.

“All I know,” Mrs. Dalton said, “is that Bruce had no reason to end his life. There was nothing . . . nothing . . . that would suggest he was considering it. But I can’t prove a thing. And I don’t know how to. That’s why I’m hiring you. We’ve got a little tucked away, to get us through the next year or two. But without that insurance, everything Bruce worked for is . . . lost. Mandy and Max grow up in poverty. They might never go to a good college, or to any college.”

Teddy’s mind wandered to all the ways this could end badly, all the ways in which Dr. Dalton’s death – already a professional disaster for Teddy – could devolve into an ethical nightmare for him. Yes, Teddy could take a widow’s money until she could pay no more, and in exchange give her nothing, because Dr. Dalton probably had killed himself, strange as it was. But if he didn’t, how would Teddy prove it? Where would he even start? He’d been a hotel detective for a couple of weeks, and all he’d done during that time was drink club soda and – when he was finally presented with an actual mystery – fainted.

Were he a little more experienced, a little better versed in the ethics of the work, Teddy would have refused. And to his credit, as he and Mrs. Dalton eyed each other in the lightless shed, he considered it. But he allowed his mind to play out what would happen next, and found it intolerable. Mrs. Dalton would drive all the way back to Lincoln with two kids and nothing to hope for. And Teddy would never know. The questions teeming in his mind would never be answered. The bum, the woman who’d been grabbed, the phone number, the gun. And he’d never resolve the humiliation of getting unceremoniously fired from his first real job.

All of it, for naught.

“Did your husband have any enemies?” Teddy asked. It was an obvious question, the kind of question the cops always asked on the radio dramas, usually while the body was still warm. Simple as it was, Mrs. Dalton seemed to brighten as the words left his mouth, her back straightening, something about her lifting.

“None,” she said. “No one. My husband was a good man. He cared about people, really cared. Half his patients couldn’t pay in full, and he didn’t care. He was paid with chickens once.”

“No money problems?”

“No. We weren’t rich, but we were comfortable.”

“Okay,” Teddy said, proceeding cautiously. “So, the note. Any idea?”

“No idea,” she said, her voice flat but not angry. “I can’t explain it. It makes no sense. None.”

“Would you like to see it?” Teddy asked.

“You have it?” Mrs. Dalton said, eyes wide with surprise.

“Yes, the police gave it to me, so I could call the other . . . that woman.”

“Where is it?”

“At home, on my desk,” Teddy said. “I can get it for you.”

As quickly as the woman’s spirits lifted, they went dark again, her gaze dropping to the floor.

“No,” she said. “Not now. I just . . . can’t.”

“I wonder though,” Teddy said. “If your husband was murdered, they probably wrote the note. And you could compare—”

“Compare to what, though?” she asked. “His prescriptions were always very neat, printed in perfect block letters. The pharmacists loved him. When he sent professional correspondence, he wrote in cursive, the way they teach you in school. And then to me . . .” Mrs. Dalton looked down, breathed in, exhaled. “It was his own style. Big loopy g’s; he would cross the t’s twice; draw a little line through the l’s because he said they were too boring otherwise.”

Mrs. Dalton looked at Teddy with a sudden, desperate sorrow, her eyes wet, her mouth twisted in agony.

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Teddy choked.

She pressed against her eyes with the heel of her hand, sniffed, squared her shoulders, offered a fake smile. Grief is beautiful on some women.

“Do you think,” Teddy said. “Could you send me some . . . if you had a prescription or two? That he wrote, maybe?”

“I’ll check around, but probably not,” she replied. “If I do, what’s your address?”

“Next door,” Teddy said.

“I mean, your office,” she said.

“Um, yeah,” Teddy said. “I work from, uh, there. Do you need that address?”

“No, I have that. It’s how I found you. The woman there sent me here.”

“Oh, she was home?”

“Yes, a very nice woman.”

“Okay, yeah, just send it there.”

“Do you have any other questions for me?”

“I, uh, well . . . did Dr. Dalton have . . . inwardly directed anger?”

“You’ve studied Freud?” Mrs. Dalton said, her disposition brightening again.

“Well, uh, I guess,” Teddy replied.

“You bring psychoanalysis into your work?”

“Anything can help,” Teddy said.

“Good,” she said. “But no, my husband wasn’t depressed. When times were tough, he sang. Badly. But it’s how he got through. He was one of those happy people. They do exist.”

Mrs. Dalton reached into her purse.

“This is for your first day,” she said, handing him two twenties and a ten.

Teddy took the cash, looked down at it in shock.

“This is my card,” she added, “and this is Bruce’s.”

Mrs. Dalton’s card was on lavender paper, her husband’s on ivory, both printed with raised black ink, her home address and phone, his clinic address at the Lincoln hospital, and two phone numbers.

“They’ll let you into his office,” she said. “I’ll give them your name. Just show them your card and you may examine anything.”

Teddy opened his mouth as if about to say something, but Mrs. Dalton spoke first.

“I’m not afraid of the truth,” she said. “Nothing you find can be worse than what’s already happened.”

“Have you been to his office yet?” Teddy asked.

“No,” she said, making a fist and pressing her mouth against it. “I can’t. Not yet.”

Teddy nodded blankly.

“What are you working on here?” she asked.

“Here?” Teddy said.

“Yes, is this a case?”

“Oh no,” he said. “No. I’m just helping our new neighbor.”

“You’re generous with your time,” she said. “That’s very good of you. But I’ll pay you for all your effort, including this meeting.” She looked at her wristwatch. “We’ve talked for 10 minutes against your first fees.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

She looked at him one more time, her expression in the gloom a mix of sorrow, hope, and something else.

“Momma, come look!” shouted a girl from the yard.

“They don’t quite understand yet,” she said as she was turning.

Mrs. Dalton left the shed, collected her children, and Teddy, still standing in the darkness, watched her bid farewell to Margot and make her way back to the kitchen door.




Chapter 12: Teddy Pitches

“Now, Dad,” Teddy began as soon as grace was done and the fried chicken was being passed.

“Yes, Sport?” Mr. Parker asked, raising his eyebrows at his son.

“Me and Mom have been—”

“Mother and I,” Doris corrected.

“Mother and I have been talking about something this afternoon, and we’ve agreed to see what you think.”

“This sounds serious.”

“Yes,” Teddy said. “It’s about a new job.”

“Go on,” urged Mr. Parker, Doris looking on, empty fork hovering over her plate.

“I’ve been asked,” Teddy said, “by the widow of the doctor who died at the hotel, to prove he didn’t kill himself.”

“She called you today?” Mr. Parker queried.

“She stopped by,” Teddy said. “I was at Miss Rosetta’s, and she asked for my help there. She said I was the only one who’d shown any interest in what happened. That no one else would take the case.”

“That’s not quite how you put it this afternoon,” said Doris. “She said she didn’t think anyone else would take the case. She never asked anyone, it doesn’t seem.”

“Right, well,” Teddy said, continuing with a rush, “she could ask and get turned down, but I think that would add to her distress. She drove all that way from Lincoln. She had her kids with her. She really wanted me to take the job. She’s already paid me for my first day.”

“How much?” Mr. Parker asked, voice rising with obvious interest.

“Fifty dollars.”

“That’s quite a haul, young man!” Mr. Parker nearly shouted.

“It’s for a full day’s work,” Teddy said, unable to contain his pride. “At six dollars an hour.”

“Why, that’s—” Mr. Parker began, but now it was time to hear from Doris.

“It’s far too much money,” she said. “I think that poor woman is on the verge of a nervous breakdown, and she’s grasping at straws, asking for help from Teddy he can’t . . .”

Mr. Parker waited for his wife’s voice to trail off before he squared his shoulders and looked at his son.

“What is it exactly she wants you to do?”

“Prove her husband didn’t kill himself,” Teddy said. “If I can do that, she gets his life insurance.”

“How much?”

“One hundred thousand dollars.”

Mr. Parker whistled. “Sounds like you went straight from hotel detective to the big leagues.”

“Thank you,” Teddy said.

“But how are you going to earn that money?” Mr. Parker asked. “What’s your plan?”

“That’s exactly what Mom asked me,” Teddy said, and he grabbed two sheets of notebook paper lying face down on the table next to his plate, turned them over and held them out to his father, but Mr. Parker didn’t take them.

“Pitch it to me,” he said. “Convince me you’ve got a workable campaign, that you’re the man for the job.”

“Okay,” Teddy said, looking a little disappointed, but he turned the first page toward himself, scanned it.

“Step one,” he said. “Find out what happened to second wife’s car.”

“Second wife?” Mr. Parker said.

“The woman in Pittsburgh. Until I learn otherwise, she’s second wife.”

“Check. Go on.”

“Step two: Call the Pittsburgh phone company and find out who that number belongs to, and the address.”

“Okay.”

“Step three: Go to Dr. Dalton’s office and look through everything.”

“His office?” Mr. Parker said.

“Mrs. Dalton gave me his card, and she said she’d tell them to let me in.”

“His office in Lincoln?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“How are you going to get down there?”

“Mom said she’d let me borrow her car, if I’m allowed to do this,” Teddy said. “And Mrs. Dalton promised to pay me for gas.”

“And what are you looking for there?” Mr. Parker asked.

“I don’t know,” Teddy replied. “But I think I’ll know it when I see it.”

“She also offered to pay for his bullets,” Doris interjected.

“Well, since you don’t have a gun, and you won’t be getting a gun, you won’t need bullets,” Mr. Parker said with finality.

“And telephone expenses,” Teddy said. “And lodging.”

Mr. Parker set down his fork, leaned back, crossed his arms.

“I agree with your mother,” he said, without needing to verify her position. “Let’s start with no.”

“Start with?” Teddy said hopefully. “That means it could change?”

“Probably not,” Mr. Parker said. “Let me explain.”

Teddy’s shoulders slumped.

“I know it feels good today,” Mr. Parker began. “You’ve been given more money than you’ve ever held in your life.”

“Except for that hundred dollar savings bond,” Teddy countered.

“That’s not the same thing, and you know it,” Mr. Parker said.

“Yes, Sir.”

“And you’ve earned the trust of an adult, after the unfortunate way things ended at the hotel.”

Teddy grimaced.

“But let’s think about how things might look a month from now.”

“Okay.”

“The reason no one wants cases like this is they end up with a disappointed client,” Mr. Parker said. “Most likely, the poor man took his life for reasons we’ll never know, and either you’ll find nothing, or everything you turn up will prove he did it to himself. That’s not what Mrs. Dalton wants, and when you disappoint a woman . . .” Mr. Parker looked at his wife warily, “you set in motion things that are both consistently unpredictable, and consistently unpleasant.”

“I think I can handle that,” Teddy said. “I disappoint Mom all the time.”

“That’s not helping your case,” said Mr. Parker.

“Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Now, second point,” Mr. Parker continued without any apparent change to his mood, “let’s say there’s something here. Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that Mr. Dalton was somehow murdered by someone.”

He looked sharply at his son. Teddy stared back blankly.

“That means you’re going after people who know how to kill, and cover their tracks, and if they did it once, they can do it again.”

Mr. Parker brought his palm down flat against the table, hard enough to make the dishes rattle, and Teddy jumped in his chair.

“Bang!” he said. “You’ll just be another bug to them.”

Teddy swallowed, but he didn’t flinch. “I won’t run down dark alleys,” he said. “I’ll work in daylight only. And I’ll have Margot with me if things look dicey.”

“Who’s Margot?” Mr. Parker asked.

“Miss Rosetta’s girl, next door,” Teddy said.

“And she wants to help you with this?” Mr. Parker asked dubiously.

“Miss Rosetta said she’ll rent her to me, for 60 cents an hour.”

“How is she going to help you?” asked Mr. Parker.

“Well, first of all, just by being there,” Teddy said. “Strength in numbers. And she can do some heavy lifting. She’s stronger than she looks. And she knows things too. She’s dull, but sort of smart.”

“Miss Rosetta understands the danger to her girl?”

“She didn’t ask,” Teddy said. “I told her about the case after Mrs. Dalton left, and said I might want Margot’s help, and she gave me the going rate.”

“You’ve put a lot of effort into this,” Mr. Parker noted.

Teddy nodded enthusiastically, eyes wide.

“Keep pitching.”

“Step four,” Teddy said, looking at his sheet, voice deepening with confidence, “type up everything I learn and put it in a report for mailing to Mrs. Dalton every Friday.”

“Makes sense.”

“Step 5, call her on Monday to debrief.”

“Debrief, yes.”

“Step six, solve the mystery.”

“Ambitious,” Mr. Parker noted. “But I like it.”

“Step seven, notify the authorities of any suspicions.”

Teddy set the sheet down and looked up expectantly.

“That’s it?” said Mr. Parker.

“What’s it?”

“That’s all you got?”

“What’d I miss?”

“Invoice,” Mr. Parker replied. “The most important part of any client relationship.”

“You think so?” Teddy asked doubtfully.

“I know so,” Mr. Parker said. “Years of personal experience. You give away your services for free, that’s how much your client will value them.”

“I don’t think she would be like that,” Teddy said. “And she’s a widow.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Mr. Parker said, shaking his head. “Should the supermarket give her free food?”

“Well, maybe.”

“Why?”

“Well, to widows maybe.”

Mr. Parker leaned back, reached up and spread his hands out, defining the outlines of a giant sign.

“Free food for all widows, and all orphans!” he said. “Everything free for the poor, the downtrodden, the gloomy and morose!”

“Well, that’s a little silly,” Teddy said.

“And then, next week,” Mr. Parker continued. “Going out of business! Everything half off!”

“Okay, okay,” Teddy conceded. “You’ve made your point.”

“Mrs. Dalton is asking you for your professional services,” Mr. Parker said, leaning forward and staring intently into his son’s eyes. “The only reason not to charge her six dollars an hour is because you’re not worth it. And if you’re not worth it, you need to tell her so, or you haven’t provided honest services.”

“Okay, got it,” Teddy said. “That’s how I’ll do things. Step eight. Invoice for honest services. I’ll get on it right away.”

“No so fast, Señor,” Mr. Parker said laughing. “You don’t have a job until your mother and I talk, and right now it’s not looking good.”

“Why not?” Teddy said.

“For all the reasons we’ve already given you. And I believe your mother has some questions too.”

Doris straightened her back, breathed in.

“What have you told Miss Rosetta about her yard?” she asked. “I believe she’s counting on you.”

“We’ve agreed to 10 hours a week,” Teddy said. “She said I work well with Margot, but she thinks she knows where she can find fieldmen. She just needs us to lay the groundwork.”

“Do you like working with Margot?” Doris asked.

“Yes,” Teddy said. “She doesn’t waste time, just gets to the point. And she does have some opinions.”

“Opinions?” Doris echoed. “About what?”

“About the case,” Teddy replied.

“What about it?”

“She thinks the bum and the lady knew each other,” Teddy said. “And she said I should believe anything Mrs. Dalton says.”

“How does she know all that?”

“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “She just gets a look and then she says something.”

“Okay,” Mr. Parker said. “Your mother and I are going to talk. We both have serious reservations about all this. But we’ll consider what you’ve said, and we’ll have an answer for you.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“Yes, Sir.”

* * *

Teddy was on his bed reading a Western when Mr. Parker tapped his knuckles against the door frame.

“Hey, Pops.”

“Hello, Sport.”

“So what’s the verdict?”

“Yes, with—”

“Geronimo!” Teddy shouted, flexing his arms.

“With caveats,” Mr. Parker continued. “Don’t celebrate until you’ve read the fine print.”

“Fine print?”

“At any time, for any reason, or for no reason at all, we can change our minds,” Mr. Parker said.

“Okay,” Teddy said. “Agreed.”

“I’m not done. All the money Mrs. Dalton gives you goes to your mother, and she’s going to hold it for you.”

“What about expenses?”

“She’ll give you what you need to cover those,” Mr. Parker said. “But we don’t want you buying frivolous things. And if Mrs. Dalton decides she wants her money back, at least for your services, if not your expenses, you need to be able to satisfy her.”

“Okay.”

“You’re going to keep us abreast of the case,” Mr. Parker continued. “There will be no secrets in this house. If someone pulls a gun on you, you tell us, just like you did before. If you find something out, you tell us. If you come up empty-handed, you tell us.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“No violence, no guns, no fights, no chasing people down dark alleys.”

“Okay,” Teddy said.

“Now, you need to know why we made this decision.”

“Okay.”

“Your mother was strongly opposed to the end,” Mr. Parker said. “And I wasn’t in favor either. But you want to know what turned the tide?”

“Tell me.”

“You have surprised your mother and me this summer,” Mr. Parker said. “You’ve been working hard, but more importantly, you’ve dealt well with adversity.”

“Adversity,” Teddy said. “You mean, like what the bum did to me?”

“No,” Mr. Parker said. “Getting fired. You picked yourself back up, didn’t mope about, went next door the next day to keep helping Miss Rosetta.”

“Yeah, I need the money,” Teddy said.

“Mr. Pinson is sorry, by the way,” Mr. Parker said.

“For firing me?”

“For everything. He doesn’t blame you. He wanted me to tell you that.”

“Well, he fired me,” Teddy said.

“Yes,” Mr. Parker agreed. “But it was a team decision. He mentioned a gentleman named Leo.”

“Yeah, the guy who works the front desk most nights.”

“He said Leo was particularly concerned the story not get out, and Mr. Pinson agreed. And then . . . the story got out.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “But why was it such a big deal?”

“Bad publicity can kill a hotel,” Mr. Parker said. “And a suicide is bad publicity.”

“I had no idea that reporter was going to put all that bunk in the paper,” Teddy lamented.

Mr. Parker held up his hands and his son fell silent. He and Teddy had already been over it all, and there was nothing left to say on that score.

“You be careful, Son,” Mr. Parker said. “You do right by that woman. And if Mom and I say so, it’s over.”

“Yes, Sir,” Teddy said somberly. “So can I take mom’s car tomorrow?”

“You may.”




Chapter 13: A Trip to the Hospital

“Hello, Miss Rosetta,” Teddy said, standing at the big door in his suit and tie.

“Hello, Theodore,” she said. “You have cleaned up nicely.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “Are you still willing to rent Margot to me?”

“I am,” she said. “This is only for that hotel mystery of yours?”

“It is.”

“I sent for the paper in Lincoln,” she said, “and I’ve read the story. I understand they tried to kill you.”

“He never fired his gun,” Teddy said. “That was an embellishment.”

“That was a lie,” Miss Rosetta corrected. “Which one of you told it?”

“I’m not sure either one of us lied, per se,” Teddy replied. “The reporter suggested that it must have happened that way, and I’m afraid I didn’t do enough to refute it, on account of its being the first time I ever talked to a newspaper reporter.”

“If anyone begins shooting,” Miss Rosetta said coldly, “you will step in front of Margot and take her bullet.”

“I will,” Teddy promised without hesitating.

“Very well. How often will you be using her?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Teddy said. “I just need to figure out how Dr. Dalton died. I might find out today, or I might keep working at it. I’m supposed to make some phone calls, which Margot can’t help me with, but I’m saving that for later this week, if I even need to do it.”

“How long will you be keeping her today?”

“I hope we’ll be back around suppertime,” Teddy said.

“Where are you going?”

“To Lincoln, to look through Dr. Dalton’s office.”

“At a hospital?”

“It is.”

“You’ll be safe enough there, then,” she said, and she pulled the door wide, allowing Teddy to step into the entry hall before she shut it. A classical guitar sounded from somewhere within the bowels of the home, a girl’s voice in resonance with it, her words indistinguishable. “Have you much experience handling an owned girl beyond premises?”

“No, none at all,” Teddy said. “What do I need to know?”

“Any instructions should be clear and direct,” she replied. “She will be kept leashed, and you will maintain control of the leash at all times. She is not punished for an honest mistake, but she suffers consequences for carelessness and a lack of diligence. I don’t recall a time when she was willfully disobedient, and you should have no problems with her in that regard. But she is, in some ways, more a wild animal than a girl. I won’t trouble you with the details, but if you have a complaint, bring it to me when you return her, and I’ll see to it. Under no circumstances will you punish her yourself.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “Could I ask for receipts? Two copies each time I pay you for her? For Mrs. Dalton?”

“Of course,” said Miss Rosetta. “What do you think of Mrs. Dalton?”

“I believe she loves – loved – her husband,” Teddy said.

“That’s the first thing you propose?” Miss Rosetta said.

“It’s the first thing that came to mind,” Teddy said. “I don’t know why.”

“Is it important, though?”

“I think it is.”

“Why?”

“Well,” Teddy said, “now that you bring it up, I . . . well, if she didn’t love her husband, I wouldn’t know if I could trust her in any other way. She cries over him. If that was an act . . . I don’t think I could have any dealings with her.”

“You are thinking without knowing you’re thinking,” Miss Rosetta observed. “An important trait in your chosen profession. Margot’s picked up the skill too, God knows how. Let’s get her ready for you.”

Teddy followed Miss Rosette through the door to the right of the entry hall and from there down to the basement, the music growing louder, her voice clearer but still unintelligible, for the words were French.

Miss Rosetta pushed open the door and the music stopped, and Teddy heard the rattle of chain before he rounded the frame to regard Margot, who was sitting with her guitar on her bare thigh, a chain running from her ankle to her bedframe, a long chain coiled neatly beside her foot.

“She’ll wear brown leather today,” Miss Rosetta said, pointing to the row of collars, and Teddy sidled up to the corresponding peg, grabbed the collar, took the shorter of the two chains and a padlock.

“You’ll be going with Master Theodore,” Miss Rosetta said.

Margot set her guitar down carefully against the bed, rose and pulled up her hair to be collared, and Teddy locked on her restraint, padlocked the chain to it.

“You’ll want the other padlock,” Miss Rosetta said. “She may need to be anchored at some point. And here are your keys.”

Teddy grabbed the second padlock from the peg, slid the keys into his pants pocket, slipped his hand through the leather loop at the end of Margot’s leash, freed Margot’s ankle from her tether, and followed Miss Rosetta back upstairs to the entry hall, where she stopped and turned to him.

“I understand you’ll be having a county affair in a few weeks?” the woman asked.

“Yes, Ma’am, the first week of July.”

“I would like you to consider taking Margot one night.”

“Margot?” Teddy said, looking at the girl on the other end of the leash as if she’d just appeared there.

“It would benefit her,” Miss Rosetta said, “and she is a great favorite at certain sorts of gatherings.”

“Well, uh,” Teddy stammered, “it does get a bit noisy. And my band is playing there one night. That will be very noisy.”

Teddy looked from Margot’s face to Miss Rosetta’s as if expecting quick, mutual agreement about how distasteful noise was to the girl, but Margot looked on blankly, and Miss Rosetta nodded.

“You could take her that night,” she offered.

“Well, I do need to drum that night,” Teddy said.

“For how long?” Miss Rosetta asked.

“We’re signed up for an hour, 9 to 10, with an intermission,” Teddy said. “We’re playing the standard hits, anything with a good beat.”

“Are you expecting a scrum?”

“A scrum, Ma’am?”

“A melee,” Miss Rosetta clarified. “A riot, a free-for-all. I know certain kinds of music can have its effects.”

“Maybe a little twisting,” Teddy said. “Nothing that should cause any worse than a sore back.”

“Yes,” Miss Rosetta said. “I think you should consider taking Margot. You may anchor her while you perform.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said, doing a poor job of hiding his reluctance.

“With the move, Margot’s instruction has fallen by the wayside,” Miss Rosetta said, “She needs to receive some culture.”

“Culture?” Teddy repeated uncertainly.

“Or whatever passes for it at your folk gathering,” Miss Rosetta said. “It is life too, and not something she’s seen before.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said. “Well, I guess we should be going.”

“She’ll have chicken for lunch, and greens, and a milkshake,” Mis Rosetta said. “Beef for supper if you’re still out, a serving of vegetables, and red wine.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Teddy agreed, edging toward the front door, Margot trailing.

Once outside, the big door shut behind them, Teddy surveyed the wide front yard, as natural as it had ever been, even the broad stone path allowing weeds through here and there.

“When are you going to work on the front yard?” Teddy asked.

“Miss Lizzie is having people down,” Margot replied.

“From where?”

“New York.”

“When are they coming?”

“It’s for the salon.”

“Oh, the smart party?” Teddy said.

“The salon,” Margot said without amusement.

“When is it? Mom says I have to go.”

“A date hasn’t been set,” she said, “but most likely soon.”

“This is my mom’s car,” Teddy said when they reached the street. Before he’d knocked, he had made the short drive from his own home, parking the Ford Country Squire station wagon with woodgrain side trim along the curb. He opened the door for Margot, waited while she took her seat, looked at the leash in his hand with puzzlement, eventually just handed it to her and closed the door.

As soon as they’d pulled away from the mansion, he returned to the matter of the salon.

“You’re playing guitar for it?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve been practicing.”

“I heard you,” Teddy said. “You sound good.”

Margot said nothing back, so Teddy continued.

“Do you ever play swing, or rock?” he asked. “Do you ever bebop?”

“I could, but I don’t,” Margot replied.

“Miss Lizzie doesn’t want to hear it?”

“It’s not what she tells me to play.”

“Have you ever played amplified?”

“An amplified guitar?”

“Yeah.”

“I haven’t,” Margot said.

“My band does it all,” Teddy said. “Zachary Moon and his Band. Zachary’s real name is Zachary Fitsimmons, but that would be too much to say. Zach’s dad bought him a Gibson Les Paul last year, and he can really pick.”

Teddy removed his hands from the steering wheel, pressed his thigh against it, and held an imaginary guitar while he made imaginary guitar noises: “Plink plink plinky-plink, plinka plinka plink!”

“You were almost murdered,” Margot said.

“Huh?” Teddy said, returning his hands to the wheel. “Oh, you mean at the hotel?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not sure he was going to murder me,” Teddy said. “He just wanted to scare me.”

“He shot at you,” she said.

“He didn’t’ shoot at me,” Teddy said. “But an article said that. Did Miss Lizzie tell you?”

“She had me read the article.”

“Yeah, that part was wrong. A lot of it was wrong. But he did press the gun against me.”

“Where on your body did he do that?”

“Ribs,” Teddy said, touching his jacket.

“At what angle?”

“Huh?” Teddy said again, looking down briefly as if expecting to find the gun still pressed against his torso by the woman-snatching bum. “I don’t know, probably at a right angle. Perpendicular to my, uh, body.”

“What would it have done to you?”

“If he’d fired, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Well, gee,” Teddy said, looking briefly at Margot before he returned his eyes to the road. “There are lungs in there. It woulda hit one of those, at least. And then heart, maybe. Esophagus. Spine. Coulda hit the spine. That happens to guys. You don’t die, you just ride in a wheelchair the rest of your life.”

“Blood would have been everywhere,” she noted.

“Uh, yeah, I guess.”

“Why didn’t he kill you?”

“You’d have to ask him,” Teddy replied. “But there are lots of reasons not to kill someone. You don’t want to get the cops involved, and they swarm when there’s a murder. Even bums know that. Or you don’t want to make all that noise, or you don’t want to waste a bullet. Maybe you kind of like the guy you’re thinking about killing, and you don’t want that on your conscience.”

They were on Main Street now, and Teddy slowed as he passed the hotel.

“That’s where it happened,” he said. “Bum next to the light post there, looks like he’s just minding his own business, doin’ what bums do, lady parks there, and then he pops over, carries her into that alley and gets the jump on me.”

Teddy fell silent, waiting for Margot to offer up a conclusion, but she said nothing back, still had nothing to contribute when they reached state road 56.

“Think you can navigate?” he asked.

“I don’t know where we’re going,” she said.

“There are maps in the glove compartment. I marked everything last night.”

She unlatched the cover, pulled two maps out.

“That map is main roads in this part of the state and Virginia,” he said as she unfolded it. “It gets a little tricky around Gettysburg, so I’ll need you to tell me where to turn a couple of times. And then the other map is Lincoln, with the hospital marked.”

For the next hour, Margot proved a more than capable navigator, gauging map scale against the Ford’s odometer and giving Teddy warnings at the two-mile and half-mile mark.

They reached Lincoln a little before lunch, and they found the hospital with one hitch at a one-way street that forced them to double back.

The institution comprised a smaller, older stone wing and a modern section of three stories in gleaming white stucco, young trees along the sides of the building, presiding here and there over the parking lot.

Teddy found a space, turned off the car, walked Margot into the newer wing, found the information desk.

“Can you direct me to the former offices of Dr. Bruce Dalton?” he asked.

The receptionist consulted the floorplan taped to the counter.

“He’s in the Perry wing,” she said, using present tense. “Go through those double doors and follow the hall around until you see the stone archway on the right. Go through that and you’ll see the stairs in front of you, he’s on the second floor, office 236.”

“And someone will be there to let me in?”

“Knock on his door. If he doesn’t answer, the receptionist is around the corner. Are you a patient?”

“No.”

“Do you have a card?”

“Do I need one?”

“If he’s not there, you probably will.”

“Okay, thanks,” Teddy said nervously, turning to leave.

“Hey,” the receptionist said, looking at Margot. “Number?”

Margot leaned forward, stuck out her tongue and aimed it up, and the receptionist peered at the exposed flesh, jotted figures down on a notepad.

“Defect?” she asked.

“Heritage,” Margot replied without blinking.

“Thanks,” she said, adding that information to her ledger.

Margot led the way toward the double doors, her bare feet scuffing softly against the terrazzo, the left and right sides of her bottom rising with every step, and she continued to lead down the hall, through the stone arch that led to the hospital’s older section, and from there to the stairs.

The old wooden door on the second landing had been propped open, leading into a long hall with numbered doors on either side, beginning with 250 on the right and counting down.

Teddy and Margot made their way to 236, “Dr. Bruce Dalton” still affixed in brass to the door, and Teddy looked both ways in the empty hall before he tried the door knob, turned it, pushed, and the door opened.

“Mrs. Dalton said I should ask someone to let me in,” Teddy said, looking back at Margot a little guiltily. “But I don’t have a card. And I guess we don’t have to bother them, if it’s unlocked.”

She nodded but said nothing, and Teddy entered and hit the switch, bathing the office in fluorescent.

It was a small space, windowless and neat. Medical books filled a floor-to-ceiling shelf. Three file cabinets stood beside the books, and next to them was Dr. Dalton’s desk, the only part of the office that was less than orderly. In a silver frame at the corner of his desk stood a picture of himself and Mrs. Dalton and the twins, a professional portrait probably taken less than a year ago, presiding over a surface piled high with papers, some in disorganized stacks, some shoved into folders that had been stacked, some wedged between the pages of books, while other books – more than a dozen in all – lay open, some in piles three deep, pages turned to the last words Dr. Dalton had read in each.

Teddy turned his attention to three rectangles of thick black film hanging on the wall in front of a light, hit the switch on the side, and brough to life three x-rays, shapes of dark gray and light gray taking shape as the interior or injured bodies.

He squinted at the images, but Margot pounced on them, hands spread out to support her as she studied each image in turn.

“Broken tibia,” she said quietly, as though speaking to herself. “Soft tissue damage, maybe. Wrist. Or no . . . metacarpal. Hairline.”

Teddy moved to the desk, picked up the first folder, flipped through a collection of documents about a leg injury received by one Alonzo Smithfield Castanza, set it down on the corner of the desk and moved to the next folder, found nothing but individual case files, until he reached the bottom of the second set of folders, where a brown kraft paper envelope rested, the flap sealed with string wrapped around a black paper button. Teddy grabbed it, held it up.

“Financial Concerns,” had been printed neatly with a fountain pen on the back of the envelope.

“Take a look,” Teddy whispered to Margot, and she turned to watch as Teddy unwound the string and pulled out a sheaf of paper, her leash swinging between her neck and his wrist, and he fanned out the pages, stopped in the middle, fanned them out again, stopped again, and he whistled, for here was the last thing he wanted to find, the last thing he wanted to have to share with Mrs. Dalton.

“Dog track,” Teddy whispered. “Loan shark. And he was in deep.”




Chapter 14: Evidence and Theories

Teddy shut the door to the late Dr. Dalton’s office, returned to the desk, sat, cleared a space and plunked down the stack of documents he’d found, and for the next 25 minutes, he skimmed through a leger of terrible decisions.

In this, as in all other things, Dr. Dalton was a meticulous record keeper.

The first document was a loan record, from “LINCOLN PROFESSIONAL LENDERS.” No address, no phone number, no name, just a few lines of basic information:

Date: April 4, ’52

Loan amount: $250

Terms: TO BE PAID IN FULL PLUS $25 INTEREST IN 30 DAYS; IF NO PAYMENT, ANOTHER $25 DUE IN INTEREST IN 30 MORE DAYS, AND SO FORTH

And finally, ominously:

COLLATERAL: AS DISCUSSED.

At the bottom of the sheet, Dalton had recorded the subsequent history of the loan:

May 3: pd. $25

June 5: pd. $25

July 2: pd. $275

How had he paid it off? With another loan, this one dated June 30, for $750, with $75 due every 30 days. That loan had stayed on the books until November 30, when it was paid off and Dalton took out another loan, this time for $2,000.

And so it went for a year, each loan satisfied with a bigger loan until, finally, a $15,000 loan was satisfied not with a new loan but with a successful gamble, notated on a half sheet of paper the color of pale green money. “West Lincoln Kennel Club,” it said at the top. Below, someone had scratched in a date – April 23, ’53 – and some initially indecipherable information: “Lord Harrier, 2nd form, 20 to 1, $1,000, winnings paid in cash.”

Teddy, unschooled in the fine art of gambling, pored over the slip before he assembled an explanation. Dr. Dalton had bet a thousand, won twenty, paid off his loan.

And that should have been it. If the good doctor had any sense at all, he would have walked away, never borrowed again, never gambled again. But no, he had a sickness he could not heal. On May 3, 1953, he was back at it, borrowing $5,000 from the same shady outfit, paying $500 a month until he settled it with a $10,000 loan, and then $15,000, and finally $40,000, taken out earlier this year. He’d paid $4,000 in March, in April, in May, and then, nothing. No more payments. Dr. Dalton was broke, and he couldn’t get any more loans, not even a doctor’s salary ample enough to take care of such a staggering sum.

As Teddy finished flipping through the sheets, Margot hovered over his shoulder, holding her chain between her breasts, barely breathing.

“Whatcha think?” Teddy said, looking up.

“There’s only one loan shark business in Lincoln,” Margot said immediately.

“Huh?”

“He only got loans from that one company.”

Teddy flipped through the sheets again.

“Yeah, right,” he said. “All the same company. But, you know, maybe every city can have only one.”

“Because of a law?” Margot inquired.

“Probably not because of a law,” Teddy said. “These guys operate outside the law. And I wonder . . .” Teddy turned back to the first page, “what they meant by collateral.”

“As discussed,” Margot read.

“I wonder what that meant?”

“Something bad,” Margot said. “Worse than death.”

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“He’d rather die than face it.”

“Gee whiz,” Teddy said. “What’s worse than death?”

“Torture,” Margot said. “People used to choose death over torture all the time.”

“Do you think they had a torture chamber?” Teddy said. “And if you didn’t pay up, they’d take you to it?”

“I don’t know.”

“So what should we do?” Teddy asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Sometimes you have ideas,” Teddy said. “And sometimes you don’t.”

Margot said nothing.

“You’ll tell me every idea you have, when you have it, right?”

“No,” Margot said.

“Why not?”

“Everything I say is two ideas,” she replied. “One is the idea about what to say, and one is the idea about whether or not I should say it.”

Teddy shoved the papers back into the envelope, stood, tucked the envelope under his arm.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “No one knows we’re here, and that’s probably for the best.”

Margot followed him back to the door, and he opened it and leaned forward, peering in both directions before he stepped into the hall.

“Everyone must be at lunch,” he whispered. “Which is where I’d like to be. I’m starving.”

They left the hospital through its older wing, slipping outside under another stone archway, making their way around the complex to the station wagon, Teddy just a young man in a suit with an envelope and an owned girl wearing nothing, no one stopping them or even giving them a second glance.

They headed to downtown Lincoln, found a diner, and Teddy ordered a burger for himself and chicken and greens and a milkshake for Margot, as Miss Rosetta had requested.

“Part of me wants to go to Mrs. Dalton’s house right now,” he said over the meal. “Drop off the envelope, say we’re done, give her an invoice. Whaddya think?”

“There’s another part that wants to do something else,” Margot observed.

“Huh?” Teddy said. “Oh, yeah. Right. But I’m not sure what that is.”

“Does the other part of you not want to give her the envelope,” Margot asked, “or not want to give her the invoice?”

“I want to give her an invoice, alright,” Teddy said with a laugh. “It’s just the envelope I’m not sure about.”

Margot was looking at him, the way she did sometimes, but she said nothing, so he continued to ponder out loud.

“You said something earlier,” Teddy noted. “That there must be only one loan shark in Lincoln. But there has to be more. And Dalton would have gone to all of them, don’t you think? He was desperate. So there would have been other records there. A successful doctor could probably get money from anyone. And then, the fella’s life’s falling apart, but he still keeps perfect records.”

Teddy and Margot finished their meal, got back in the car for the long drive back to Lutherville, and Margot navigated while Teddy drove and thought.

“Golly, that’s it!” he exclaimed. “That’s what this is!”

He looked at Margot, and she looked at him briefly, looked away.

“The insurance company,” he said. “They want us to think it was suicide . . . so they don’t have to pay out one hundred thou.”

Teddy chewed his lower lip, stared at the road.

“Okay, think it through,” he said to himself. “Okay . . . they didn’t kill him. He did that to himself. Probably. But once he was dead . . . they just want to remove all doubt, since no one thinks he would ever do it. So they have a department. That does this. Golly gee! Anyone dies under mysterious circumstances, they want it to look like suicide. So they get their people . . . to make it up. Loan documents . . . dog tracks . . . can’t pay ‘em back. They write it up, leave it there. Where someone’s gonna find it. So they snuck in to Dr. Dalton’s office, dropped off the envelope . . . and then I found it. But how’d they know? How’d they know I’d be there today?”

Teddy looked at Margot.

“His office was unlocked,” he said.

She stared back.

“That’s loopy,” he said. “Mrs. Dalton said someone would have to let me in, but we just busted in on our own. Like someone . . . broke the lock. Or picked it. And didn’t lock it back. I probably shoulda looked into that. Maybe picking a lot leaves marks. Scratches.”

Teddy drove another 10 miles before he spoke again.

“I should have asked Mrs. Dalton the name of the insurance company,” he said. “And their address. And then we could just bust in there too. Guns blazin’.”

“You have a gun?” Margot asked.

“No,” Teddy said. “It’s just an expression. It means to go in with strong determination. And I’d show up and say, ‘I know your game. Take me to the department that created these.’ And I’d lay all those out, and I bet they’d nearly faint from the pressure. ‘Please, we’ll give you anything, just don’t tell anyone what we did.’ And I’ll say, ‘Just give Mrs. Dalton her settlement.’ Case closed.”

“Do you think that’s going to happen?” Margot asked.

“Does it seem dumb?” Teddy asked, looking at the girl, who stared back blankly. “Okay, yeah, it’s dumb. I’ll admit it. But sometimes, you gotta have a dumb idea before you can have a good one.”

“Do you have a good idea now?”

“Nope,” Teddy said. “But let’s think about it. Dr. Dalton played the dog track, and that led to loans he couldn’t pay back, and he decided to pack it in. But if that’s not what happened, someone made it all up, including everything in that envelope.”

Teddy paused, looked at his steering wheel.

“And they just made it up,” he said. “Since Dr. Dalton died. Or no, more recently. Maybe since yesterday, when Mrs. Dalton hired me. They knew . . .”

Teddy’s voice trailed off before he continued, voice lowered dramatically.

“Maybe it was for her. Or maybe they knew I was coming. They knew I’d find it.”

He looked at Margot.

“Another dumb idea?”

She said nothing back.

“The case is screwy,” Teddy said. “So smart ideas aren’t gonna fit.”

“Heisenberg?” Margot inquired.

“Huh?”

“The logical foundation.”

“Of what?”

“Of your theory,” Margot said.

“I don’t know about all that,” Teddy confessed. “Wacky case, wacky solution. Who was Heisenberg?”

“He studied physics.”

“Is he coming to Miss Lizzie’s salon thing?”

“No.”

“Do you know him?”

“I’ve only met him once.”

“But if he was here, say,” Teddy ventured. “Think he’d agree? Screwy case, screwy solution?”

“I don’t think he would care.”

“Why’d you bring him up, then?” Teddy asked.

“You’ll need to turn left on 21 in two miles,” she replied. “You posited that a non-conventional conundrum requires an unorthodox solution.”

“I did?”

“It sounded epistemological.”

“Now that’s a ten-gallon word,” Teddy said. “What’s it mean?”

“The study of knowing.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “I guess some people study that. I’m too busy trying to know to study trying to know.”

After he made the turn, Teddy looked at Margot.

“Do you ever laugh?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Why do you laugh?” she asked.

“Because something’s funny,” he replied. “And you can’t help it. Even if you don’t want to laugh, you do. When I was in second grade this other kid who was also named Teddy sat at my table, and he picked up the green crayon and looked at me and bit it in half, and he looked at me like it was delicious and I started in to laughing and it was supposed to be quiet time so the teacher grabbed my ear. So, sometimes, when you laugh, you just can’t help it.”

“The teacher grabbed your ear?”

“She did,” Teddy said, nodding. “It was how she showed you up.”

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Did you bleed?”

“No. She didn’t grab it that hard.”

Teddy spoke again, carefully.

“So not being able to laugh,” he said. “Is that a . . . defect?”

“No,” she said. “I wasn’t schooled to laugh.”

“I was schooled not to laugh,” Teddy said. “But it didn’t take.”

Margot didn’t seem interested in the topic, so he let it drop, stared at the road, and forcibly cleared his mind, pushing the cacophonous thoughts aside and looking for a single, core idea he could focus on.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go with, for the sake of argument, let’s go with this: Dr. Dalton was murdered. Somehow, they hanged him. People can do that. They can make hanging look like suicide. But then . . . the note. If they did murder him, they wrote the note. And the note makes no sense. It had me calling that woman in Pittsburg, when I should have been calling Mrs. Dalton in Lincoln. But maybe . . . maybe that was a mistake. It was the wrong number. But then, she said she was Mrs. Dalton when I called her. She cried when I told her Bruce Dalton was dead. But let’s set that aside for now. So I go to Lincoln, and I find that envelope. But if they murdered him, then it’s all made up. And we should be able to tell it’s made up. Hey, pull out those papers again.”

Margot reached between her feet, grabbed the envelope, pulled out the loan documents.

“Here’s something,” he said. “Look at the top sheet. Now, look at the bottom sheet. See, they’re all, uh, fresh. The top sheet is more than two years old. He wrote on it. He kept it in that envelope. Probably pulled it out a bunch of times, but it’s not wrinkled. Not even a corner bent.”

Teddy looked at Margot, eyebrows raised.

“And then, you noticed it . . . there’s only one loan shark he ever went to. That was a good find. If he was that desperate, he woulda gone to someone else.”

Teddy drove in silence another five miles before he spoke again.

“Okay, still going with coverup,” he said. “Dr. Dalton was murdered, but they want it to look like suicide. Probably not an insurance scam, but we can’t rule that out. A hundred thousand dollars is a lot of money. So they read the papers, just like anyone, see where I’m talking about the case. Maybe even find out I’m working it.”

“They know you met with Mrs. Dalton,” Margot blurted.

Teddy looked at her. Yes, this was one of those things she somehow knew, her eyes direct and certain. And he found this revelation more frightening than her others.

“How do they know?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just think they do.”

“They’re watching me?” he asked.

“Or Mrs. Dalton,” she said. “I think they know she visited you yesterday.”

“How would they know?” Teddy asked.

Margot said nothing back, just looked out the window.

“She had to drive all the way from Lincoln to Lutherville,” Teddy mused. “Her and her two kids. It wouldn’t even be that hard to notice them. As soon as she got on the highway headed north, they’d guess where she was going. They wouldn’t even have to follow her. Just come by the house a little later and see her car parked out front.”

Teddy paused.

“Which means they drove down our street . . . and then . . . they must have guessed she’d tell me to visit his office . . . so they made up those loan documents.”

Teddy slapped the steering wheel.

“But the loan documents are pretty shabby,” he continued. “Maybe they had to put them together in a hurry. But they didn’t try to make it convincing. Fold the top coupla sheets, why don’t ya? Wrinkle it a little, like he was looking at it and hating life. Think up a new loan shark.” Teddy laughed bitterly. “Bud’s EZ Loans. Big Al’s Finances. Violent Vince’s Loan Shark Emporium.”

Teddy looked at Margot, who did not laugh.

“But maybe . . .” Teddy sighed. “Maybe they know about me. I’m kind of a greenhorn, okay? I’ve been a detective for . . . well, I’ll admit it . . . a couple days. A weekend. My two weeks at the hotel doesn’t count. I just sat around and drank club soda. And they probably know that. They probably know . . . they probably think . . . they can pull a fast one and I’ll fall for it. But I’m not that dumb. I’m not just going to run to Mrs. Dalton with that envelope and . . . say, you think . . . you think they know we came back to Lutherville? You think they know I didn’t run straight to Mrs. Dalton’s?”

Teddy jerked as if he’d just grabbed a live wire, twisted in his seat to look behind his mother’s station wagon, bent his head to look at the back seat.

“There are three cars behind us,” he said, peering into the rearview mirror. “Well, two cars and a truck. But it could be any of them. All of them.”

“They know if we didn’t go to Mrs. Dalton’s, we’re going back home,” Margot noted. “So they wouldn’t have to follow us.”

“Good point,” Teddy said. “But doesn’t it make your skin crawl? They coulda been watching us at the hospital, maybe even at lunch.”

Margot looked out the window.

“They left that door open, since they knew we were coming,” Teddy continued. “Or maybe Mrs. Dalton. One of us. And they didn’t want any hitches. They wanted us to find the envelope, so they . . .”

Teddy’s voice trailed off, he breathed in, his eyes went wide, because a new thought had just popped into his mind, and he and Margot drove the next half hour of the trip in silence, except for her navigational instructions.

Only on Main Street Lutherville, a block from the Delacroix Hotel, did Teddy speak.

“Unlocked doors,” he said. “I’m gonna look into something.”

Instead of driving past the Delacroix, he turned into the alley where the bum and the second wife had ended up, and he drove past the refuse bin, parked and got out, dodging puddles and detritus, stomping to the door that opened to the hotel’s stairwell, and he yanked on the handle, but the door refused to budge.

“It’s locked,” he said, turning to Margot, who’d exited the car and stepped over to him gingerly on her bare feet. “It’s supposed to be locked, always, I’m sure. But it wasn’t locked the night we found Mr. Dalton. I went through it myself after the bum threatened to kill me. I wasn’t even thinking. So someone picked the lock, because they didn’t want to go through the lobby, and they forgot to lock it back.”

Teddy smiled.

“Just another theory,” he said. “But it fits a pattern.”




Chapter 15: An Invitation to a Salon

Mr. Parker walked through the door just as Doris was getting dinner on the table, and he kissed his wife and tousled his son’s hair and took his seat at the head of the table, and after grace he zeroed in his son.

“So how was your detectiving today?” he asked.

“I had some adventures,” Teddy said.

“That’s all he’s told me since he got home,” Doris complained. “He said he wanted to tell us together.”

“Out with it, then,” Mr. Parker said.

“Okay,” Teddy said, drawing in his breath. “So, I went to Lincoln.”

“And?” Mr. Parker prompted.

The story poured from Teddy’s mouth, of the hospital and the loan documents and the racetrack winnings and presumed losings and the final, $40,000 loan that couldn’t be paid back, of the hotel door and the doctor’s office door that should have been locked, of his sense of being watched, of his evolving theories, of Margot’s contributions.

“So whaddaya think?” he concluded. “Am I on the right track?”

Mr. Parker leaned back, crossed his arms, looked at his son, looked at his wife.

“There might be something there,” he said thoughtfully, nodding. “There just might be.”

“Next steps?” Doris asked.

“I have it all mapped out,” Teddy said. “Tomorrow, business cards.”

“Business cards?” Doris echoed, stifling a laugh.

“I would have needed one if Dr. Dalton’s office door had been locked,” Teddy said. “And I would have come back empty-handed in that case. So Mom, can I have ten dollars for cards and lunch tomorrow?”

“It won’t be nearly that much,” she said.

“I’ll bring you the change, every penny,” Teddy said. “I just don’t want to fall short. Cards are going to be at least a buck or two, and I’ll need to get us lunch.”

“Us?”

“Me and Margot,” Teddy said. “Miss Rosetta said I could have her again.”

“Why do you need her with you to get business cards?”

“We’re going to talk about the case over lunch,” Teddy said. “I told you how good she is at figuring things out. Oh, and I know what her defect is.”

“Please don’t tell me you asked her.”

“I didn’t, Ma,” Teddy said. “They asked her at the hospital, and she told them there.” Teddy paused dramatically. “Heritage.”

“Heritage?” Doris echoed.

“That’s what she said. Heritage. But what’s it mean? I never heard of that one.”

“It’s a familial category,” Mr. Parker said. “One of her parents was a murderer, or—”

“Holy jeepers!” Teddy exclaimed.

“Hear me out,” Mr. Parker said impatiently. “Or both parents were serious criminals. Or one or both had some other deficiency: mental, physical, moral. It could be any number of things.”

“But wouldn’t that be swell?” Teddy said. “Her dad was a gangster, like Al Capone. Lining people up against the wall. ‘Okay, boys, let ‘em have it!’”

Teddy raised his hands over the table and was just about to mow down henchmen from a rival gang when Doris interrupted.

“Theodore Parker!” she shouted. “Not over dinner!”

“Sorry, Ma,” Teddy said, partly chastened, before he raised his head. “Is there any way to know what it was, though?”

“Margot might know, if her memory goes back that far,” Mr. Parker mused.

“You are not to ask that girl any such thing,” Doris said firmly. “She’s suffered enough without having you poking around in her life.”

“But Ma,” Teddy said, looking earnestly at his mother, lowering his voice dramatically. “It’s what I do. I’m a . . . detective.”

Mr. Parker laughed, and even Doris struggled to maintain her composure. Teddy leaned back, satisfied he’d defused another tense situation.

“So what are your next steps, Comrade?” Mr. Parker asked.

“Phone calls,” Teddy said. “All tomorrow morning.”

“Who’re you calling?” asked Mr. Parker.

“The cops, about the other woman’s car,” he said. “I want to know if they have an address for it. And the Pittsburgh phone company. If the address for that phone number lines up with the car, I’m going there.”

“It’s two hours away,” Doris observed.

“I’ll pay for the gas with my change from today,” Teddy said. “And Margot’s a great navigator. I found out she can’t laugh. But she can read a map.”

“What do you expect to find?” Mr. Parker asked, voice registering concern for the first time.

“Maybe the second wife,” Teddy said. “Or maybe her friends. Somebody who knows something.”

“This could be dangerous,” Mr. Parker noted.

“She’s just a wife,” Teddy protested.

“Just a wife?” Doris echoed.

“Don’t underestimate the power of a woman,” Mr. Parker advised. “Especially in your line of work. They can kill at least as easily as a man can.”

“At least?” Doris said.

“Don’t worry,” Teddy said. “I’ll just knock on the door, and if she answers – and I’ll have Margot with me – and if she answers, I’ll play it cool. Just something like ‘Hey, remember me?’ And if she slams the door, I’ll have my answer. But I won’t try to bust the door down, in any event. And maybe she’ll talk to me.”

“When are you going to call Mrs. Dalton?” Doris asked.

“I guess Friday,” Teddy said. “Sort of sum up the week then.”

“No,” she disagreed. “Tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“She needs to know what you found,” Doris said.

“But it’s totally bogus,” Teddy protested.

“It’s important either way,” Doris said. “Either her husband fell into debt, or someone is planting false evidence. She needs to know either way. And she needs to know someone might be watching her.”

“You’re probably right,” Teddy said.

“Okay, question,” Mr. Parker said. “If you uncovered a nest of rattlers in Miss Rosetta’s back yard, what would you do?”

“Run for my life.”

“Yes, and what would you do next?”

“Come home.”

Mr. Parker sighed, continued. “Would you tell Miss Rosetta?”

“I sure would,” Teddy said. “It would probably be good news to her. ‘Hey, lady, I think I found your family!’”

“Theodore!”

“Sorry, Ma,” Teddy said. “Just trying to—”

“Teddy,” Mr. Parker interrupted.

“Yes, Sir?”

“Your mother and I remain very concerned about this project.”

“This case,” Teddy corrected.

“Case, then. But we can shut it down at any moment. No amount in fees is worth your life. And if we decide you’re not mature enough to handle things, we’ll put a stop to it then and there.”

“Because I told a joke about Miss Rosetta?”

“No,” Doris said coldly, taking the floor. “Because you don’t seem to respect her. And that speaks to your interaction with authority in general.”

“I respect her a ton,” Teddy protested. “A lot more than she respects me.”

“She respects you,” Doris said. “A great deal.”

“She told you that?”

“She didn’t have to. She’s entrusted you with her most precious possession. She wouldn’t—”

“Her back yard?” Teddy said.

“No, her girl,” Doris replied. “Margot.”

“I have to pay for her, though,” Teddy said. “Sixty cents an hour.”

“Exactly,” Doris said. “A woman like that doesn’t let just anyone use her girl. Take it as a compliment.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “Oh yeah, but get this. She said I have to take Margot to the county fair.”

“You can do that,” Doris said.

“It’s going to be when our band is playing,” Teddy said.

“Have you been practicing?” Mr. Parker asked.

“I practice at Zach’s.”

“Have you been practicing at Zach’s?”

“Last week, sure. And probably this week sometime. I’ll call Zach. And you know, maybe I’ll take Margot to practice, if I can have her for free. Maybe she’ll hear us and say rock and roll is too much for her, and she doesn’t want to do the fair after all.”

“I’m sure she’ll enjoy it,” Doris said.

“She’s just going to have to sit and stare,” Teddy noted. “I’m supposed to lock her to something, which I don’t know how that makes it any fun. But Miss Rosetta said she needs the culture.”

“I’m sure she’ll like going,” Doris said. “And by the way, you’ll be getting a chance at a little culture too, this weekend.”

“Oh yeah?”

“We’ve all been invited to Miss Rosetta’s salon.”

“Aw gee. When?”

“Saturday night,” Doris said firmly.

“I thought she was going to wait until her place wasn’t a dump!” Teddy said. “It oughta be condemned! Everyone there is going to probably die when it caves in or burns down or something!”

“She apologized for the short notice this morning,” Doris said, “but she told me the timing couldn’t be helped. Her New York associates were very insistent that it be sooner rather than later.”

“New York associates?” Teddy repeated.

“They are esteemed,” Doris said. “Academicians. Thinkers. She’s shown me their names. Meeting them will be a privilege.”

“But what about her dump?”

“She’s pulling out all the stops,” Doris said. “She warned me she’ll have a crew swarming the property the rest of the week.”

“They’ll probably all die too,” Teddy warned, before he brightened slightly. “But if her roof slides off and turns someone into a human pancake – ‘cuz they can do that, a lot, if they’re really old and stuff – I’m sure she’ll have to cancel.”

“You’ll be there,” Doris said. “In suit and tie.”

“Ohh,” Teddy moaned, setting his fork down and placing his head in his hands.




Chapter 16: Phone Calls and Errands

Showered, shaved, and dressed in navy chinos, a white button down and black penny loafers, Teddy’s Wednesday began promptly at 9 a.m. with a phone call to Lutherville City Hall. The phone operator gave him the number for the Lutherville Police Department, which referred him to Wrecker City, the yard at the edge of town that contracted with the police to remove unclaimed vehicles.

“Wrecker,” answered a man’s voice.

“Wrecker City?” Teddy asked.

“Yup.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “I’m looking for a white convertible Corvette that got picked up last week.”

“It yours?”

“No,” Teddy said. “I’m just trying to find out about it.”

“You know whose it is?”

“No,” Teddy said. “I mean, yes. Mrs. Dalton. Mrs. Dalton in Pittsburgh. It had Pennsylvania plates.”

“We got two cars with Pennsylvania plates here, both came in last week,” said the man.

“One was a white Corvette,” Teddy said.

“What you want with it?”

“I’m investigating it,” Teddy said. “I’m a detective. I need to know the owner, and the address.”

“You with the cops?”

“No, private.”

“I can give you the plates,” the man said. “Then you can call Pennsylvania.”

“Who would I call there?”

“Whoever’s in charge of plates in Pennsylvania.”

“You mean, like a license plate company?” Teddy said. “Do they have one in Pittsburgh?”

“License plate company?” the man said with a laugh. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the Pope that makes them. But start with the state. State government.”

“The capital of Pennsylvania is Harrisburg,” Teddy noted.

“You’re getting’ warmer.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “Can I have it, then?”

“Have what?”

“The plate number”

After a long pause and the sounds of a squeaky file cabinet, the man spoke again. “50GH5,” he said, and, uh, “L81GR.”

“Which one was the white Corvette?” Teddy asked.

“The first one I gave you.”

“What was the second for?”

“Chevy Loadmaster.”

Teddy sat bolt upright.

“Huh?”

“Chevy Loadmaster.”

“Oh, gee, what color?” he asked.

“Green. Forest green.”

“Not black?”

“No, not black.”

“But it’s from Pittsburgh?”

“It’s got Pennsylvania tags is all I know.”

“Where did you find it?” Teddy asked.

“Just north of town. Dirt road in Beulah Heights.”

“When did you pick it up?”

“Sunday morning.”

“That’s when they found it?”

“No, it got dumped off sometime Thursday. Reported Friday morning.”

“Golly,” Teddy said. “And then, did somebody . . . did somebody take another Loadmaster? From right around there? A black one?”

“You’d have to ask the cops that one.”

“I will,” Teddy said. “Yeah, I’m gonna do that. And then, what are you going to do with the cars?”

“After a month, if no one turns in a stolen vehicle report, I gotta mail the owner, they got a month to get back to me, and then the car goes to the city.”

“What do they want with it?” Teddy asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe sell it.”

“Hey, wait,” Teddy said. “You’re gonna mail the owners?”

“Yup. It’s a little postcard I send.”

“How?”

“To their address.”

“How are you gonna get their address?”

“Call in the license plate.”

“Call Pennsylvania?”

“Yeah, motor vehicles up there.”

“That’s where I should call, then?” Teddy said, scribbling furiously on his note pad. “Pennsylvania Motor Vehicles?”

“Something like that.”

“Do you have the number?”

“Nope.”

“Where are you going to get it?”

“I go to the library, like anyone else.”

“Gee, thanks, Mister!” Teddy exclaimed.

“Don’t mention it.”

For the next 20 minutes, Teddy scribbled on his notepad, writing things, crossing them out, squeezing in new information, until he sighed and scowled and tore off the sheet and began afresh with, at the top, a summary of the most important new facts of the case, followed at the sheet’s midpoint by a list of all the things he needed to do, a list that was growing exponentially.

At Lutherville High School, Theodore Parker was a good student, but not top of the class. He was possessed of a quick mind and solid citizenship, but he turned his intellect more often than necessary to humor and other extraneous, youthful things – the enjoyment and performance of popular music, for example. Teddy might come to class and not take a single note, in fact, and he would retain enough to get Bs and the occasional A, and that was good enough for him. But now Teddy had an intellectual challenge before him that was entirely real, and urgent, and even profitable, and in his fervor this morning over getting the Dalton Case notes delineated and organized, he was demonstrating a new dedication to knowledge.

And as soon as his notes had been reconsolidated to his satisfaction, he exhibited a correspondingly admirable work ethic, immediately calling the Lutherville Police Department again, the family’s new black rotary phone fairly steaming as he worked the dial.

“Hi, I have another question,” Teddy said. “This time it’s about any thefts of black Loadmasters in Beulah Heights, probably Thursday night.”

“Is this the owner again?” asked the man.

“Huh?” Teddy blurted. “I’m a, uh, um, no. I’m just, uh, doing some research.”

“Yeah, we had a black Loadmaster reported stolen Thursday, north of town.”

“Beulah Heights?” Teddy said.

“I guess around there.”

“Have you found it?”

“No,” the man said.

“Okay,” Teddy said.

“Someone else found it. Turned up in St. Thomas.”

“Huh?” Teddy said. “St. Thomas?”

“Kentucky,” the man said. “Side of the road. No gas. No keys. Whoever stole it wired it up.”

“When?” Teddy asked, almost shouting.

“Saturday is when it got called in. Someone in St. Thomas checked the stolen vehicle list and gave us a call.”

“Was there a Z in the license plate?”

“I don’t know all that,” the man said. “You can come to the station and look in the files.”

“That’s okay, doesn’t matter,” Teddy said. “Thanks a lot, Mister.”

“You betcha.”

Teddy flipped to the second page of his notebook, scrawled an entry: “The bum stole a green Loadmaster in Pennsylvania, drove it to Beulah Heights Thursday night, parked it and stole a Black Loadmaster (same truck, thought no one would notice for awhile), drove it to the alley next to the Delacroix, kidnapped the other Mrs. Dalton, drove until he ran out of gas in Kentucky.”

Teddy looked at the ceiling and sucked on his pen, the next idea running not just through his mind but through his whole body, and he jerked and, eyes wide, leaned over the page and wrote, in all capital letters, “HE’S THE ONE WHO PICKED THE HOTEL LOCK AND LEFT THE DOOR OPEN AND KILLED DR. DALTON!”

For a long moment, Teddy stared at the words he’d just written.

Solved, he thought.

Case closed.

Find the bum, who even now is probably walking the streets of St. Thomas, Kentucky, looking for a handout or another renowned doctor to kill, and you have your man.

So, why grab the other Mrs. Dalton? Teddy asked himself, left hand grasping the hair over his forehead while his right hand held the pen poised over the sheet.

“HOSTAGE,” he scribbled, leaning back and sighing with satisfaction.

Of course. It all made sense. If the cops pursued him, he could just put the gun to the lady’s head and order them to back off. Happens all the time. But was he done with her now? Teddy wondered. Had he disposed of her in St. Thomas, killed her, her bullet-riddled body still lying in a ditch somewhere in that town, or waiting to be identified at the local morgue?

“Also at library:” Teddy scrawled. “Find the number to the St. Thomas Kent. police.”

Teddy stood abruptly, went to his mother in the den, ironing and listening to the radio.

“Can I get that 10 from you now?” he asked.

Doris pulled a 10-dollar bill from the pocket of her housecoat.

“Tell me again what you’re doing today,” she said, her expression a little stern, a little worried.

“First, I get Margot,” he said. “Then gas, I’ll use all the change from the other day too, four bucks worth should fill the tank. Then business cards. I can get 500 for a buck seventy-five at Lutherville Printing. Then the library, for phone numbers. Then Medicine Man for lunch, maybe another two fifty there. I’ll try to bring you a fiver back.”

“Have you called Mrs. Dalton?” Doris asked.

“Oh, uh, no,” Teddy said. “I’m gonna this afternoon. This morning I’ve been talking to the cops and the wreckers, found out some good information.”

“Anything your dad or I need to know about?” she asked.

“I got some great leads,” Teddy said enthusiastically. “I might be on to something. But I gotta call some more places first.”

“I’m going to need the car tomorrow from 11 o’clock on,” Doris said. “Get all your business done today.”

“Yes, Ma’am, thanks!” Teddy said, retrieving the station wagon keys from the hook in the kitchen, rushing out the door, jumping into the car.

There wasn’t a place to park in front of Miss Rosetta’s mansion this morning, three trucks lined up in front of the property, and Teddy had to dodge the man crossing the front yard with a push mower, the big kind designed for grass and weeds that had been allowed to get out of hand.

Miss Rosetta took longer than usual to answer the door, and when she pulled it open and glared out at Teddy, she looked positively harried, her hair in a greasy ponytail, her cream sweatshirt creased with dirt, the knees of her workpants thin, a cake of mud clinging to the left toe of her black house slippers.

“Your family will be joining us this Saturday?” she inquired.

“Yes, if you want us there,” he replied.

“You need the benefits of it,” she said, turning to speak into the home. “Margot, you may leave with Master Theodore now.”

Teddy stepped inside to wait, and after a minute, the girl appeared at the door in her leather collar, the chain dangling between her breasts.

“In case you need to anchor her,” Miss Rosetta said, handing over a padlock and keys. “You’re staying close by today?”

“I am,” Teddy confirmed. “Just some errands downtown.”

“Feed her as you did before,” she said. “Just lunch?”

“Yes, I should have her back well before dinner.”

As soon as they were in the car, Teddy veritably exploded with the first of his latest discoveries.

“Okay, so the bum steals a car,” he began, turning the ignition. “Steels it in Pittsburgh. Or somewhere else in Pennsylvania, I don’t know. And comes down, and steals another one in Beulah Heights. Another Loadmaster. A truck. He drives a stolen dark green Loadmaster down from Pennsylvania, steals a black one here. Probably parked the green one next to the black one. No one knows the difference until they try to drive it the next day and the key doesn’t work. And he takes the black one to the Delacroix. And he’s . . .” Teddy pulled into the street, caught his breath, “and he’s the one who killed Dr. Dalton. He broke in from the alley. Remember that unlocked door? He picked the lock, went up, killed Dr. Dalton, came back down, and then, and then, he kidnaps that woman, see? As a hostage. In case the cops got after him.”

“Did he leave the note?” Margot asked, staring straight ahead, her voice its usual steady timbre, her interest in the case purely academic, one might guess.

“What note?”

“The note that said to call his wife.”

“Oh yeah, yeah, must have,” Teddy said, nodding his head. “Because, uh, well, he knew her. You said that. So he wanted her there. Or wanted her to know. Or . . . maybe, she’d make the perfect hostage. Or . . .”

Teddy grimaced, scowled at the road.

“Okay, maybe some of it doesn’t make perfect sense yet,” he said. “I’m gonna make some more calls this afternoon. It’s like a puzzle. Like a jigsaw puzzle. You think it’s a picture of one thing, then it’s another. But I know the bum killed Dr. Dalton.”

“Are you coming to the salon?” Margot said.

“Mom said I have to,” Teddy replied. “In coat and tie.”

“Are you coming?” she asked again.

“Well, yeah,” Teddy said. “When mom says I gotta do something, I have to do it. Or I get put up for adoption.”

“Would you be bought?”

“Huh?” Teddy asked, startled. “Oh, no. Gee. Not really. I was using an expression. Mom would still be my mom. Just not as happy about it.”

Teddy pulled up to the gas station, handed the attendant his ten dollar bill.

“Put three in it, will ya?” he said before he turned back to Margot. “What should my business card say?”

“Your name and the name of your business,” she replied.

“Yeah, sure,” Teddy said. “But what else?”

“Phone number and address,” she said.

“Well, yeah, but should I put a list on there of the things I do?”

Margot didn’t answer, so Teddy continued.

“Death investigations,” he said. “Mysteries solved. Risks taken . . . no wait . . .” Teddy paused, pondered. “I take the risks so you don’t have to.”

“That’s a lot of words,” Margot noted.

“Yeah,” Teddy agreed reluctantly. “Maybe it should just be ‘Theodore Parker, Investigations’. That kind of sums it up. But then, people need to know I work the hard cases, too. ‘No case too difficult‘.”

In the end, it was the price that settled things. For $1.83 plus tax, Teddy got black raised ink on cream cardstock, with “Theodore Parker, Private Investigator” in large print at the top, and just his phone number and his parents’ address in smaller type in the card’s lower right and left corners. He had to pay just a dollar down to get the job rolling, the balance payable in a week when he came to pick up his first 500 cards.

“And now the library,” Teddy announced when they’d returned to the car.

Throughout his school years, Teddy had spent his share of time at the downtown branch of the Giovanni County Library, often reluctantly. Until his parents bought the complete, 19-volume World Book Encyclopedia in 1952, the library had been Teddy’s primary source of knowledge, which he unearthed begrudgingly for papers on modern farming, blood disorders, the Age of Metternich.

Today, as he led Margot between the two lions in repose, up the granite steps, through the black wooden doors and into the building of yellow brick, he was decidedly more animated, taking the steps two at a time, Margot hustling to keep up, bare body parts shaking as she ascended.




Chapter 17: Research, and an Invitation

“Hello, Mrs. Marquette,” Teddy whispered to the reference librarian, who looked up at him briefly before her eyes turned to the naked girl beside him. Perhaps Mrs. Marquette hoped for an introduction, or an explanation at least, but social convention where owned girls were concerned favored less information, and Teddy was glad to lean that way for his own reasons. He had other things to tend to right now.

“Hello, Theodore,” she said.

Teddy opened his notebook and set it on the counter.

“I need three things,” he said. “A phone book for Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. A phone book for Pittsburgh. And a phone book for St. Thomas, Kentucky.”

“Now what are you going to do with all those phone books, Theodore?” Mrs. Marquette asked, leaning back and looking disapprovingly at the boy.

“For the Harrisburg book, I’m looking for the license plate department,” he said. “For Pittsburgh, I need the phone company, so I can look up a number. And then, I need to call the police department in St. Thomas.”

Mrs. Marquette reached under her desk and drew out a green, three-ring binder stuffed with papers, and she flipped past several tabs, stopping toward the middle, running her finger down a page of dense type.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Go ahead,” Teddy said, pen hovering.

“Pennsylvania Department of Motor Vehicles, License Plate Division,” she said. “Jordan8-5411.”

Teddy scribbled.

“That’s in the Harrisburg area, so you’ll need directory assistance,” Mrs. Marquette noted.

“Yes,” Teddy agreed.

“For Pittsburgh, it’s Mansion3-9080. Just have the number ready, and they’ll give you name and address.”

“You don’t need to look it up?” Teddy asked, impressed.

“Once you give it out enough times, it tends to stay up here,” she said, pointing to her temple.

“Do you know the St. Thomas number?”

“No,” she said. “That’s where you’ll need a phone book.”

She rose, disappeared behind a tall stack of shelves full of books and manuals, reappeared, thumbing through a slim phone book as she approached.

“Here you go,” she said, turning the book toward Teddy so he could write down the number.

“Thank you very much, Mrs. Marquette!” Teddy gushed.

“So, what are you working on?” she asked with another glance at Margot.

“A mystery,” Teddy replied cryptically, deciding not to say more.

The Medicine Man Apothecary was two doors down from the library, so they walked, turning in just past the six-foot tall wooden Indian, Margot staring into his face as he gazed over her head.

“You’ll like their milkshakes,” Teddy promised, leading her to two empty stools at the far end of the counter. Once they sat, he let go of her leash, and she ignored it as it fell between her thighs, and she stared at the rows of elixirs and tonics and potions on the shelf behind the counter.

“Hey there,” said the middle-aged woman behind the counter, her hair in a bun, wearing a blue apron with white stripes. “What’ll ye have?”

“For her, salad and your fried chicken and a milkshake,” Teddy said, “and a cheeseburger and fries and a Coke for me.”

The woman jotted down the order with a pencil she kept behind her ear and passed it through the window to the kitchen, and Teddy turned toward Margot, eyes wide with excitement.

“Did you notice what I asked for at the library?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “St. Thomas police phone number, Pittsburgh phone company, Pennsylvania Division of License Plates.”

“Wow, yeah,” Teddy said, nodding, and he quickly walked her through the rest of what he had learned that morning, about the stolen black Loadmaster turning up in Kentucky, and the phone calls he’d be making in the afternoon.

And then he stopped and looked at the girl, waiting for some new revelation.

“Well, if it ain’t Private Parker,” said a voice, and Teddy turned to find Baker Philbin standing directly behind him. Tall and thin, with black-haired he kept strangely long, he played electric bass guitar for Zachary Moon and His Band.

“Hey, Philbert,” Teddy said, “when did they let you out of the nut house?”

“This morning,” Baker said, casting a long glance at Margot. “They told me not to come back without you. They miss you there. And so does the band. Where’ve you been?”

“Out and about,” Teddy said. “Trying to earn my keep this summer.”

“You missed practice Sunday,” Baker complained.

“When’s the next one?” Teddy asked.

“Saturday afternoon. Be there.”

“It can’t be Saturday night?” Teddy asked hopefully.

“No, Saturday afternoon. 1-4. You gotta be there. A band without a beat is like bird without a wing.”

“Birds have two wings.”

“Be there,” Baker said again.

“Okay, yeah, sorry,” Teddy said. “I’ll be there, I promise.”

He turned to Margot. “Hey, maybe I can bring her too, if her owner says I can.”

“Whatcha play?” Baker asked her, and she turned to look at him, but before she could answer, Teddy spoke.

“Guitar, but just acoustic, and she sings a little,” Teddy said. “She’s no bebopper, though.”

“Why you wanna bring her then?”

“I just want her to hear what a commotion we make,” Teddy explained. “She belongs to a lady named Miss Rosetta. She just moved to town, bought the old mansion next door to us, and now the lady says I gotta take her girl to the county fair when we play, but I figure she’ll say no thanks to it after she hears us rehearse.”

“You like big band?” Baker asked, stepping around so he could stare directly at Margot, his eyes wandering her body.

Margot looked at him blankly, like the question made no sense.

“Hey, I heard a new song on the radio a couple of days ago,” Teddy said. “Rock Rock Rock ‘til Broad Daylight. I think that was the name.”

“Who did it?”

“No idea, they didn’t say.”

“Never heard of it,” Baker said.

“Talk about commotion,” Teddy said. “We should try to play like that.”

“So what’s your job, then?” Baker asked.

“Coupla things,” Teddy said, pausing while he decided what he could say. “I’ve been doing backyard cleanup on the mansion place. Helping Margot with it. And then, uh, doing some, uh, helping with a sort of thing someone’s working on.”

“I thought you were working at the hotel,” Baker said.

“Yeah, well, that was just sort of a short-order thing,” Teddy stammered. “Dad lined it up for me, but they only needed me for a few weeks.”

“Then you’ll be there Saturday,” Baker said. “No excuses.”

“I’ll be there.”

Baker clapped Teddy on the shoulder and exited the shop, and the food arrived and the couple continued discussing the case, although it was mostly Teddy who talked, Margot listening and still not offering any of her peculiar insights, and they finished the meal and Teddy took her back to the car and brought her home, where Miss Rosetta’s army of men had made significant progress, at least to the front of the mansion. The grass was all mowed, the hedges had been trimmed, several large weeds and wayward trees had been removed, and a fresh coat of paint had been spread over the window trim, the shutters, around the door.

“Shazam, those guys got a lot done today!” he marveled. “For that talk thingy.”

“The salon,” Margot corrected.

“Can you get inside by yourself?” he asked.

Margot let herself out of the car and walked up the walk and through the front door, and once she appeared to be safely back in Miss Rosetta’s custody, Teddy drove around the trucks still parked along the curb and eased into his family’s driveway.

A few minutes later, he was by the phone at the kitchen, dialing the first number.

“St. Thomas,” said a woman’s voice.

“Hello,” Teddy said. “I’m trying to track down someone. A bum.”

“Have they been charged here?” she asked.

“Possibly,” Teddy said. “They stole a Loadmaster from here. I’m in Lutherville, Maryland. And they stole a Loadmaster from here, and drove it until it ran out of gas. There. It was found in St. Thomas. A black Loadmaster.”

“And you’re the owner of the car?”

“No, Ma’am. I’m not the owner. I’m an investigator. Private. I’m just looking for some information.”

“What kind of information?”

“Have you arrested any bums lately? Oh, or found any dead women? A woman the man might have kidnapped?”

“We’ve had nothing like that here, Sir,” the woman said. “We’re a very small town.”

“Well, you found that stolen Loadmaster, right?”

“Just a minutes, he’s here,” the woman said, and the line clicked, and Teddy breathed in, held his breath.

Who’s here? he wondered. The bum?

“Bouknight,” said a man.

“Hello, Mr. Bouknight,” Teddy said, straightening his back, furrowing his brown and staring straight ahead. “I’m calling from Lutherville, Maryland. About a stolen Loadmaster from here. Maybe you have some information?”

“None,” Bouknight admitted.

“No idea who stole it?” Teddy said.

“Pony express,” Bouknight replied.

“Pony express?” Teddy repeated.

“Steal a car, drive it ‘til it give out, steal anotha’ car, do the same.”

“Oh, oh, so the bum took another car there?”

“Someone took another car,” Bouknight confirmed. “No idea who.”

“What’d they take?”

“Roadster. Oldsmobile.”

“Did anyone see him?” Teddy asked. “Maybe he had a woman with him?”

“You’d have to ask them in Eureka.”

“Eureka?” Teddy asked.

“Eureka. Missoura. Where they found the car.”

Teddy’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Okay, so you found the black Loadmaster, stolen from Lutherville, and then the same place you found the Loadmaster, someone took a Roadster.”

“Alright, nearby at least.”

“And when did they take the Roadster?” Teddy asked.

“Sometime Friday morning.”

“And you think the same person who stole the Roadster dropped off the Loadmaster?”

“Best guess.”

“Any idea who did it?” Teddy asked.

“None,” Bouknight said, “other than, it’s someone who wanted to go west.”

“West?” Teddy said.

“You said they started out in your town,” Bouknight said.

“Pittsburgh, really,” Teddy said.

“Pittsburgh?”

“He stole a car from somewhere around there, drove it down to Lutherville.”

“There you go,” Bouknight said.

“Huh”

“Pittsburgh,” Bouknight said. “And now they’re in Missoura.”

“Right,” Teddy said. “He grabbed a lady here. Right off the street. He was a bum. So now he wants to get as far away as he can from here.”

Bouknight laughed.

“He ain’t no bum,” he said.

“Pardon me?” Teddy queried.

“He’s a professional,” Bouknight said.

“Whaddya mean?”

“Amping a car ain’t something you just do,” Bouknight said. “Man knows his business.”

“So he’s a car thief?”

“If he was a car thief, he woulda kept the cars, right?”

“I guess so,” Teddy agreed.

“No, he’s running from someone, fast and as quiet as he can go. That’s what we call pony express.”

“Who you think he’s running from?” Teddy asked.

“Could be anyone,” Bouknight said. “A gang, the police, mistress want to kill ‘im.”

“Well . . . I think he killed someone in Lutherville. In a hotel room, and tried to make it look like suicide.”

“Charges been filed?”

“Well, no,” Teddy said. “Everyone still says it was suicide. And they wouldn’t know who to charge anyway.”

“Your interest?”

“Pardon me?”

“What’s your interest in all this?” Bouknight asked.

“I’m just, I’m a detective,” Teddy said. “Private. Looking into how the man in the hotel died. I think the bum did it. The guy who’s stealing all these cars.”

“And he grabbed a woman there?”

“Yes, right off the sidewalk, in front of the hotel.”

“He might be a professional car amper,” Bouknight said, “but he’s no hitman.”

“How do you figure?”

“You murder someone, your getaway plan ain’t goin’ cross country in stole cars, nor taking up with a woman.”

“You haven’t found any, um, deceased women there in town, have you?” Teddy asked. “Recently? Murdered? In their 30s say?”

“None at all.”

“Have you checked the car for fingerprints?” Teddy asked.

“All wiped clean,” Bouknight said. “Steering wheel, gear shift, handles, nothing on either side.”

“Do you know the number to the Eureka police?” Teddy asked.

“Uh . . . Ranger6-6776.”

“Thanks, Mister,” Teddy said. “I appreciate it.”

“Good luck,” Bouknight said. “Sounds like you got a tiger by the tail.”

“Whatcha mean?”

“Maybe you’re working two cases,” Bouknight said, “or one case so big you ain’t got its full measure. But you got a dead body and a man runnin’ like mad from things that you’re walking into, so you make sure you don’t get bit.”

“Yes, Sir, thank you.”

Teddy found Eureka on his family’s road atlas – it was a small town on Route 66 southwest of St. Louis, Missouri. Directory service gave him the city’s police office, and he called about the roadster, was invited to stop by in person to inspect the report of the vehicle’s discovery if he wished to, but no one was available to discuss the case or any local vehicle thefts from that town over the weekend.

But what Teddy had already learned was worth writing down: “The bum is going west, stealing cars, not buying gas. Good at stealing cars, not good at the killing business. Maybe taking Rt. 66. All the way to California?”

Teddy looked at the wall, dashed out another couple of lines: “Two cases? Three? Or something big? Really big?”

With a half dozen more calls to various numbers at the Pittsburgh phone company and the Pennsylvania license plate division, he had something else to work on: an address. Specifically, 1235 Milan Avenue, in Pittsburgh’s Brookline neighborhood, a few miles south of downtown. The license plate was listed there, and so was the phone number. But the names didn’t add up. The phone was listed for Harriett Smith. The car was registered to Frank Jones.

Teddy wrote both names down, then the word “alibis,” with an arrow pointing from it to each name. Then he looked at what he’d written, crossed it out and replaced it with “aliases.”

Investigating had its own jargon, and you needed to get it right.

So these were fake names, he concluded. They had to be. Somehow, the other woman, or someone with the other woman, had convinced the phone company she was Mrs. Smith. And the same gambit had paid off at the license plate division, where someone passed himself off as Mr. Jones. How do you do that? Bribery? Clever lies? Some sort of power to pull bureaucratic strings?

Teddy filed the discrepancy away in his head and called the number again. No answer, just like always.

“Need map of Brookline in Pittsburgh,” Teddy noted in his to-dos.

It was almost 4 in the afternoon.

Teddy looked at the phone, grimaced, dialed.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mrs. Dalton? It’s Teddy.”

“Oh, hi, Teddy, I was just thinking about you. Are you in Lincoln?”

“No, I’m at home,” Teddy said. “I wanted to let you know what I’d learned.”

“When would you like to meet?” she asked. “And please, call me Marjorie.”

“Okay, sure,” Teddy said. “So, first of all. There’s a chance we’re being watched.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I found a very suspicious set of documents in your husband’s, in Dr. Dalton’s office,” Teddy said. “He never bet at the dog track, did he?”

“The dog track?”

“Gambling,” Teddy said, and he squeezed the phone between his ear and shoulder, pulled the documents from the envelope and spread them out on the kitchen table. “At West Lincoln Kennel Club. It looks like he won twenty thousand dollars there, in April last year. But that’s probably the only time he won anything much.”

For a long time, there was silence on the line, but Teddy could here Marjorie breathing, and he waited.

“Some of the doctors would go, a few times a month,” she said. “I know Bruce went now and then, with the older doctors, and he bet a little, and he never won anything.”

“Do you know how much he wagered?”

“Not more than five dollars, that he told me about.”

“On April 23 last year, it says he bet a thousand.”

“That’s almost a month’s salary!” Marjorie exclaimed. “He had nothing like that to bet on dogs.”

“Well,” Teddy said slowly, “he might have been borrowing. That’s the other part of what I found. Loan documents. But I don’t think they’re—”

“Borrowing from whom?”

“On the sheet, it says Lincoln Professional Lenders,” Teddy said. “I don’t have an address or phone. But it looks like he got in deeper and deeper with them. He started out at, uh, two-fifty in, uh, April ’52. But by, uh, just a second, here, yeah, here, he took out a $40,000 loan, start of this year, and he was making payments, and—”

“How much were the payments?” she asked icily.

“Four thousand per month,” Teddy said. “Looks like he made three, before he gave up. But listen, I’m not sure what I found is on the up and up. I think maybe—”

“I need to see what you found,” Marjorie said. “Now. Today.”

“Well, sure,” Teddy stammered. “But I’m in Lutherville right now. Maybe we could—”

“Can you come tonight?” she asked, her voice a little breathless, a little tentative. “I’ll pay you for all your time, and for your travel.”

“Let me check with my . . . let me check,” Teddy said. “I might be able to.”

“Can you be here in three hours?” she asked. “You remember my address?”

“Yes.”

“The twins will be with their grandmother tonight. Can you make it?”

“I think so,” Teddy said, staring at his notepad. “I’ll call you when I know.”

“Just call if you can’t make it,” she said. “I’ll have dinner ready. Pull your car all the way up to the garage, next to the Bel Air.”

The line went dead, and Teddy cradled the handset with a puzzled expression, and he shuffled the loan documents together and slipped them back into the envelope.




Chapter 18: A Dinner on the Road

“Ma?” Teddy shouted. “Hey, Ma?”

“Up here, Hon,” Doris replied, her voice reaching Teddy from upstairs.

Teddy took the stairs two at a time, found his mother at her desk in the study, the family ledger before her, glasses resting at the edge of her nose, and she peered up curiously at her son.

“Mrs. Dalton wants to see that envelope I found,” Teddy said. “Right now.”

“Is she in town?”

“No,” Teddy said. “She’s in Lincoln.”

“She wants you to drive to her there?”

“Yes,” Teddy said. “She said she’d pay me for my time.”

“What about dinner?”

“She said she’d have something there for me.”

For a long time, Doris looked at her son.

“Do you feel this is something you should do?” she asked at last.

“She thinks it’s real, I think,” Teddy said. “I think she believes Dr. Dalton could have gotten into that kind of trouble. And she’s very upset about it. And really wants me to bring everything.”

“It’s two hours there and two hours home,” Doris said. “And dinner could take another hour. So you’ll be driving home after dark.”

“I can try to hurry through the meal,” Teddy said. “I’m sure she’d understand.”

“If you’re there any later than seven, I want you to stay,” Doris said. “Pack your pajamas and a toothbrush, and she can give you the couch. Or I’m sure she has a guestroom.”

“Dinner won’t take that long,” Teddy said.

“Either way, you’ll call me,” Doris insisted. “I need to know your plans by eight tonight.”

“I will, I promise.”

Teddy went to his room, threw on a fresh undershirt, put on his shirt and tie and suit, grabbed a few things, slipped them into his smallest travel case, returned to his mother, and she rose and grimaced and hugged him tightly.

“You okay, Ma?” he asked.

“You’re growing up,” she said, releasing him and pushing him back, her hands on his shoulders, her eyes wet. “And I’m not ready for it.”

“I’m just driving to Lincoln,” Teddy exclaimed with a laugh. “Two hours tops. Philadelphia was more than four.”

“You had Mr. Feldman with you,” Doris said. “And Walther. It’s not the same. At all.”

“I’ll be fine, Ma.”

“I know you will be,” she said, not sounding entirely convinced. “But that doesn’t make it any easier. In my heart, you’ll always be that little boy in the department store, crying because we lost each other for three minutes.”

“I was a kid,” Teddy offered.

“You’re still a kid,” she said. “My kid.”

Teddy smiled, hugged his mother again, kissed her neck, his travel case thumping both their knees.

He slipped into the car, realized he had just two dollars in his pocket, looked at the gas gauge and knew he had enough for the drive and decided not to go back inside for more cash, and he backed onto the street, slowed in front of Miss Rosetta’s mansion, where it was for the first time in his memory looking respectable – the grass short, the hedges trimmed, the paint clean and new.

He missed Margot as soon as he left downtown, her steady instructions, her warnings about when the next turn was coming up, and when it needed to be made. But traveling alone gave him time to think, and his mind whirred through the things going on in his life.

He needed to get to band practice Saturday. He needed to bring Margot to it, in the hope she would decide it was too noisy and she wouldn’t want to hear Zachary Moon and His Band again at the county fair.

Would Miss Rosetta want him to rent Margot for the rehearsal? Was she, he suddenly thought, expecting to be paid for taking Margot to the fair? He should have asked, because that would be a perfect excuse not to bring the girl. “Sorry, Miss Rosetta, I just can’t spring for her rent that night.” Yes, he’d ask about that this Saturday night, if not sooner. At the salon. The salon. Even the name sounded boring as a rock. He’d sit there, between his parents on the couch, and listen to Miss Rosetta’s weird friends drone on about whatever they came to talk about. Probably a bunch of commies and atheists. Eggheads and fairies.

If he yawned, he yawned. And he’d laugh if he had to.

Teddy turned on the radio, spun the dial. Static; the hint of a song, before it broke up and crashed in on itself; someone reading the news. They said “Supreme Court” and Teddy kept tuning, looking for some sign of life.

Nothing, not out here, on the highway.

Teddy turned off the radio, held the map against the steering wheel to find his next junction, and thought about Mrs. Dalton.

She believed in the documents Teddy had found. She believed so much she needed to see them now, tonight. In her mind, her husband was hooked on playing the track, putting himself so deep into debt suicide was his only option. And Teddy was about to show her the evidence.

How do you break a woman’s heart? Teddy wondered. What’s the procedure?

He would hand her the envelope, without any comment, and stand back and let her open it, and watch her flip through the pages and read the story of her husband’s dissolution.

He needed to look sad. Not circus clown sad, though. Grim. Yes, grim was the word he was looking for.

Showing people things they don’t want to see, telling them things they don’t want to know. It goes with the territory in a job like this.

Grim.

Teddy reached up, angled the mirror down so he could look into it, and thought about the face he made when he disappointed his mom. She’d ask him to clean his room and he’d say he would and then other things would come up. Comic books. The radio. Band practice. Friends downtown. And his mom would be hurt and she’d speak to him sadly. Not angrily. Sadly. And that was worse. He made her sad. And he’d promise to do better, and sometimes he would, and sometimes he wouldn’t.

Yes, that’s the face. When Mom is reading the riot act, in her quiet, sad way, and you’re standing there just listening and nodding. You don’t smile, but you don’t try to look like you’re going to cry a river. You just find your look and freeze it on, just like that. Grim.

But after that, what? What could he tell Mrs. Dalton about the investigation she had already paid so much for? He had nothing but discombobulated facts. Cars getting stolen on a path to the west. A bum who knew how to amp them up, which apparently was no easy feat. An address in Pittsburgh, a Corvette from Pittsburgh. Two unlikely names. Smith. Jones.

What would he find in Pittsburgh? he wondered. Probably just more mysteries. He’d bring Margot, for sure. He wanted her by his side when he knocked on that door.

But despite his doubts, Teddy felt like he was making progress. He had more information now than he did yesterday, and some of it might turn into something. Mrs. Dalton would probably feel differently, however, and she might fire him tonight, and ask for her money back. He’d give her what he hadn’t spent, but he’d have to work for Miss Rosetta for a week to make up the rest of it.

The words of the last person he talked to, the man with the St. Thomas police department, played over in his mind. “A tiger by the tail,” Mr. Bouknight had told him. Maybe it was more than one case, Teddy had been warned. Or one case bigger than anything Teddy could yet imagine.

Once he reached the outskirts of Lincoln, Teddy pulled up to a gas station, fished the Lincoln city map from the pile in the passenger seat, reviewed the path to the Dalton residence, pulled back onto the road.

He was getting hungry, began wondering what his mother was making for dinner. He was in the mood for a big meal. He hoped Mrs. Dalton knew how to cook.

Two blocks from the residence, Teddy entered a neighborhood of older homes, comfortable and solid but not mansions, trees touching overhead, with sidewalks and picket fences and an aroma of permanence. The street numbers were marked on the curb in white letters against black rectangles, and Teddy found the house on the first pass, pulled up the long driveway and parked beside the baby blue Bel Air, the front bumper of his Country Squire no more than a foot from the door of the detached garage.

Teddy turned off the car, folded his maps to a semblance of their original state, grabbed the envelop with its incriminating loan documents, decided not to grab his suitcase, slid out of the front seat and headed back up the driveway to the front of the house.

“Theodore!” shouted a woman’s voice, startling Teddy enough that he almost dropped the envelope, and he turned to see Mrs. Dalton’s form at the kitchen door, wearing a pink skirt and a light gray blouse, her strawberry blonde hair in a ponytail, her face made up as if she were going out or had just gotten in.

“Hello, Mrs. . . . Mrs. Dalton,” Teddy said, finding his voice.

“Marjorie, please,” she said, and she descended the three steps from the kitchen door and her heels rapped against the white concrete of the driveway as she stepped up to Teddy, and before he could reply or react, she’d thrown her arms around his neck, the side of her head against his. “Thank you so, so much for coming down on such short notice.”

Teddy reacted instinctively, the way he’d learned to do from youth onward when his mother and the other women he was close to hugged him, putting his hands on either side of her waist, but uncertainly this time, before he dropped them.

“Oh, you must find me quite hysterical,” she said, pulling away, laughing, her face flushed. “Most days, I don’t even know what I’m to do, beyond seeing to the twins. They’re with my mother tonight, thank goodness. And then I think about you, about the work you’re doing for me, and when you called, I just . . . well, it was such a relief to hear from you. And learn that you’d found something.”

Marjorie turned back toward the back door, but she looked behind herself and offered her hand, and Teddy took it and allowed her to lead him inside, into a bright, well-appointed kitchen with a gas stove and copper pots and the smell of roast beef and the sound of boiling water, and there was a bottle of cabernet sauvignon on the counter near the stove, and two glasses of wine, one empty, one mostly empty.

Marjorie picked up the bottle, refilled the mostly empty glass, poured wine into the other glass, picked it up and smiled coyly and offered it to Teddy, and Teddy took it from her and she picked up her glass and clinked it against his, and she took a healthy sip, and Teddy drank as well, although his sip was not nearly so robust, nor was his smile as he struggled against the unnatural bitterness.

“Here it is,” he said, setting the envelope next to the wine bottle, and he looked at Marjorie with studied grimness, and she looked back with some other sentiment, and she grabbed the envelope and set it on a small table beneath the wall-mounted phone, on the top of what appeared to be the day’s mail.

“I’m sure you’re hungry,” she said, and she turned toward the stove, and her momentum kept her turning past the point where she should have stopped, and it occurred to Teddy that the poor widow might have had a little too much to drink this evening. “I’ve been keeping everything warm.”

Two plates had been set on the counter there, and Teddy stood and abandoned his grim expression and watched Marjorie’s backside as she worked with oven mitts, trivets, ladles and tongs and serving spoons and garnishes, and after five minutes she had assembled two plates, of beef and asparagus and potatoes au gratin and parsley sprigs, and she stayed upright as she carried them both through the door at the far end of the kitchen.

“Can you bring our wine?” she asked. “And the bottle?”

Teddy pondered the challenge, figured out through trial and error how to hold two half-full wine glasses with one hand and a bottle in the other, and he followed Marjorie into a small formal dining room, setting the wine next to the plates on either side of the oblong table, the bottle in the middle. The table was cherry, dark and carved ornately, matching the credenza and the frames of the pictures on the walls, a landscape here and a portrait there, of a seated woman in a low-cut black dress that Teddy quickly realized was none other than his hostess.

“Dr. Dalton and I used to sit at either end of the table,” she said as she sat, gesturing toward the far ends of the oval. “But without the twins here, we can take their seats, and sit a little closer.”

Teddy sat, smiled awkwardly.

“Does this suit?” she asked.

“Yes,” Teddy said. “It’s all very nice.”

To prove how nice it all was, Teddy looked down at his plate, picked up his fork and knife, dug in. Grace didn’t seem to be in the works tonight.

“I hope it’s acceptable,” she said, not picking up her own fork yet. “I almost never cook like this.”

“Good,” Teddy said, trying not to talk with his mouth full, which his mother had reminded him many times was not something adults did. “Very good.”

“I never knew what time Dr. Dalton would get home,” she continued. “He kept peculiar hours, and he traveled more than he needed to, I believe. How is your wine?”

Teddy set down his knife and fork, took another sip of wine, found it not quite so bitter as the first time, sipped again.

“It’s good,” he lied, and he looked at the bottle, but the label was turned away from him. “What is it?”

“It’s an Oakdale,” she said. “A 1951. A little extravagant, I know. But I hardly ever get to entertain.”

“Thanks for dinner,” Teddy said, returning to his plate.

Marjorie, who had been staring at Teddy, finally picked up her own silverware, took a bite, looked back up.

“I’m sure you travel all the time too.”

“Sometimes, yeah,” Teddy said. “Philadelphia was—”

“Philadelphia,” she repeated enthusiastically. “What were you working on? Was it for a case?”

“Not really,” Teddy admitted. “I was—”

“I shouldn’t have asked, I’m so sorry,” she said, true contrition in her eyes, and she looked down and stabbed at her plate before she looked back up. “It’s just . . . my life has been so simple, since the twins were born. A boy and a girl! Each has their own things they need. It just never stops. Some days I’d dream about a conversation with another adult.”

Marjorie laughed, raised her napkin to her mouth, used it to cover her face briefly.

“I must sound like a fool,” she laughed. “Please don’t let me prattle on!”

“Not at all,” Teddy said generously. “My mother told me she was always looking for excuses to get out of the house when I was a little guy. She volunteers a lot, keeps the house running.”

“Where does she live?” Marjorie asked.

“Huh?”

“Is she nearby?”

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said. “In Lutherville.”

“And you’re still close?”

“Yes,” Teddy said. “Very.”

“And your father’s still alive?”

“He is,” Teddy said. “He’s in advertising. He sometimes works long hours too.”

“Had you always wanted to be a detective?” she asked.

“It was interesting to me,” Teddy said. “So when the job at the hotel opened up, I jumped at it.”

“What’s been your favorite case so far?” she asked. “One you can talk about?”

“Oh, probably Brothers of the Dark Moon,” Teddy said. “Have you read it? They find this older guy, dead, and his dog’s there barking, and then the detective – his name’s Nick, he’s Greek – he figures out what the dog’s trying to say.”

Marjorie nodded and smiled knowingly. Teddy’s work was so confidential he couldn’t even talk about real cases with her.

“Have you ever had a case get mentioned in the paper?” she asked.

“Well, Dr. Dalton’s case, I guess,” Teddy said.

Briefly, the woman’s eyes clouded over before she continued. “Sorry, I meant before that. Any other case?”

“Oh, no,” Teddy said, laughing self-deprecatingly. “I never had—”

“But you spoke openly about my husband’s case,” she noted. “To the newspaper here.”

“Well, yeah,” he said ruefully. “I’m not sure if I should have.”

“Was it part of a plan?” she asked, leaning forward conspiratorially over a near-empty wine glass.

“A plan?” Teddy said.

“I can only imagine how confusing it all was. You find my, my husband’s body, you call that number, a woman shows up, she’s immediately carted off, you try to save her and you’re almost killed.”

Marjorie looked at Teddy with pure, unadulterated admiration.

“And so, why not?” she said. “Put the story out there. See if it stirs anything up.”

“Well, sure,” Teddy said, and he nodded, a little too vigorously, the chair beneath him undulating somewhat before he steadied his head. Wine must be a lot stronger than beer, he concluded.

“I didn’t like that story,” he said, forming the words carefully. “I didn’t think it was fair, to me. Or to you either.”

“What was wrong with it?” Marjorie asked. “Where I was concerned?”

“Why, it said you were, uh, out of it,” Teddy said. “You were—“’

Marjorie laughed. “In an opiate induced stupor,” she said with a bitter smile. “For three days after it came out, I had more help than I knew what to do with, until everyone understood I was more than up to the challenge.”

“I was afraid you might hold the story against me,” Teddy said.

“Why?”

“Just . . . I didn’t feel . . . I don’t know,” Teddy stammered, and he picked up his wine and looked into it, took another sip, larger than the first few. “I’d have to read it again.”

“You like the wine,” Marjorie said.

“I’m getting used to it,” Teddy said.

“I’m sure you prefer something stronger,” she ventured, “in your line of work.”

“Well,” Teddy said with a grin, “a lot of club soda.”

“With vodka?” Marjorie queried. “I’d be glad to open a bottle.”

“That’s okay,” Teddy said.

“My children were never left to fend for themselves,” Marjorie said. “I am as serious a mother as my husband was a doctor. Their schoolteachers send them home with excellent reports.”

“That’s good,” Teddy said. “They seemed like nice kids when you stopped by Miss Rosetta’s.”

“They were so curious,” she said. “You know, I had to leave them with that girl to speak to you.”

“Margot.”

“Yes,” she said. “They haven’t had much dealings with that sort of person, and they asked me all sorts of questions.”

“What did they want to know?” Teddy asked.

“They noticed her chain, of course,” Marjorie replied. “And Mandi wanted to know why she was naked. Frankly, I wasn’t quite sure what to say.”

“She’s kept that way, like most of them,” Teddy said. “At least when it’s warm out. She works very hard. And she’s been helping me.”

“You have a relationship with her?” Marjorie asked, eyebrows raised.

“Yes, we do a few things together.”

“How does that work?” Marjorie asked.

“At Miss Rosetta’s, she decides what should be done,” Teddy said. “But when I need her, I’ll rent her.”

“And that’s agreeable,” Marjorie began, pausing for another sip of wine, “to everyone?”

“So far, it’s going very well,” Teddy said.

“But if there were a girl you didn’t have to rent . . .” Marjorie began, pausing for some reason. “Would you want a relationship with her?”

“Hmm,” Teddy said, completely lost and blaming the wine. “Well, sure. If it’s for the case. I wouldn’t ask her to do it for free.”

“But where relations are concerned,” Marjorie persisted, her cheeks growing faintly pink, “you might wish for . . .”

“Yes,” Teddy said, nodding and smiling a little vaguely. “I would, for sure.”

Marjorie stood, something new in her eyes, her face no longer flushed.

“We can leave our plates here,” she said, and she stepped around the table and offered her hand to Teddy for the second time that night, and he took it and followed her out of the dining room, through the formal living room and down the hall to what appeared to be the home’s main bedroom. Not a guest room, or a den with a foldout couch or a daybed.

Teddy paused at the door, certain he was misunderstanding, and Marjorie stopped and turned toward him.

“You want to do this, right?” she asked.

“I . . .” Teddy stammered. “Well, the case. And . . .”

“Don’t you think we can set the case aside?” she asked, and without waiting for an answer, she turned and pointed to the top of her dress. “Unzip me.”




Chapter 19: A Tryst and a Phone Call

Teddy did as he was told, pinching the fabric at the neck of Marjorie’s dress, taking the zipper in his other hand, sliding it down, eyeing the white skin until the lacy black fabric of her bra came into view, and it frightened him.

His mother received catalogues in the mail, a wide range of goods available via mail order or one of the department stores in town, and Teddy would sometimes retrieve them from the kitchen table or the trash and flip to the pages where drawings of women appeared, wearing drawings of underwear, of underwire bras and push-up bras and bullet bras and slips and corsets and garter belts and tights and panties, some sheer and some black and some white, and he would have his way with them and put them back where he’d found them and have his way with them again in his memories, and to see such a thing in literally the flesh was not quite what he was ready for, a very black bra against very pale skin, with strawberry blonde hair hanging down on one side while Marjorie waited, her head turned slightly to her left.

The catalogues were always printed on gray paper, the images in darker gray, and they weren’t real, and what stood here at Teddy’s fingertips was very, very real.

“Is it stuck?” Marjorie asked, and her arms twisted in surprising ways as she reached for the zipper and pulled it the rest of the way down, and now Teddy could see not just her bra but the top of her panties, also made of shocking black.

And now the dress was falling, down past her hips, her thighs, her calves, and as it crumpled to the floor, she turned back toward him, whirling almost, swinging to her left so that if he hadn’t reached out and wrapped his arm around her waist, she would have fallen.

“Oh, my,” she said, putting her elbows on his shoulders, extending her hands behind him, and she tilted her head back and closed her eyes, and her mouth was . . . her mouth.

Teddy had kissed girls before. At the age of 12, he’d stolen a kiss from a Halloween princess whose name he never learned. And the Girls With a Purpose Club sponsored a kissing booth at the county fair every year, to raise funds, and Teddy put down his first dime at their booth on a dare at the age of 15, and he slipped away from his friends two more times that to go back, to contribute two more dimes to the cause, and he kissed one girl once, and the other girl twice, and the other girl seemed to like kissing him, because she sort of pressed in, and sort of held it, and she smiled at him when it was over, and Teddy had his way with her as well, that night. The next year, he went five times over two nights, and he would have gone a sixth if he hadn’t heard one of the girls whisper to the other “it’s him again,” and he backed away, woefully embarrassed, and mourned in his bed that night, because there seemed to be unwritten rules about this kind of thing that he apparently had broken, and it was all so innocent, and all so deeply meaningful.

And now, Marjorie Dalton wanted to kiss. Him. For free.

So he lowered his head and pressed his mouth against hers, doing his best leading man pose, one arm around her waist, the other under her arm and against her upper back, his fingers against the lace of her black brassiere.

She pushed herself away, opened her eyes and smiled up at him.

“Don’t be shy,” she said, and now it was her turn to kiss, but when their mouths came together, hers was open, and he was kissing wine, and dinner, and something more, something unexpected and female and animal, nothing like what they’d taught him about girls’ bodies at school, or like anything he’d gleaned from the catalogues, nor even what he’d sensed in the kissing booths. This was raw. And dirty. And . . . necessary.

Teddy opened his mouth as well, and Marjorie was immediately within it, with her tongue, with her lips, with her breath. At the same moment, her underdressed lower half had begun pressing against him, her lower belly forcing itself against his pelvis, the sensation not entirely comfortable because his penis had responded the way it did to any female provocation – or often enough, no provocation – hardening and lengthening to the right, forced by his pants down along his thigh, where it was getting jammed between his body and hers.

Could she feel it? Teddy wondered at the back of his mind as most of his conscience focused on the exploration of Marjorie’s mouth. She shifted and pressed him again and Teddy reached a new, earthshaking realization. Not only could she feel it, she wanted to feel it.

Somehow, for some unfathomable reason, the most embarrassing, most vulnerable – and most hopeful – aspect of Teddy’s nascent sexuality was receiving not just acknowledgement from the doctor’s widow, but encouragement as well.

From that realization, Teddy’s mind leapt several places ahead, to a new imperative: Show it to her.

There was a pause in the kissing, Marjorie pushing back a little, sliding her mouth to Teddy’s neck, and he looked down to take in her body, her bra and the breasts concealed within the cups, the garter belt that bit into her middle, and its straps and the tights it held and the black lace panties, and the dress still in folds around her feet, and he wanted her to see what he had, see it, and not just feel it with her bare hip, and the thought that this was about to happen consumed all his mind for the moment, for this was all about him and not about a mother of twins who was paying him to prove her husband had been murdered.

“I hope you’re not going to keep undressing me,” Marjorie whispered.

Teddy set his gyrating mind to these words, and the tone behind them, and decided she meant the opposite, that she wanted him to undress her, but she was pretending she didn’t, but it was all play, like playing in the sandbox with toy trucks, with various levels of realities and desires and expectations.

But why should he be dressed and hidden while she was covered?

He stepped back, unknotted his tie and slipped it off, unbuttoned his shirt, pulled it off while he looked at her, into her eyes, but she was looking through him, at something behind his chest, and he was glad they weren’t talking or communing with their eyes, because the work of getting naked required the usual contortions, pushing off loafers and bending to slide off socks and opening a belt and a zipper and pushing everything down, not of which was conducive to staring at each other, and at last here he was, a man before her, with the great hard member of a man, the most private part of Theodore Parker in its most private condition, and she looked at it and looked back up at the rest of him, accepting this, accepting him.

“Undo me,” she said, turning away from him, and Teddy knew she must mean, despite her earlier words, her continued undressing, specifically her bra, whose actual workings were a complete mystery to him. But getting this done seemed to be one of the tasks he must complete in this new pursuit, and he studied the fabric that crossed her back, found the place where it had been joined, spotted the three little hooks and three little eyes, and on the fourth try got them all separated from each other, and he released the strap and saw where it had left pink marks in her skin.

Marjorie tossed her bra on the bed and, without turning toward him to show herself, did something to the top of her tights that released the catches, and she rolled them down, bent her legs to push them past her toes, unhooked her belt, tossed everything on the bed, and turned back to Teddy, he naked and she only in panties, her breasts lowered without the bra to hold them, her nipples pink and hard. She reached out and wrapped her hand around his penis, and Teddy marveled again at being seen, and now at being touched, and at the next thing too, when she slid her free hand down within her panties, fingers working as she touched herself.

Were these coming off too? Did she want him to see what she had there? She pulled her hand out and dropped both arms by her sides and Teddy, remembering her earlier words and what they really meant, as well as the trend of things in general at the moment, slipped his thumbs into the band of her panties by her hips, working them down, finding more resistance than he’d expected, understanding that this was a tight garment, and it must be pushed around her rear, so he slid his thumbs behind her and began the final phase of her disrobing, baring her bottom before he pushed down in front, exposing first a thick mat of light red hair and then what was apparently the top of her opening, a crease in her flesh that Teddy understood in concept only, something that was part of her vagina but not the vagina itself, not the place where the husband’s penis was inserted.

And now, with her panties around her thighs, they kissed again, and she took Teddy’s member into her hand, pressing the head against her hip, squeezing it, and Teddy wondered what he should do, what was supposed to happen next, if he should be touching something, if this was some strange thing Marjorie wanted to do for her own reasons, if she was about to pull away and dress and bid him do the same.

But he’d been accepted. This he would never forget. It was better than all the kissing booths in the world. And it cost him nothing.

She pushed away again, reached for her panties, pushed them down, let them fall to her ankles, stepped out of them, reached her hand out, and Teddy took it and let her lead him over their clothes and to the side of the bed, and she pushed down the covers, the thick mauve comforter and the pale blue sheet, and she sat and scooted backward on her elbow and hips and feet, undulating, almost snakelike, until she was in the middle of the bed, and she patted it and looked at Teddy with a smile, and he put one knee on the bed, then the other, and she dropped to her back and reached for his hand and took it again and pulled him toward her, and only now did it occur to Teddy that she wanted him to do that thing with her, to do what husbands do, and Teddy looked at the light red mat between her legs, and the groove of her sex, and found himself bewildered and uncertain, for how would he get himself into her?

But Marjorie was more experienced here, of course, and she took charge, placing a hand on his hip to guide him into position between her knees, grasping his penis and aiming it at herself while Teddy watched passively, almost like this was another body preparing to enter her.

But when the time came, he performed as required, entering her as directed, marveling at a sensation both new and overwhelming, particularly when he moved. So he moved, of course, and his orgasm would have quickly followed were he not becoming preoccupied with all the other questions. How long should one do this before one finished? Would she want the results of that finishing put inside her? Did it feel as good to her? And finally, why was this happening?

Teddy, propped up on his arms and thrusting in cautiously, looked down at Marjorie, looking for signs of discomfort, embarrassment, confusion, but when their eyes met, she smiled and reached up and pulled him down to her, kissing again, an open-mouthed kiss of impossible carnality, a kiss superior to anything he had ever known or imagined. He would never again seek comfort at a kissing booth.

The kiss ended and Marjorie put her mouth beside Teddy’s ear, and she grunted like an animal, and raised her pelvis and ground her hole against and around his penis, and Teddy understood that she was telling him it was time to orgasm, and he found that he had no choice in the matter regardless, and for the first time in his life he enjoyed the sensation of ejaculation under a stimulation other than his hand, and far preferable to it.

As he came, the rate of Teddy’s thrusts doubled, and he groaned, cried out, gasped “oh, wow, oh, wow,” and while he was still delivering his cream up Marjorie’s chamber, she increased the pace of her gyrations, swinging almost violently against Teddy, bringing him in and out of her body at a frenetic pace while she uttered what Teddy’s ecstatic mind interpreted as an expression of victory, a cheer for him, possibly something women did when they felt semen entering their body. But it seemed all of her was engaged in this celebration, her hips twisting and her arms squeezing his ribs almost painfully while she panted and grunted and finally issued a weak sigh that she pressed into Teddy’s ear.

Teddy felt himself softening, slipping out of Marjorie’s hole, and as he exited her body, she went completely limp, her arms loosening, her legs relaxing, nothing but the slow rise and fall of her ribs beneath him indicating she was still alive.

“Le petite mort,” she said with a quiet chuckle, moving her hands to his sides and pushing gently up, and Teddy understood and slid off of her, rose to his knees and found himself suddenly embarrassed, even mortified, by his wet penis, by her splayed-leg nudity, by the wetness of her female slot, by whatever this was, because it wasn’t detectiving, it wasn’t working on a case, it wasn’t anything Teddy could point to as connected with any other aspect of his dealings with her. Nor was it even sex, he decided. No one had intercourse like this. No woman had ever in the history of men and women taken a man like this. Marjorie had kissed him like she wanted to eat him, had guided him up her vagina with an assertiveness beyond the nature of any woman he’d ever heard of, had groaned and writhed like an animal beneath him, especially at the end. Had the death of her husband made her mad? Had she always been this way? Had she driven Dr. Dalton to suicide with her strange urges?

She slipped off the bed, walked to her chest of drawers, reached into a brown glass bowl next to a picture of a slightly younger Marjorie Dalton in white lace, standing next to a handsome, dark-haired man in a tuxedo.

A wedding picture, Teddy realized, looking quickly away. This was only the second time he’d looked at the face of Dr. Bruce Dalton. The first time had been after the man’s death.

“Would you like a cigarette?” she asked.

“No thanks,” Teddy said, almost dizzy with disorientation – sexual, cultural, interpersonal.

He was still kneeling in the middle of the bed, lost, watching Marjorie as she put a cigarette in her mouth, returned to bed, raised the pillow and sat against it and pulled the sheets up to her belly, and she gave him a look that suggested he should sit beside her, so he did, clambering to the head of the bed, adjusting the other pillow, his undignified penis swinging between his legs.

He sat, covered his lower half with the sheet and looked toward the wall, aware of the wedding picture at the edge of his vision.

He heard the hiss of a match, smelled its acrid but not unpleasant fumes, sensed Marjorie breathing in, and the bed shook as she flicked out the match.

Teddy, whose consciousness had hovered at the edge of philosophy a moment before, moved onto a more immediate concern, for he had no idea what to do, what to say, how to follow up what had happened with anything other than awkward silence.

So he listened to Marjorie smoke – he didn’t dare look at her – and gazed at everything in the room except the wedding picture and Marjorie and her covered lower half and her bared breasts, and he breathed in the burned particulate her lungs expelled, and now something from her body was entering his, and he found comfort in that.

Miss Rosetta had warned him that Margot was more a wild animal than a girl, but he had seen no evidence of anything but obedience, musical artistry, and knowledge that emerged at unexpected moments. Was the animal in her lurking just beneath the surface, waiting to spring? Was Marjorie the same, her animal pouncing tonight? Did all women harbor such a beast?

At last, she spoke.

“It’s because you’re a Freudian,” she said.

Teddy played the words through his mind, and when he could summon no response, she spoke again. “I knew you’d understand.”

Teddy was still lost, silence the only response he could assemble.

“When a man who’s studying to be a doctor asks you to marry him, you say yes,” she said. “It doesn’t matter what else you thought might happen, what else you wanted to be. We need other people, and that’s the deal. We have to trade parts of ourselves to be with them.”

She breathed in slowly, breathed out, adding a gray haze to the faint twilight orange glowing through the curtained windows.

“I cried over Bruce,” she said. “I screamed over Bruce. I loved Bruce. But things I hadn’t thought for years cropped back up. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t do anything about them.”

She laughed, explosively, startling Teddy enough that he looked at her for the first time since she’d lit her cigarette, and Teddy took in her face and saw her age for the first time, something in the day’s fading light, or in what lovemaking had done to her makeup, or in her strange mirth, revealing lines he hadn’t seen before, tangible creases and something less palpable, a tragedy she had covered up until now. A wisdom.

She turned, and she seemed to be seeing something new in his face as well.

“You’ve been through so much, to do what you do,” she said, reaching out, taking his hand in hers. “But you seem so young.”

“Well, I . . .” Teddy began, not sure how to finish the sentence.

“When did you become a detective?” she asked. “Did you do espionage during the war?”

Whatever answer Teddy might have given was lost, because the phone on the nightstand rang, startling him.

Marjorie, however, showed no reaction.

“It used to ring almost every night,” she said apologetically, reaching for it. “I hope it’s not another of Bruce’s patients, calling with an emergency. Hello?”

To his horror, Teddy could hear plainly his mother’s voice ringing into Marjorie’s ear.

“Hi, is this Mrs. Dalton?” Doris asked.

“It is.”

“This is Doris Parker. I’m sorry to bother you, but I need to check in on Teddy. He was supposed to have called me by now about his plans.”

Marjorie turned to look at Teddy, raised her eyebrows, and Teddy nodded and reached out, and she put the phone in his hand and leaned back, the spiraling cord running beneath her right breast, crossing her left nipple.

“Hey, sorry I didn’t call,” Teddy said.

“You said you’d call at 8,” she complained. “It’s almost 8:30.”

“I lost track of time,” Teddy confessed.

“You need to spend the night,” Doris said. “I don’t want you driving now. I’m sure Mrs. Dalton will make accommodations for you.”

“I’ll check,” Teddy said, and he looked at her, and she smiled and nodded.

“Okay,” Teddy said. “I’m staying. I’ll be home in the morning.”

“That’s good,” said Doris. “I hope you got some good work done.”

“I, uh, did, yeah,” Teddy said. “See you tomorrow.”

Teddy handed the phone to Marjorie, and she set it on the cradle and turned to him.

“She’s very understanding,” she said.

“She wasn’t on board at first,” Teddy said. “But she’s really come around.”

“Not on board?” Marjorie asked. “Because of me?”

“No,” Teddy said. “Because of the case. There was a gun. She doesn’t want me getting hurt. It took my dad to bring her around.”

“Your father?” Marjorie said. “Do you work with him?”

“Not on this, no, but he has his opinions.”

“What does your mother think?” she asked.

“Huh?” Teddy asked.

“I hope she’s still alive?”

“Huh?” Teddy asked again, believing he might have misheard the question, but doing his best to answer it anyway. “Oh, yeah. Well, just that. She wasn’t happy about the case, but she’s doing her best.”

Marjorie turned the knob on the lamp on the nightstand, looked at Teddy in the pale yellow light, touched his face beneath his eye.

“That’s why you don’t have any lines,” she said. “You let the people around you worry about everything. Nothing bothers you.”

“I do try to maintain a positive attitude,” Teddy said.

“Would you marry me?” she asked.




Chapter 20: A Hasty Departure

“Huh?” Teddy said, vague misgiving growing immediately to near panic.

“I know you can’t,” Marjorie said with a laugh. “I wouldn’t have asked you if I thought you could. But I’m getting calls now. From eligible men. Doctors.”

“They’re proposing marriage?” Teddy asked, struggling to follow the conversation.

“They’re offering their help, their time,” Marjorie said. “And I’m not sure what they really want.” She looked down at her middle, gestured toward it. “Just this, or . . .” she held up her left hand, extended her barren ring finger, “something here?”

Teddy looked at the finger, wondered how long it took her after her husband died to remove the band. Had it been on her hand at Miss Rosetta’s? He couldn’t remember.

“What about you?” she asked. “Would you marry a widow with two five-year-olds? Or would you just want me now and then?”

Teddy froze, unable to answer, and Marjorie laughed, a little sadly, a little forced.

“Oh, I’ve put you on the spot, haven’t I?” she asked with another forced laugh. “I know it’s not that simple anymore. I feel like I’ve been underground for ten years, and now I’m coming out into a different world.”

Teddy felt he was living in the only world he’d ever known. But then, things could happen in it. The last things you’d expect.

“Bruce was part of that world,” Marjorie continued. “Much more than me. Over the last seven years, especially. And I’ve had to reckon with that since he died. Maybe he did get pulled into something. Something new.” Marjorie looked at him. “Don’t you feel it?”

“Feel it?”

“The spirit of the times,” she said. “Zeitgeist. Something’s changed. Since the war. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “A lot of things are . . . feel new to me.”

“It can be a good thing, but it can be ugly too. So when you called . . . and told me it was just gambling, and borrowing, it was almost a relief.”

“Is that why you wanted me to bring everything today?” Teddy asked, relieved that he could follow this part of the conversation.

“Not just that,” Marjorie said, and she laughed and covered her eyes with both hands. “As you have probably guessed by now.”

“So . . . yeah,” Teddy said.

“I hope you’re not going to say something about libido,” Marjorie said.

“Pardon me?” Teddy said.

“People read too much into things, especially psychoanalysts,” she said, and she drew out her cigarette and looked at it. “Sometimes a cigarette is just a cigarette.”

Teddy nodded. Apparently, this is how people of Marjorie’s generation spoke to each other. He could find no meaning in it.

“Do you think she knows?” Marjorie asked.

“Who?”

“Mrs. Parker,” Marjorie explained. “Do you think she could tell, when she called . . . what happened?”

“You think people can tell something like that?” Teddy said.

“I do. Sixth sense. Especially women.”

“Maybe so, then,” Teddy said.

“But she wouldn’t be upset?” Marjorie asked.

Well . . . I don’t know,” Teddy said. “She’s told me to be careful. She’s told me there can be consequences. That girls can get their hearts broken. But I think . . . I think she’d understand.”

“I hope so,” Marjorie said. “I don’t need her mad at me over it.”

Teddy tried to imagine his mother being angry with Marjorie, couldn’t do it. The only one she’d be mad at would be him.

“Did you want to look at what I brought?” Teddy asked. “The loan papers?”

“You need to talk shop, don’t you?” she laughed. “So you can say you got something out of this little trip, other than . . .”

“I’m interested in what you think,” Teddy said, ignoring what sounded like another joke too subtle for a rejoinder. “I think they’re fake.”

Teddy turned to Marjorie, watched as her eyes clouded over and she frowned and stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray on the nightstand, and she pushed down the covers and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and Teddy studied her back and her bottom and her thighs and the way her hair bounced as she moved to the closet and pulled out a bathrobe, pink with black piping, probably silk, and she wrapped it around herself, the hem ending just above her knee, and looked at Teddy, and he slid off the bed as well, moving self-consciously to his scattered clothing, pulling up his briefs, slipping into his t-shirt, and he was bending to reach for his pants when a mass of thick blue fabric shrouded his head.

“Please don’t put your suit back on,” Marjorie said, and Teddy straightened, pulled the garment off his head. It was a man’s bathrobe. Dr. Bruce Dalton’s bathrobe, presumably. Teddy recoiled visibly enough that Marjorie intervened.

“Bruce never wore it,” she said. “It was a gift from his aunt. But I can give you one of mine if you want to dress like a girl.”

“This is fine,” Teddy said, slipping his arm through the sleeve and trying to chase the image of the deceased Bruce Dalton out of his mind.

Teddy left the bedroom first, heading back to the kitchen and the pale yellow light of a single ceiling globe, and he grabbed the envelope from the space under the phone, pulled out the contents and spread the across the kitchen counter.

Marjorie breathed in, joined him, her shoulder against his upper arm, and she dropped her fingertips to the first sheet of the stack.

For the next five minutes, she leafed through the pile, one page after the other, a story in paper of a promising life brought to ruin by gambling and ill-advised loans.

Finished, she picked them up and shuffled them together and stuffed them back into the envelope.

“I don’t know anymore,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “You think you know someone, and then . . .”

“What about the handwriting?” Teddy asked.

“It doesn’t look like his,” Marjorie said. “But I can’t say for sure, and I don’t want it analyzed. If it falls into the wrong hands, and they decide it’s real . . .”

“I have my doubts,” Teddy said quickly, and he took the envelope from Marjorie and pulled out the contents. “The first page, it’s a year old, it should show a lot more wear than the last page, but it didn’t. And then, it just seemed too—”

Marjorie put her hand gently over his.

“Take this back,” she said. “I never want to see it again. If there’s a chance it’s fake, you have to keep digging.”

“I will,” Teddy said.

“How many hours have you spent on this?” she asked.

“If you totaled it all up,” Teddy said, looking at the ceiling, “maybe two days. Two or three.”

“How much do I owe you, with expenses?” she asked.

“I was going to put an invoice together Friday,” Teddy said. “There was some mileage. Some phone calls. But you already paid me for the first day, so—”

“Would another hundred cover it?” she asked.

“It wouldn’t be that much,” Teddy said.

Marjorie opened the drawer under the phone, pulled out a bank envelope, reached in and pulled out a stack of twenty-dollar bills fastened together with a paperclip.

“I don’t want you wasting your time putting an invoice together,” she said, pulling five twenties from the stack. “Here’s for everything you’ve done so far, and maybe a little extra. Keep digging.”

Teddy took the money, looked down at it, at his bathrobe, trying to find a place to put it, and something about the gesture made Marjorie laugh, and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and stood on her toes to kiss him, first his neck and then his lips, and after they’d kissed for a minute and a half, body to body and open-mouthed like before, Teddy realized she wanted to make love again, and he realized he did too, and they went back to her bed, and Teddy came but Marjorie did not, but she sighed as she held him and kissed his neck, and they both slept soundly until 7 the next morning, when the phone rang and Marjorie jerked and Teddy saw in his dream two phone booths beside each other, with Dr. Dalton in one, dressed for his wedding day, phone against his ear, and he was calling the other phone booth, Teddy somehow knew, and the phone was ringing, and Teddy also somehow knew he was the one who needed to answer it.

“Hi, Mother,” someone said.

Teddy stirred, opened his eyes, saw the light oozing through the window.

“No, it’s not too early. I was already awake.”

Who was speaking? It was a woman’s voice.

Teddy rolled over, saw the back and strawberry-blonde hair of a woman wearing a grey nightie.

Who was this? Where was Teddy?

Teddy reassembled the pieces of the preceding day, separating the dream from the real, quickly arriving at the premises that this was actually Marjorie Dalton, his client, and he had made love to her last night. Made love in real life. Twice. With a woman.

“Sure, you can bring them over now,” Marjorie said calmly. “You gave them baths last night? Yes, I can get them to school. They’ve eaten? Yes, I’ll take them.”

Marjorie hung up the phone, sat up and rubbed her face while Teddy watched, still prone, head on his pillow. When she turned to him, he could barely see her eyes, but he sensed a full wakedness.

“I need you to go,” she said. “Now.”

Teddy sat up, looked at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “I hate to end things like this. But I don’t need anyone to know you spent the night.”

Teddy understood.

To know a woman for the first time is to gather all manner of knowledge, not just about her and her body and the general workings of the female form, but about the mysteries of her passion, and the shame that might attend them, for that must often follow, and Teddy sensed it.

Teddy slipped off the bed, went to the toilet, shut the door behind him, urinated, washed his face, returned to the bedroom where Marjorie was making the bed, tucking in the sheets and smoothing the covers and, done there, she pulled off her nightie and moved to her closet while Teddy returned his body to his Sunday suit, a little worse for wear but passable for the two-hour drive home.

“Don’t forget your money,” Marjorie said, picking the bathrobe up off the floor where it had fallen the night before, and she found the five twenty-dollar bills in the front pocket and passed it to Teddy, and he shoved it into his pants pocket and fastened his belt.

“Please hurry,” Marjorie urged, picking up his shirt and holding it out.

Teddy was still buttoning his shirt when Marjorie looped the tie around his neck and began knotting it.

Done being tied, Teddy left the room, headed to the kitchen.

“Don’t forget the envelope,” Marjorie said, shoving it into his hands before she grabbed both plates from the dining room table, scraping them frantically into the trash and setting them into the sink, running the water over them.

Teddy stopped at the back door, looked once more at the woman, and she offered a pained smile and went to him, kissing him with her closed mouth.

“Let me know what you find out,” she said. “Goodbye, Ted.”

“Bye.”

Teddy, not sure why things needed to be rushed, hurried nonetheless in the car, backing out and onto the street and putting the station wagon in drive as part of a single fluid motion, not braking until he reached the stop sign at the end of the street. A Skylark had arrived a moment before he had, signaling to turn left in front of him.

Teddy glanced up, through the other vehicle’s open window and directly into the eyes of a woman with gray-blonde hair.

The top of a girl’s head was visible to the right of the driver. A boy was bouncing in the back seat, head almost hitting the Skylark’s ceiling.

Teddy didn’t have to see the children to know who the driver was: the mother of Marjorie Dalton.

But did the woman know who he was? Until she’d passed Teddy, she never removed her eyes from his face.

Yes, she knew. Of course she knew. And Marjorie didn’t want her to know.

But Teddy himself had told her.

Teddy Parker had always just been Teddy Parker. But now he’d been made into something else, a dividing line between a mother and her daughter, between two ways of doing things, between having sex with a man one was not married to, and being scandalized by it.

Would mother and daughter ever speak of this, of the rumpled, unshowered man in the car heading away from the daughter’s home? Teddy suspected not.

By the time he reached the state road out of Lincoln, he was deep in thought.

Marjorie had called him Ted, the adult variation of his name. She had also, in the parlance of the culture, made him a man with her body.

It was dirty. Sex was dirty. They hadn’t talked about that in health class, the way the penis came out wet and greasy and the vagina leaked and the hair grew stiff as it dried, about the soft breasts that devolved to another, lazier shape when the bra came off, about the smell of red wine and roast beef in a mouth that opened wide for a kiss that was like eating.

Teddy, were he possessed of the wisdom of a man, might have been merely satisfied with what had taken place the night before. But the workings of a boy’s mind are very different from a man’s when it comes to certain things, and Teddy grew increasingly unsettled as he drove home.

Marjorie had all but proposed marriage, and he had panicked and fallen silent.

Teddy Parker, you fool.

He could hear her voice, her very words, the way she dragged out certain vowels, almost musically, the way emotion made her throat tighten. He could see her face, her eyes, their tragic cast of them when she stood in the shed at Miss Rosetta’s, and the harder, hungrier way she’d looked at him all last night.

His mind skipped everything that might next come, the ongoing courtship, the future nights of illicit sex, the talk of the case, his last year of high school, and planted his imagination directly at the altar, Marjorie joining with him in holy matrimony, her daughter the flower girl, her son bearing the ring.

It was not a traditional path, but why did that matter?

It’s like she said. Things were different. Times were changing. The rules were being remade, for the worse at times, and for the better too. Teddy was one of the beneficiaries of this new – what did she call it? Zeitgeist – receiving something of great value. Of greatest value.

And he’d thrown it away.

Of course I’d marry you, Marjorie. Why did you say I couldn’t?

Even now, he could feel her around him, all the exquisite details of her vagina, from its mouth to its depths, the sensations roaring back to his mind almost as vividly as though they were real, and he squirmed in his seat and adjusted his penis with one hand while he drove with the other.

He wanted her again.

Teddy slowed the car, pulled onto the shoulder, looked down at himself.

Go back now, Teddy Parker. She just has to get her kids to school, and then she’ll be coming back home. Meet her there. Take her again. Feel her again. Tell her you’ll marry her. Propose to her. Apologize. Plead humility. Tell her you didn’t answer because you couldn’t believe a woman like her would marry a boy like you.

Marjorie Parker.

Mr. and Mrs. Theodore Parker.

Turn around, he told himself.

Don’t turn around, he next said.

In the end, to his credit, his wiser self won out, and he pulled back onto the highway and continued with deep discomfort back toward Lutherville.

It was the unknowns that dissuaded him. What if she were taking a shower when he reappeared, and she never answered his knock? What if she’d finished her shower, and she greeted him with those awful curlers women wore? What if she needed to take care of herself in some way, clean out her vagina, let it rest for a day, something like that? There were a lot of things about women they hadn’t gone over in health class.

Teddy forced his mind away from the physics of Marjorie’s nature and immediately returned to the things she’d said, and an imperfect but vivid transcript of her words played back in his mind, about marriage, her husband, the case, sex. She’d revealed secrets with her words, spoken to him like no other female ever had.

Teddy missed a turn, went 10 miles out of his way, reached East Marsh before he stopped, consulted his map, worked out his new path, and for the last 45 minutes of his trip, he struggled to aim his mind away from the girl and toward the practical. He needed to get home. And then, he needed to drive to Pittsburgh. He had a hundred dollars in his pocket, and he needed to earn it. He needed to look at the house where the other Mrs. Dalton lived. What did he expect to find? He had no idea. But he knew he’d know it when he saw it.

He would take Margot.

Had Margot ever had sex? Did she ever want sex?

No on both counts, Teddy thought. The dull girl probably didn’t even know what sex was. Maybe she couldn’t even do it. Many of the defectives were sterilized, so even if they could do it, they had no interest.

And yet, there were features of her body that Teddy pondered in a new light. She was built like a girl. Externally, she had all the parts of a girl. Assuming she had a working vagina, what would she feel like?

Teddy chased the thoughts from his mind and marveled at his faithlessness. To make love to one woman at night and imagine being with another the next morning . . . Teddy didn’t want to be that kind of man.




Chapter 21: A Difficult Call

He needed to call Marjorie, as soon as he got home. She’d want to know he made it home safe. She’d want to know what he was doing next, that he was going to Pittsburgh, as soon as possible. Today. He needed to go today. And he needed to tell Marjorie that.

He needed to talk to her . . . about everything. Not just the case. He needed to spend the night with her again. Maybe she could come to Lutherville this time, and stay downtown. Not at the Delacroix, of course, but somewhere nice. And Teddy would meet her there, to keep her safe. She needed that. People were watching. Her husband might have been murdered.

As soon as Doris left for one of her luncheons or projects, or if she was safely upstairs and out of earshot, Teddy would call Marjorie. He needed to know when he’d be seeing her again. He needed to know how she felt about things. He needed to somehow make amends for his careless marriage response. But he wouldn’t propose to her, not over the phone. That would have to be done in person. How much was an engagement ring? Imagine her surprise when he returned her fees in the form of a band of gold.

But something was wrong with this picture, something Teddy couldn’t quite put his finger on, and by the time he’d pulled into his own driveway, he was trapped between despair and something worse. A black nihilism perhaps. A sorrow with no name. A sense of impending failure, reversible only if he could figure out what he should do next in a game whose rules were invisible to him. He’d made love to a beautiful woman, she’d made him a man, but if that’s all there was, if he were never with her again, he had failed.

Teddy turned off the car, grabbed his bag and the envelope, tromped into the house.

Doris was in the kitchen, getting an early start on dinner, peeling potatoes over the counter, and she brightened as soon as she saw her son.

“You’re home early!” she almost sang. “How was your visit?”

“It was good,” Teddy replied, setting his bag on the kitchen table, laying his envelope across it. “Real good.”

“What happened?” Doris asked.

“Huh?” Teddy blurted.

“Didn’t you go over those records?” Doris said, gesturing to the envelope.

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said. “We did. She . . . she thought they might be real.”

“Is it bothering you?” Doris asked.

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“You seem . . . somber,” Doris said. “Are you getting discouraged?”

“No,” Teddy said. “Not at all. I really want to go to Pittsburgh, to check out that address. I want to go soon. If Margot can go with me.”

“How is Mrs. Dalton holding up?” Doris asked.

“She’s . . . better than she was,” Teddy said. “She’s better than that time I talked to her, the first time, at Miss Rosetta’s. She was sort of crying then.”

“She didn’t cry last night?”

“No,” Teddy said. “Still a little sad though, at times.”

“She fed you well?”

“Yes. Roast beef, potatoes, that kind of stuff.”

“She really went all out for you,” Doris said.

“She did,” Teddy said, nodding innocently. “I think she was glad for, for the company. It’s been hard for her.”

“And how are her children?”

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said. “Good.”

“Did they enjoy meeting a detective last night?”

“Well . . . I . . . they weren’t . . . I never saw them.”

“Where were they?”

“With Marjorie’s mother.”

“Marjorie?”

“Marjorie Dalton,” Teddy said. “Marjorie’s her first name.”

“And you call her by her first name?”

“Well . . . she told me to. Yes. Oh, and she gave me a hundred dollars.”

Teddy grabbed the cash out of his pocket, handed it over.

“May I keep twenty?” Teddy asked. “For the drive to Pittsburgh?”

“That’s far more than you’ll need.”

“Do you have anything smaller then?”

Doris handed back a twenty. “Bring back all the change,” she said, and the questions continued.

“She didn’t mind letting you stay the night?”

“No, I don’t believe so,” Teddy said.

“And you slept . . .” Doris prompted, her voice trailing off.

Teddy raised his eyebrows. What was his mother fishing for?

“I slept well,” Teddy ventured.

“But she got you up early.”

“She did,” Teddy said. “She needed to get her kids to school. So . . . it was best that I left. Early.”

Doris turned toward her son, put her hand on her hip, stared hard at him.

“How many phones does she have?”

“Two, at least,” Teddy said.

“Oh really? Where?”

“In her kitchen,” Teddy said. “And there’s one, uh, in her bedroom.”

“Which one did we talk on,” Doris asked, “when I called?”

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said, nodding uncertainly. “Yeah. Yeah. Um, bedroom. Because . . . because . . .”

Teddy’s voice faded, and he looked at his mother, wondering if perhaps she didn’t hear his answer, or maybe she didn’t care. But no, she was staring at him, with an expression Teddy found terrifying. Not angry, not judgmental, not sad, not anything. Just a blank face and unblinking eyes. This was her information gathering face, he knew, and what would come next was anyone’s guess. When the case before her was complicated, or perplexing, or new, she found out what she needed to know first, using exactly this face, and only when she had assimilated all the data would the emotion come, if it came at all, followed by any additional consequences. Of course, the emotion was enough.

Teddy looked away from his mother, every muscle in his body tensed as he waited for the verdict. But after 10 seconds of silence, he looked into her still-unblinking face with his best impression of youthful, unsullied, unconsummated innocence, and forced himself to speak.

“I didn’t get a shower,” he said. “Because I left there first thing. Early. So . . . before I go to Pittsburgh . . .”

“Yes, you should,” Doris agreed.

Teddy had new things to churn through as he undressed, as he bathed, as he put back on his suit and a clean t-shirt and dress shirt.

For the first time since his mother first interrogated him at the age of three, Teddy was able to look at her methods from a professional perspective. And she had command of an impressive arsenal of fact-finding tools, deployed many times in the past, deployed today. In this most recent investigation, she had begun with a general line of inquiry, not pursuing any particular path, just seeking information for its own sake while remaining open to any possibility, including the most outlandish. And at some point, something Teddy said had piqued her interest, and she focused on that. But she didn’t accuse, didn’t announce conclusions. In fact, she didn’t even ask pointed questions, preferring the oblique – about Marjorie’s phone, in this instance – so that Teddy would confess without knowing he was even confessing.

She could have finished him off. She could have asked why he was taking her call in Marjorie’s bedroom. She could have noted that they both seemed to be in that bedroom, together. She could have asked if the phone was near the bed, or somewhere else in the room. On a desk, perhaps. But she didn’t have to. She knew. Between Teddy’s demeanor and the information she’d ferreted out of him, she knew.

What would she do with this knowledge? How would it affect her? How would it affect the way she felt about Teddy? If she told his dad, what would he do? Or think?

But amidst all his doubt and shame, Teddy forced himself to ponder his mother’s methods. Because they worked. They were just questions, but the information one could draw from them could solve the deepest mysteries, Teddy believed, including perhaps the one before him now.

Dressed again in suit and tie, Teddy looked at the kitchen phone, looked out the back window at the station wagon.

“Mom?” he shouted up the stairs.

“Up here, Teddy!” she said, her voice half diminished by the distance.

“I’m gonna make a call and then see if Margot can go to Pittsburgh with me,” Teddy said.

“Okay, be safe!”

Teddy rushed to the phone, dialed it quickly, heart thumping.

“Hello?” Marjorie answered on the second ring.

“Marjorie?” Teddy said. “Hey, it’s Teddy. Just letting you know I made it home.”

“That’s good,” she said, her voice flat.

“You got your kids to school?” Teddy asked.

“I did.”

“And now you’re back home.”

“I am.”

“Sorry,” Teddy whispered, hunching over the phone.

“For what?” she asked.

“Well, when you . . . last night, I was . . .”

“Why are you whispering?” she asked.

“Huh? Oh, well . . . it’s kind of . . . you know.”

“Teddy,” Marjorie said.

“Yes?”

“Who was the woman who called you last night?”

“You mean my mom?”

“That was your mother?” Marjorie asked, the last word squeaking.

“Well, yeah,” Teddy said. “I was supposed to call her by 8, but I didn’t.”

“I thought she was your wife,” Marjorie said.

Teddy laughed. “Oh, yeah. Nope. My mom. I thought you met her.”

“I did,” Marjorie said. “I thought she was your wife. She answered the door and I asked for you and she sent me next door.”

“I remember that.”

“Are you married?” Marjorie asked.

“Not even halfway,” Teddy said, laughing again, nervously.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“Ah!” Marjorie exclaimed, her cry like a little explosion over the kitchen phone.

For a time, there was silence, Teddy waiting for something to be said, too mystified himself to end the silence.

“Are you in high school?” Marjorie finally asked.

“Yes,” Teddy said. “I’ll be a senior this year.”

“How long have you been a detective?”

“For about a month I guess,” Teddy said. “It started at the hotel. My dad knew the guy there and got me the job.”

Teddy heard laughter, not bitter, not mean.

Existential.

The sound one makes when the universe has gone to great trouble to demonstrate its inability to be not ridiculous.

“I’m sorry, Teddy,” Marjorie said on the phone, her voice cracking with emotion. “So, so sorry. I’ve been . . . well, I don’t know. I’m out of sorts, I think. I’m not sure . . . I know who I am anymore.”

“That’s okay,” Teddy said, sensing the loss of something he never quite had. “I . . . it’s okay. You shouldn’t feel sorry.”

“No,” she said, a sob breaking over the phone, sounding like something else. “This is . . .”

Teddy could hear her breathing, forced but steady, as though trying to regain her composure.

“You keep the $100,” she said at last. “You’ve earned it.”

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“You’ve earned the money. I don’t want it back.”

“Wait,” Teddy said. “Marjorie. Mrs. Dalton. Mrs. Dalton. I want . . . I want to keep working for you, on it. I think I can get it done.”

“I don’t think that would be appropriate,” she said. “We’ve had a terrible misunderstanding. It’s my fault. Entirely my fault. But I’m just . . . I’m just too embarrassed to ever . . . ever.”

“I need to go to Pittsburgh,” Teddy said. He was grasping. And in some part of his mind, he knew it. Pittsburgh was more than Pittsburgh. It was the last, tenuous thread to . . . something.

“Why?”

“I want to see where she lived,” he replied evenly. “I want to look at her house. Maybe she’ll even be there. Maybe she can explain everything. And I can still help you. I want to help you.”

“When did you want to go?”

“Today, if Margot can go with me.”

“Margot,” Marjorie said.

“The defective girl next door,” Teddy said. “You met her.”

“Are you having sex with her?”

“Huh?”

“Are you having sex with Margot?”

“Not at the moment,” Teddy said, the question so absurd only a quip back would do.

Marjorie laughed, musically, her voice like bells, and Teddy’s heart ached. If he had done things differently last night, this wouldn’t be happening. He wouldn’t be losing her. Was he losing her?

“You know what I mean,” Marjorie said, voice lilting. “Do you have relations with her? Her owner keeps her nude. It seems like—”

“No,” Teddy said. “She’s nude because she’s defective. And she’s a little dull. Smart, but not a lot of personality.”

“You’ve never done that with her?”

“No.”

“You’ve never done that with anyone?”

“No,” Teddy said. “Not until last night.”

“Oh, good heavens,” Marjorie said. “Oh, no, no, no.”

“It’s okay,” Teddy said. “Blame it on me.”

“It’s your innocence,” Marjorie said. “I thought it was something you’d managed to hang on to, even with the job you do. I was fascinated. And you were quoting Freud, and that article in the paper made you out to be, well, I don’t know, and when we met . . . and I saw something that wasn’t there. I saw what I wanted to see.”

“Is it that terrible?” Teddy asked, his voice turning bitter now, because his heart was breaking, and it hurt, and anger was the first place his mind went. “Me being 17? That’s why you’re embarrassed?”

“Please let’s not make this worse than it already is,” Marjorie said. “The problem is . . . you want to know what the real problem is, Teddy? The problem is, I fooled myself. I’ve practically gone mad, and it’s turned me into a fool, and you were the one . . . you don’t deserve this.”

“You make it sound like you’ve treated me badly,” Teddy said. “You haven’t.”

“You’re hurt today,” Marjorie said. “I know you are. I can hear it in your voice. And that’s my fault.”

Teddy’s head was swimming. There were too many things at work here at once, like he’d fallen into a game where you could lose a dozen ways, and he was losing in all of them, and he had no idea why because he didn’t know the rules. But Pittsburgh remained something he could do, to win a round at least, perhaps even to salvage the whole game.

“I’d like to go to Pittsburgh,” he said, forcing the words out.

“I can’t stop you,” Marjorie said. “But I’m not asking you to go. I don’t want you to go. I don’t want you to waste any more time on this. On me.”

“But you’re not saying I can’t go,” Teddy said, his voice desperate.

“No,” Marjorie said, adding with a surprised laugh, “I’m not your mother.”

“If I turn anything up, I’ll let you know,” Teddy promised.

“You don’t need to call me again,” Marjorie said. “I’m not sure I want you to call me again. This needs to end. Now. I’m so sorry, Teddy.”

Teddy, hunched over the phone, opened his mouth wide, stared into nothingness with blank eyes, the demeanor of a man who had just been punched in the gut. He could barely say his next words.

“Okay . . . bye.”

“Bye.”




Chapter 22: A Trip to Pittsburgh

He hung up the phone, grabbed the car keys, his body swinging, tragedy in his eyes, and caught the edge of his shoe on the kitchen table leg, staggered to the door, stopped there and stared at the knob, pulled it open, stepped down to the driveway like a hulking mass, shoulders bouncing, and he went to his mother’s station wagon and let himself into the driver’s seat, made fists on the steering while and dropped his forehead against them, breathing in, breathing out.

He wasn’t crying. He wasn’t going to let himself cry. It’s not something big boys did.

He leaned back, fished the key out of his pocket, put it in the ignition, and he rumbled the car backwards to the street, angled it forward to the curb in front of Miss Rosetta’s. There was just one truck parked there today, and he parked behind it, got out, went to the front door, knocked, waited tragically.

“Hello, Miss Rosetta,” Teddy said as soon as the door parted.

“You’ll be wanting Margot, then?” she asked.

“Yes,” Teddy said. “For a trip to Pittsburgh.”

“What will you be doing there?”

“Just looking at a house, where the other Mrs. Dalton lived,” Teddy replied, and he heard his voice, speaking normally, as if everything was normal, as if he hadn’t just lost his first love – for yes, that’s what Marjorie was, even if he didn’t know it yet – his first love; and a job that paid six dollars an hour, and an occupation – a calling, really – that made him who he was. For one glorious week, he’d been a detective. And a man.

“I’ll get her and bring her to you,” said Miss Rosetta. “The house is still being outfitted. You’ll be with us Saturday?”

“I will,” Teddy said, his voice wavering just the slightest bit as he continued, “I’m looking forward to it.”

The door closed, and Teddy waited, and he returned to the day’s most pressing question.

I’m sorry, Mrs. Dalton. You are a beautiful woman. And you have just kissed me. And I am flattered by your attention. But I’m a 17-year-old boy. I’m still in high school. And perhaps we should . . . well, if you still want to make love . . . okay . . . yes. But you’ll be my first. You’re agreeable to that? Okay, very well. And just to get this out of the way now, I live with my parents. But someday, maybe soon, I will want to get married. When the time is right. To someone just like you.

He should have said all that. But then, there might have been no sex. Teddy would have slept on the couch. Or she might have sent back home right then, in the dark.

And there would have been no sex.

And she still would have fired him. Teddy was starting to understand that. What had been written about him in that article had made other people think things about him that weren’t true. Even Marjorie Dalton.

He’d been a detective for a month. The poor woman had given him $150, because she thought he was a real detective. But he wasn’t. He was a boy, pretending to be a detective.

He needed to return all of her money. All of it. Maybe Marjorie was a fool, because she was feeling her way through tragedy. But so was Teddy. Because he was a boy.

He was still going to Pittsburgh. Not for the case. Not for Marjorie. For no reason other than that he was curious. The case had taken on a life of its own. If it could be understood, he needed to understand it, for understanding’s sake.

And he had twenty dollars in his pocket that would pay for anything. He could pay it back to Marjorie in installments, if need be.

And he was glad for the sex. And everything. For one glorious pair of hours, he had been allowed into a place beyond his imaginings, a glimpse through a wondrous door. It had quickly closed, but it would have been worse if it hadn’t happened.

The front door of the mansion opened, Margot stepped out, nude, her leash swaying between her breasts and swinging against her black pubic hair.

Teddy let the leash hang. Grabbing it for the short walk to the car seemed not only unnecessary, but wrong. Margot was a girl. A female. Not terribly different from Marjorie, in important ways. There was a great deal going on in Marjorie’s mind. Teddy understood that now. Dull as she was, there were probably invisible things going on in Margot’s mind as well.

They entered the car, Teddy turned the ignition, he hit the gas, and they were on their way.

He waited until they were on the highway to speak, Margot doing nothing to break the silence.

“Any ideas?” he asked.

“About what?” she said back.

“The case,” Teddy clarified. “Sometimes you come up with something.”

“Where are we going today?” she asked.

“Pittsburgh.”

“Where in Pittsburgh?”

“Have you been to Pittsburgh before?” Teddy asked.

“No.”

“We’re not going into the city,” he said. “We’re going to a neighborhood on this side of the city. The house where the other wife of Dr. Dalton lived. I’ve marked it on the map if you want to look.”

Margot opened the glove compartment and pulled out the new set of maps for parts north of Lutherville, unfolding them one by one, running her finger along the roads Teddy had marked.

“What are you going to do there?” Margot asked.

“Just knock on the door and see if anyone answers.”

“What if no one answers?”

“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “What would you do?”

“Keep knocking.”

“You mean, keep knocking on the door in case she’s home?” Teddy said, nodding approvingly. “Keep knocking until the sound makes her crazy. That’s how you catch animals sometimes. You make a noise they hate and then they get so—”

“Knock on other doors,” Margot said.

“Neighbors,” Teddy said. “Yeah. Maybe they saw something. I bet they did.”

Teddy pondered for a moment before he arrived at a new thought.

“Whammo!” he exclaimed. “There was a blue Bel Air in the driveway. Did anyone see him park it there, in front of the Pittsburgh house?”

“What driveway?” Margot asked.

“His house,” Teddy said. “Or it used to be his house. Now it’s just his wife who lives there. His widow.”

“You visited his house?” Margot said.

“Yeah, yesterday,” Teddy said. “I came home this morning.”

“You spent the night?”

“Yes.”

“With Mrs. Dalton?”

“Yes.”

“Did you have intercourse with her?”

“You mean, sex?”

“Yes.”

“Yes,” Teddy said. “I did.”

Teddy didn’t mind confessing this to Margot. When it came to embarrassing things, she was probably the easiest person in the world to talk to, because she had no reaction to anything. Teddy knew she wouldn’t laugh at him, criticize him, judge him. Dullness had it value.

But still, he wanted some reaction.

“What do you think of that?” he asked.

“Of what?”

“Of what I did last night.”

“You’ve already told me.”

“No, what I’m asking,” Teddy said with great patience, “is what do you think of it? Was it right? Was it wrong? Is God going to strike me down? My mother figured it out. Is she going to strike me down?”

“Is there a chance you have an Oedipus complex?”

“A what?” Teddy replied.

“When a young man has relations with an older woman, it might be because he’s seeking a mother surrogate.”

Teddy looked at Margot, and she stared back innocently. Had she just said what he thought she’d said?

“Who told you that?” he asked.

“It was a theory proposed by Freud,” Margot said.

“Freud,” Teddy repeated. “Wait, you said something about inwardly directed anger. Was that Freud?”

“Yes,” she said. “It causes depression.”

Teddy laughed, loud and sincere, his sorrows banished for the moment.

“So you said that to me,” Teddy said. “And I repeated it back to Mrs. Dalton. And she starts mouthing off about Freud, and how I use Freud in my work, and I had no idea. But it impressed her. Freud. I think I’ve heard of him. Freddy Freud, right?”

“Sigmund Freud.”

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said. “I think I’ve heard of him.”

“I have some of his books,” Margot said. “Would you like to borrow them?”

“No, that’s okay,” Teddy said. “As long as I’ve got you. You’re better than a book.”

Teddy looked at Margot, but she was looking out the window.

“So you wanna know what happened today?” he asked.

No answer.

“She tossed me out like someone else’s leftovers,” he said, surprised how good it felt to put these thoughts on the table. “I called her, just wanted to tell her I made it home safe, and somehow she turns the conversation her way, and now she’s asking me how old I am, and I say 17, and she gets all quiet, and then she busts me in the chops. She doesn’t even want me working on the case anymore. Sheesh!”

“But you’re still working on the case,” Margot said. “You need to take A-19 in two miles.”

“She gave me enough money to spend a few more days on it, before she fired me,” Teddy said. “And I just want to know. It’s not something you can just toss into the river.”

“Did you rape her?” Margot asked.

“Huh?”

“Did you rape Mrs. Dalton?” she repeated. “Most women will want to end a relationship after that.”

“Margot, am I hearing you right?” Teddy asked with an outraged laugh. “First I think you’re trying to get me and my mother mixed up in something, and now you think I’m that kinda guy?”

Margot studied the map, looked up at the highway.

“Left at this intersection,” she said.

Teddy held his peace until he’d negotiated the turn.

“How far on this road?” he asked.

“About 35 miles.”

“To answer your question, no,” Teddy said. “She was after me. She made me dinner. She gave me wine. Then she took me into her bedroom. And she kissed me.”

Teddy felt his eyes clouding over, could hear the catch in his voice, but he persisted.

“She had me there . . . in her bed. And we talked. She told me she didn’t know who she was. Or no, that was this morning. But she told me what was, what was on her mind. Maybe even what was on her heart. And we went to sleep together, in the same bed. And now today . . . because she thinks I’m a kid . . . it’s over.”

“What’s over?” Margot asked.

“Our . . . romance.”

“How long was your romance in practice?”

“In practice?” Teddy repeated with a chuckle. “Okay, if you want to put it that way . . . since last night.”

“That is a very short romance,” Margot noted.

“So maybe it wasn’t a romance,” Teddy said. “What would you call it, then?”

“Seduction,” Margot said. “Did she offer to marry you?”

“How did you know?” Teddy asked, dumbstruck by the girl’s insight.

“Seduction is the granting of sexual favors in exchange for a promise of marriage.”

“Okay, then, it wasn’t exactly that,” Teddy said. “But she brought it up. She brought up marriage. More like, who would want to marry her, I guess. But she asked if I would want to marry her. Not if I would marry her. You understand the difference?”

“A hypothetical,” Margot noted.

“Exactly,” Teddy agreed. “And it was after we . . . afterwards. We didn’t make love because of that. She brought it up later.”

“It was a fling,” Margot said.

“What’s that?”

“A sexual coupling that doesn’t meet any other definition.”

“Is it normal?” Teddy asked. “A fling, I mean?”

“There’s a word for it,” Margot said. “So it must be relatively common.”

“You know a lot about sex,” Teddy said.

“It was an area of instruction,” Margot said.

“Instruction?” Teddy echoed.

“Human behavior,” Margot elaborated. “Sex is an important element.”

“Have you done it?” Teddy asked. He meant it as a cautious question. A respectful question. But the words sounded otherwise as they left his mouth. Prying. Nosy. Demeaning.

He had nothing to fear, though.

“No,” she said simply.

“Not allowed?” he asked.

“It hasn’t been arranged,” Margot clarified.

“Who arranges it?” Teddy asked.

“Miss Lizzie.”

Teddy fell silent, looking at the road while he pondered Margot’s words.

Teddy had heard the term seduction, and now he knew it happened when people promised marriage for sex. People just had sex for fun, and it was called a fling. Owned girls had sex by arrangement. Women could have sex for fun – respectable women, with children. But if they found out you were 17, they’d cry and say sayonara.

There was too much Teddy didn’t know about sex.

And Margot, who was apparently a fount of knowledge on the topic, was sitting right next to him.

“Do you want it to be arranged?” he asked.

Margot said nothing, so he looked at the girl, at her bare breasts and her naked hip and the map spread out over her thighs, hiding things there, and she looked out the window and down at the map and said nothing until it was time to turn onto the next highway.

Teddy waited until they were on the outskirts of the city to say his next words.

“Maybe we should have a plan,” he said.

Once again, she was silent, so Teddy elaborated.

“I’ll park on the street, if I can,” Teddy began. “Or in the driveway. And we’ll go to the front door together. And I’ll knock. Or ring the bell. And if no one answers . . . Wait, first I’ll see if there’s a car in the driveway. I guess her Corvette won’t be there, unless she’s gotten it back. I should probably call Wrecker City every day to see if someone’s come for it. I need to make a note of that . . .”

Teddy’s mind continued to work through the things that might await them in Pittsburgh.

“Okay, so what if there’s a fence?” he speculated. “A gate? Something you’re not supposed to walk through? But if we get to the door, and no one answers, then maybe I can see through it. Maybe there’s a window. Maybe I can go around back.”

For the rest of the drive, Teddy and Margot concentrated on navigating, turns coming in quick succession, Margot switching between three maps, folding and unfolding them and leaning forward to read the fine print of the last few streets, directing Teddy onto Whitted Street, Alwyn Street, and right on Milan Avenue, a narrow, sloping path of small, closely-packed houses, street numbers marked on mailboxes, fixed to the walls, glazed on white tiles.

“There it is,” Teddy said, pulling up to a single-story home of tan brick, its front door and modest porch waiting beneath a gabled awning.

There was no car in the driveway, no car in front, so Teddy took the space on the curb directly in front of the home, turned off the station wagon, turned to Margot.

“You ready?” he said nervously.

“Yes,” she said plainly.

He got out, stepped around to Margot, reached for the leather end of her leash, which at the moment was swaying against her mound, and his knuckles brushed her trimmed pubic hair as he grabbed the restraint. He looked into her eyes, detected no affront there, turned toward the house.

“Okay, I see a doorbell,” he whispered. “I’m just gonna push that.”

At the home’s entrance, he paused, looked through the small window set high in the door, saw furniture, cigarettes in an ashtray, an open magazine, concluded this home had been occupied recently, and he held his breath and pushed the button.

Teddy could hear a pair of chimes, one higher, one lower, from somewhere at the front of the house, and he continued to peer, barely breathing, heart thudding, wondering if he was about to meet his maker.

“Ahh!” he said, taking a half-step back when a woman in a gray housecoat appeared at an inner doorway, black frizzy hair, pale skin and a large nose, limping toward him.

“There’s someone home,” he hissed at Margot. “Here she comes. If she starts shooting, I’ll drop your leash and you run.”

Margot showed no reaction as she peered at the door, where the sound of a bolt turning and a chain sliding were clearly audible before the knob turned and the door opened and Mrs. Dalton – the other Mrs. Dalton – opened the door.

“Hello, Mr. Parker,” she said, standing back from the door and grimacing at him through sunken eyes, which turned next to Margot. “Who is this?”




Chapter 23: A Neighbor’s Revelations

“Mrs. Dalton?” Teddy said, amazed by the woman’s appearance.

“In a way, yes,” she said. “Who is this with you?”

“This is Margot. She belongs to a neighbor of mine. Can we talk?”

She backed up, opened the door wide, and Teddy and Margot followed her in, sat down at the couch she pointed to while she took a chair on the opposite side of the room, not bothering to turn on any lights.

Teddy leaned forward, staring at the woman.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” he said. “Are you okay?”

She breathed in, looked at the floor between her feet, which were covered in large blue slippers.

“I’m making a go of it,” she said quietly. “But I’ll never get over losing Bruce.”

“The last I saw you, you had just been kidnapped by that bum,” Teddy said.

“It was awful,” she said, nodding to herself, avoiding his eyes.

“But you got away.”

“After he shot at you, I thought I was a goner,” she said. “But he dumped me outside Pittsburgh. With just enough for cab fare.”

“Do you know who he was?” Teddy asked.

“He said he was a musician,” she replied. “But then he started in with reefer.”

“Reefer?”

The woman nodded as if Teddy understood, and he let it drop. He had what he needed. The bum had been respectable once, but reefer had brought him down. Reefer was something you smoked. Teddy knew that much.

“I thought I’d see your car in the driveway,” he said.

“Car?”

“The white Corvette,” Teddy said. “Haven’t you gotten it back from Wrecker City?”

“I was in Lutherville,” she said.

“Yeah, Lutherville,” Teddy agreed. “Wrecker City is where your car ended up. It’s still in Lutherville.”

“Oh,” she said, nodding absently. “I’m sure I’ll be getting it.”

Teddy frowned, looked at the woman’s face.

“So you and Dr. Dalton . . . had a relationship?”

“We were lovers,” she said, smiling for the first time. “We were almost like husband and wife. He called me his wife.”

“You know he was married, right? To another woman?”

“I didn’t ask,” she said. “We had our own thing.”

“So he’d . . . visit you here?” Teddy ventured.

“A few times a month,” she said. “He treated my leg when he was visiting Mercy, and we hit it off.”

“What happened to your leg?” Margot asked.

“It was a break,” she said, looking at the girl with obvious surprise. Teddy looked at her as well.

“Which bone?” Margot asked.

“When you called, I just . . .” she said, looking at Teddy again, face, creasing with sorrow. “And then . . . that man . . . and all the shooting.”

“Which bone?” Margot asked.

“What do you mean, which bone?” the woman replied, her face going hard. “Why do you keep asking me that? Do you think you’re a doctor?”

“Which bone?” Margot asked again, no emotion in her voice, her affect as flat as it ever was.

She swept her hand over her legs.

“It hurt,” she said. “But Dr. Dalton . . . Bruce . . . fixed me.”

“She’s lying,” Margot said, turning expressionlessly to Teddy.

“About what?” he asked.

“Everything,” Margot replied. “She’s not the person you met in Lutherville. She’s never met Dr. Dalton.”

Teddy looked hard at the woman, trying to connect her with the face from Lutherville.

They could be two different people, or they might not be. The latter was dressed up, made up, distraught. This one was in a housecoat, with the sunken eyes of a week with a broken heart. Or was that makeup as well?

But why? If she wasn’t the other woman, who was she? Why was she here? Why was she lying?

For a long, strange moment, no one said anything, before the woman broke the silence.

“All of this could happen,” she said. “It could be the way it went. That’s how things go these days. Men and women, working some kind of racket when they’re supposed to be at home. It’s all different now.”

“Which bone?” Margot asked again.

“I don’t know what kind of things you’re mixed up in,” she said, smoothing her housecoat over her knees, buttoning the last button, just under her neck. “But I’ll have no part in it.”

She rose so abruptly Teddy recoiled. Margot didn’t flinch, and the woman stomped through the kitchen, still dragging one leg.

Teddy waited until he heard the back door creak to jump to his feet and follow her, stopping at the sink and watching through the window as she limped through her neighbor’s backyard and toward the next street over.

Teddy thought about chasing her down, demanding answers, but at the moment his principal emotion was pity. Either she was the devastated second wife of Dr. Dalton, fleeing her home because she’d been spooked by something, or Margot was right: she was lying for some reason, and she’d failed at it, and now she was fleeing out of embarrassment, or fear, or shame.

Teddy returned to the home’s front room, where Margot was still sitting, staring at the wall.

“How did you know?” Teddy asked.

“You always know which bone,” Margot replied.

“Who was she?” Teddy asked. “Why was she here?”

Margot sat still, not even bothering to shrug.

“Maybe she went to get her friends,” Teddy said, the new idea sliding out of his mouth as soon as he’d thought it. “We should probably high-tail it.”

Teddy moved to the front door and Margot followed, and as they made their way back to the station wagon, he scanned the street before them, the homes on either side, looking for something, or someone. What if the bum showed back up?

The danger, when it appeared, arrived in the form of an overweight, elderly man, limping down his front steps, waving his cane and shouting something unintelligible.

“Here it comes,” Teddy whispered to Margot. “Do you know karate?”

“Jujitsu,” she said back.

Teddy stopped at the sidewalk, Margot beside him, and he reached for the station wagon’s door and looked warily at the man.

“They’ll get you!” the man shouted from the other side of the vehicle. “They’ll get you for parking like that!”

“Parking?” Teddy said.

“You’re backward,” the man said, and he reached the street and tapped the hood of the station wagon with the end of his cane. “This side of the street, you park facing that way. It’s the law.”

“Sorry,” Teddy said, and he opened the door. “We were just leaving.”

“You missionaries?” he asked.

“No,” Teddy said. “Not at all. We were just here to talk, to talk . . . to Mrs. Dalton.”

“Who’s Mrs. Dalton?”

“Or whatever her name was,” Teddy said, gesturing backwards. “The lady who lived there.”

“That’s Mrs. Martin,” the man said.

“Mrs. Martin?” Teddy echoed.

“Olive, her name is,” the man said. “Don’t know the husband’s name. Never around.”

“She was married?” Teddy said, eyes going big.

“That was the rumor,” the man said. “Whatcha want with ‘er?”

Teddy looked at the man, sensed sorrow and loneliness, and understood. The man didn’t care about bad parking. He just needed an excuse to talk to someone. There was more loneliness than there used to be, Teddy had heard his mother say more than once. Here was an example of it. And it might prove useful.

“Have you seen her lately?” Teddy asked.

“She’d come and go,” said the man, and he wheezed, bent to catch his breath, set the end of his cane beside his left foot. “Sometimes she’d be away for a few weeks.”

“When’s the last time you saw her?” Teddy asked.

“She left late, a week ago,” the man said. “I thought it was strange. But I guess she’s back home today. I don’t know where she parked her car, though. White Corvette. A real beaut.”

“Have you seen her today?” Teddy asked.

“Weren’t you just talking to her?” the man asked, the first hint of suspicion in his voice.

“We’re not sure who we were talking to,” Teddy said. “There’s a lot going on here that doesn’t add up.”

“Who are you really, then?”

“My name’s Teddy. Teddy Parker. And I’m . . . I’m a private detective.”

“Oh, hush-hush,” the man said, nodding sagely before he tilted his head toward Margot. “And her?”

“Margot,” Teddy said simply. “We were both in the house, talking to a woman, but I’m not sure she was who she said she was. And if you saw her, or spoke to her . . .”

“I never saw her today,” the man said. “She was in the house?”

“When we knocked on the door, yes,” Teddy said. “But after we talked awhile, she left out the back, and I don’t know where she went.”

“She just up and left?”

“Just walked out,” Teddy confirmed.

“There’s a lot of shenanigans going on,” the man noted.

“Shenanigans?”

“That’s the nice name for it,” the man said. “Perversion. Sickness. Weirdos. Makes people do the last thing you’d expect.”

“You think that’s what’s happening here?” Teddy said.

The man shrugged.

“You sure her last name was Martin?” Teddy asked. “Because the car, the Corvette, is registered to a Mr. Jones. And the house belongs to Harriett Smith.”

“They had a few names,” said the man, nodding.

“What do you mean?”

“She’d say, if I’m not home, and such-and-such comes calling, and they’re asking for such-and-such, tell them I’ll be back soon. And she’d give me a name that wasn’t Martin.”

“Was it ever Smith or Jones?” Teddy asked.

“Could have been.”

“Do you know what her husband did?”

“Something with guns,” the man said. “He worked out of Washington. Maybe military.”

“Guns?” Teddy asked.

“That’s what she said. He had guns. She said I shouldn’t worry about it. He knew what he was doing.”

“What did he look like?” Teddy asked.

“Wiry son of a bitch,” the man said, “but you wouldn’t notice him in a crowd of two. Smaller than her.”

“What kind of people were they?” Teddy asked. “What was she like?”

“True believer,” the man replied, and when Teddy raised his eyebrows in a wordless question, the man added, “idealists, pie in the sky, you know what I mean? She didn’t call America a country, she called it an experiment, said she and her husband weren’t sure it was working. I don’t know, seems like she might have been onto something. A lot of perversion these days.”

“You talked to her a lot?”

“Now and then,” the man said with another shrug. “She was alone a lot. She wanted company.”

Teddy felt a pang of sympathy with the man’s last words, a discomfort whose source he couldn’t immediately identify. But he wanted to be gone.

“Thanks, Mister,” he said. “I’ll get my car moved now.”

“You mind telling me about your interest in her?” he asked.

Teddy considered his answers, decided he had nothing to lose.

“A man died in a hotel in Lutherville,” Teddy said. “He was found hanging. His last note said to call his wife. It was the number here. I called, she answered, she drove down, I met her on the sidewalk, then a bum grabbed her and carried her off. So me and Margot drove up here to see if she was here, and she was. Or someone that looked like her was. But she didn’t like our questions.”

Teddy paused, looked at Margot as he replayed the interview.

“She didn’t like Margot’s questions,” Teddy clarified.

“Someone died?” the man said.

“Yeah, Bruce Dalton,” Teddy said. “A doctor down in Virginia. He had a wife . . . and she wasn’t this lady. She—”

“Yeah, that’s the name,” the man said.

“The name?” Teddy echoed.

“One of the names she said her husband answered to.”

Teddy swallowed, looked down, squinted with concentration, his young mind burdened with the sense that this was important, and he looked at Margot, but she was looking away, at nothing, no sign of higher-order thinking evident, no sign of anything unless you counted her nipples, which at the moment were as firm and pronounced as he’d ever seen them.

“But she called him Sty,” the man continued. “Not for pig sty. For Stuyvesant. Stuyvesant Martin.”

“Like the town?” Teddy said.

“Could be,” said the man. “I need to sit down.”

He tapped the hood of the station wagon with his cane one last time before her turned and began staggering back toward his house. “Next time you come back, park on the other side.”

“I will, Mister,” Teddy promised. “And thanks.”

* * *

Teddy and Margot stopped for a late lunch at the first diner they spotted, and he bought her a burger because Ms. Rosetta didn’t say he had to give her chicken.

Conversation was limited to navigation on the drive home. Teddy needed to think. And he didn’t want to say something that might interfere with the mysterious workings of Margot’s mind. If she had some new revelation to share, he wanted to hear it, unvarnished by his own confused musings. But she offered no insights. Maybe the work she’d done exposing the imposter Mrs. Dalton – or the imposter of the imposter Mrs. Martin – had worn her mystery-solving circuits out.

When you break a bone in your leg, you know where it was, at least, if not also the name of the bone. The woman didn’t break her leg. Either her limp was a fake, or she was limping for some other reason. Margot had figured it out. And now Teddy had figured out how Margot had figured it out.

Logic.

They studied logic in school last year. Teddy had struggled to stay awake. Maybe he’d just needed a better example of it at work. His mother used it too. He recognized that now. Maybe girls were just better at logic than boys. He needed to get good at it.

He waited until he’d pulled up to Margot’s home to say anything about the case, and he kept it brief.

“You probably don’t care,” he said. “But you did good today. I’m glad you were with me.”

Margot pushed open the door.

“So I’ll pick you up Saturday for practice,” Teddy said. “If you still wanna go.”

“Miss Lizzie told me she wants me to go,” she said. “So I will go.”

“Okay, great. I’ll stop by about 12:45. They usually have pretzels, maybe some beer nuts, but you’ll want to get lunch before you go.”

Margot headed up to the mansion, and Teddy watched her walk, watched her bottom shake with every step until she passed into the dwelling, and he headed next door to his own home, and only as he left the station wagon and stepped into the kitchen did he remember that his heart had been broken this morning, and it was still broken, and it had been broken by a mystery he had no way to solve.

But when it came to the death of Bruce Dalton, the answer was there.

Somewhere.




Chapter 24: From a Practice to a Salon

On account of noise, Zachary Moon and His Band practiced in the spacious, sound-proofed basement of the Fitsimmons home, a place envisioned originally as a nuclear fallout shelter, although it had not yet been outfitted with six month’s food and water, or an airtight door. Teddy’s drum set, which always stayed there, was an amalgam, featuring his own snare and cymbal, two base drums supplied by Mr. Fitsimmons, another snare and several tom-toms discarded by Lutherville High School and restored by the band.

Zach Fitsimmons played electric guitar and sang, Baker Philbin handled electric bass, Stewie Perkins headed up woodwinds, and Zach’s sister Penelope made an occasional appearance to sing harmony with her brother.

As the band worked through the standards during that Saturday afternoon practice – Love and Marriage, Earth Angel, Only You, Maybellene, another half dozen – Margot sat with a bowl of popcorn on a chair near the wall, where Teddy had locked her leash around a pipe of sufficient sturdiness.

Were the boys a little more animated under the attentive, dispassionate gaze of the naked girl? Was Penelope a little more impatient, a little more affected as she harmonized with her brother and told him not to come in so soon during The Great Pretender?

And how was Teddy doing? It had been 48 hours since the official first breaking of his young heart, but it might be said that he was hanging on. Indeed, he was told more than once to tone it down, his beats too fast and too loud, his fills too dominant. But then, not a practice went by when the rest of the band wasn’t admonishing him for the same offenses.

Friday had begun painfully, Teddy opening his eyes, sensing that he’d suffered an unpleasant dream, remembered that it was no dream but the real thing, that he'd lost the first girl he’d made love to the previous day, and been fired from his first case as well.

But the case had legs. And arms. It wouldn’t stop kicking, it wouldn’t let him go, and after breakfast he went back to his room to summarize everything that seemed most important. He went to some trouble on this score. He even created a map, with Lutherville in the middle and Pittsburgh and Lincoln north and south, added more sheets to incorporate the course of the car-snatching bum. He wrote down every name on its own sheet of paper – Dr. Bruce Dalton, Marjorie Dalton 1, Marjorie Dalton 2, Olive Martin, Stuyvesant Martin, Imposter Olive Martin – and he arranged them on the floor in different ways, stood over them and stared at them, put them next to the map. He wrote down every important event and when it had happened and shuffled those around too.

And still, nothing.

But working on the case was better than mourning, Teddy decided.

The band took a nut-and-pretzel break around 3, and Zach unplugged his guitar and brought it to Margot.

“Teddy says you play,” he said, standing over her, holding out his guitar by the neck.

“I’m classically trained,” she said. “And my fingers are greasy from the popcorn.”

“Teddy,” Zach said, “clean up this girl’s hands so she can learn a little rockabilly.”

Teddy released Margot from the pipe and pointed her to the little water closet, and she went in and shut the door and came out two minutes later with clean hands and an empty bladder, and she returned to the chair and accepted the guitar but declined the pick.

“I play with my fingers,” she said, and she crossed her legs and positioned the instrument across her thigh, one breast behind the instrument’s body, one hanging over it, it and she plucked, gently at first, prettily, pulling at the strings harder and faster once she’d gotten familiar with them.

Without the amp and the speaker hooked up, the sound was light, tinny, and intricate, both her fingers moving precisely as she worked through something classical, the kind of music that Teddy associated with church, with his parents, with a more refined era, before American negroes discovered . . . everything.

“You’re good,” Zach said, and he leaned forward to take back his guitar, but Margot wasn’t quite ready to part with it, moving on to another song in another key, slower and a little sadder, and she played for a minute or two before she stopped, both hands across the strings so the silence was sudden, jarring, and when she leaned back, her eyes were wet.

Her eyes were wet.

Teddy studied her face from the side, her neck bound again to the pipe, and he thought maybe it was just something in the basement air, the mold down there, which could make eyes tear up at times.

“You wanna play some rockabilly?” Zach asked, his words a little rushed, as if trying to use them to shorten a moment he found awkward.

Margot just looked at him, so he proceeded.

“Start with G major,” he said, “fourth finger on first string.”

Margot held the chord down and plucked each string in turn.

“Keep plucking, but use third finger on D, string two. Now move it up another string, to A sharp, and then F. Now, C chord. Now G again. Now try C7. Good.”

Margot repeated the pattern twice more before she handed the guitar back, her eyes dry now, and Teddy went back to his drums and beat his fellow musicians back through their list starting with Maybelline, which needed a little more gusto than they’d given it the first time around, or so said Teddy.

“So what did you think?” Teddy asked as soon as he and Margot were back in the car.

“About what?” she asked.

“About the band,” Teddy said. “You sure you want to go through all that at the fair?”

“Miss Lizzie says I’m going,” Margot noted.

“We weren’t too loud?” Teddy ventured. “I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to. Since you play classical.”

“The structure of modern popular music is simpler than classical,” Margot said. “It’s similar to folk music, which inspired many of the great composers.”

“Did you think I was too loud?” Teddy asked.

“A pronounced beat is an important part of a modern composition.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said, “but was I too loud? Everyone says I play too loud, and too fast. What did you think?”

“I play the guitar.”

“Did you like Zach’s guitar?” Teddy asked.

“The strings were closer together.”

“Can I ask a question?”

“Yes.”

“Your eyes were wet, after you played it,” Teddy said. “Like you were crying.”

“The strings were closer together.”

Margot was looking out the window, and Teddy glanced at the back of her head and for the first time thought that she might be beautiful, despite her personality.

“What’s it look like inside these days?” he asked as they pulled up to the mansion.

“The main three rooms have been restored,” she said.

“So the thing tonight is still on?” he asked.

“Yes, the salon begins at 7.”

Teddy noticed a car on the curb, another in the driveway.

“Are they still working on the place?” he asked.

“I believe they’re done.”

“Whose cars are those?”

“Some of our guests.”

“Who are your guests?”

“Some of their names are Scout, Farleigh, Mark, Hampton, Sarah.”

“How long will the party last?”

“They don’t really end until morning,” she said.

“Tomorrow morning?” Teddy blurted.

“Yes.”

“I’m sure we’ll leave before then,” Teddy said. “We have church tomorrow, if we can get up in time.”

Margot slipped out of the car, and Teddy watched her bottom bounce as she headed up the walk, and he went home and washed up and put on his suit, and he was looking in the mirror and tying his tie and trying to smile when he heard someone shouting from the other side of the fence, and he went to his window.

No, it was singing. It was a song.

He pushed up the window, stuck his head out over the sill, peered across the fence and into the dense foliage that separated the homes.

It was that song:

When the chimes ring five, six and seven

We'll be right in seventh heaven

We're gonna rock around the clock tonight

We're gonna rock, rock, rock, 'til broad daylight

We're gonna rock, gonna rock-o, ‘round the clock tonight

Somewhere, blaring from speakers in the partially-civilized backyard, someone was playing the greatest song in history, and Teddy still didn’t know what it was called or who it was by.

Teddy shut his window and stormed into the hall.

“Hey, Ma? Ma?”

“Yeah, Teddy?” came Doris’ voice from behind his parents’ bedroom door.

“You and Dad ready to go?” he asked. “I can leave now.”

“It’s only 6:30,” Doris said. “We’re not expected for another half an hour.”

“We can’t show up early?” Teddy said. “I think the party’s already started.”

“What’s up Sport?” came Mr. Parker’s voice. “A half an hour ago this is the last thing you wanted to do tonight.”

“I just think maybe it’s not that bad,” Teddy said. “I could go now, sort of pave the way for you when you get there.”

“Wait for us,” Doris commanded. “We’re almost ready.”

Teddy scowled, went back to his bedroom, raised the window and pulled a chair up to it, and he listened to That’s Amore with his arms crossed in annoyance, and he had to endure five more songs he knew by heart before he heard his parents’ bedroom door open, and he rose and shut his window and met them in the upstairs hall.

“You’re all grown up!” Doris observed. “You look like a little man!”

“I dress the same way for church,” Teddy retorted.

“But it’s different when it’s Saturday night,” she said, slipping her arm through Mr. Parker’s and heading down the stairs after Teddy.

“They’ve got some righteous hi-fi over there,” Teddy said. “I’d say they’re amplifying on a McIntosh.”

Doris chuckled in a way that told Teddy she had no idea what he was talking about and didn’t care, and he kept his opinions to himself for the rest of the short walk next door.

But the music was done, he noted with disappointment. There was no sound, not even the faint echo of one of those soft oldies they needed to box up and throw into the sea.

Teddy had put on his black suit, with his usual black tie. Mr. Parker had chosen his navy suit and a pastel lavender tie, which matched the lavender in the swirl of colors across Doris’ dress, which rose from just below her knees to her shoulders, where a white, knitted shawl covered the parts of her shoulders the dress neglected.

“Who’s this, I wonder?” Mr. Parker muttered under his breath as they stepped up from the curb to the stone walkway.

A balding, roundish man in a gray suit and a green bowtie was sitting in a small iron chair beside the door, sucking on a pipe and staring at the brickwork between his feet.

“One of Miss Everett’s New York friends, I bet,” Teddy whispered back.

“It is,” Doris confirmed.

The man did not move as they approached, did not look up, did not seem to be aware of anything until they were almost upon him and their shoes entered his field of vision.

“Mrghb,” he said, leaning back, raising his widening eyes to take all of them in, peering at them through thick glasses, and he smiled weakly and spoke in garbled English. “I thought the . . . forestall . . . your . . . shoes.”

He looked at them expectantly, as if waiting for laughter, as if the Parkers would understand a joke that he could barely pronounce nor probably understand himself.

“Hello, Dr. Bacon,” Doris said. “May we let ourselves in?”

“Go right ahead,” said the man, nodding, and he leaned back and folded his arms and bit the stem of his pipe, insouciance replacing artlessness with a speed Teddy found impressive.

Doris reached for the door, pulled it open, stepped through with her husband and son in tow.

“You know that guy?” Teddy said as soon as Doris had shut the door.

“Of course,” Doris said. “He’s Earnest Bacon.”

Teddy clapped both his hands over his mouth and, eyes wide, fought desperately not to unleash his laughter, because if he gave his mirth free reign, the noise would shake the pictures off the wall in the beautifully restored entry hall.

“Teddy,” Doris rasped urgently into her son’s ear as she wrapped her hand tightly around his shoulder, “you cannot behave this way.”

“Okay, okay,” Teddy gasped into his hands, and he regained enough of his composure to look at his mother and father pleadingly. “But, Ma, c’mon. Earnest Bacon? He couldn’t change it to, I don’t know, Sincere Pork Roast?”

Mr. Parker looked away suddenly, a common action when he didn’t want his wife seeing him laughing at their wayward child’s latest outrage.

“Dr. Bacon has been nominated twice for the Clark Medal,” Doris said, adjusting her shawl.

Teddy just looked, because every question he could think of asking about what exactly the Clark Medal was would have included a porcine angle, and now wasn’t the time for that.

“It’s for economics,” Doris said, just in case Teddy was going to ask.

“The dismal science,” said Mr. Parker, straightening his tie and still struggling to straighten his face.

“I believe the party is this way,” Doris said, moving toward the doorway ahead, from which spilled the sound of voices and Margot’s guitar playing.

“Miss Rosetta’s really cleaned up the place,” Teddy said looking around the entrance hall, doing his best to transition to the charitable.

The next room, a great room with high ceilings and windows that opened to the back yard, was equally impressive to Teddy, not just for the restoration that had been accomplished but for the people here, for there were two dozen of them in a building that until now Teddy had perceived as mostly empty, forgotten, barren.

But these were not ordinary people, at least not by Teddy’s standards. Like the man out front with the unfortunate name, they were oddly-shaped, arrayed in vaguely formal but consistently non-standard clothing, and standing together in little knots while they spoke to each other with what Teddy perceived as frantic energy.

The most familiar thing in the room, at least to Teddy, was Margot, sitting naked against the wall on a small chair, strumming and plucking her classical guitar, a chain running from a ring set into the wall to her best collar, made of black leather and affixed with silver florets.

“That’s Margot,” Teddy said, tilting his head toward the girl. He scanned the room and spotted their host. “And Dad, that’s Miss Rosetta.”

The woman seemed to hear him, because she looked away from the man she was standing next to and and smiled – she actually did have a halfway decent smile – and made her way toward them, her high-collared, long-sleeved gown of dark purple velvet trailing behind.

“You must be Mr. Parker,” she said, offering her hand to the father first, bowing slightly.

“Robert Parker,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“And Doris, so good of you to come,” she said with another handshake.

“I believe this will be one of the highlights of the social season,” Doris gushed.

“And Master Theodore,” she said, smiling without reservation at the son, “looking as refined as ever.” She offered her hand to him as well, and Teddy took it.

“It’s very nice to see you, Miss Rosetta,” he said. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Are you allowed to drink wine?” she asked him.

Teddy looked at his parents, but his thoughts folded in on themselves, warped by memories of sex. Marjorie would say yes. He wished Marjorie were here to say yes on his behalf. Marjorie had thought he was older. He remembered the sound she’d made when he told her he was 17. A surprised sound. Shocked. She hadn’t asked if he was allowed to drink wine, she’d simply served it to him. And he found through the evening he hated it less and less.

He wanted wine tonight. He wanted the right to drink whenever he pleased. Surely he had arrived at that place in his life.

His mother did not say yes, she did not say no. She looked at his dad. So this was another of those realms of his maturing existence where the parents were uncertain.

Both his parents looked at him. If he shook his head, the point was moot. But Teddy raised his eyebrows, and they both knew what that meant.

“Just a little,” Doris said.

In a surprisingly youthful move, Miss Rosetta spun on her heel, made her way to a table festooned with adult libations, set three glasses apart and filled each a third high with red wine. She offered a pair to the parents, the third to Teddy, retrieved her own from the back of the table and raised her glass in a toast.

“To lovely neighbors,” she said, adding cryptically, “and a hopeful future.”

Mr. Parker put his hand on Teddy’s shoulder and squeezed, and Teddy sipped the wine and tasted it and allowed his mind to wallow briefly in sorrow, because two nights ago, this taste in a glass had been followed by a variation of the taste in a woman’s mouth, and then . . . nothing.

“You’ll find plates at the next table,” said Miss Rosetta, “and I’ve set up card tables in the dining room, when you wish to dine. And in about an hour, we’ll delve into our program.”

Program, Teddy thought, gazing at Miss Rosetta’s departing form. Ugh.

“Teddy,” Miss Rosetta said, staring at boy. As soon as he looked up, she spoke. “You’ll be taking Margot to your fair? And your performance.”

“If you want me to, sure,” he replied.

“Very good,” she said.

“But one thing,” Teddy said. “I had a question.”

“Yes?”

“What . . . or rather . . . will I be renting her, for that?”

“Oh no,” Miss Rosetta said. “The same as your practice today. You and she will benefit mutually, and it serves my purposes as well. No charge.”

“Okay,” Teddy said, not entirely pleased by the answer. Being asked for money to take Margot was his last excuse not to bring her.

“Why, Parker, no one told me you’d be showing up!” bellowed an older man with thick gray hair, shouting from across the room.

“Frederic!” Mr. Parker exclaimed, making his way and extending his hand to the gentleman, who looked altogether fit, in black tie and tails. “I should have guessed you’d get an invite!”

The man’s eyes twinkled as they grazed Doris and Teddy and returned to Mr. Parker. “You know Elizabeth?”

“Met her tonight,” Mr. Parker said. “Got the invite by grace of being neighbors. And Doris led the way on that score.”

“Doris, my love!” said the man, turning toward her as if surprised by her sudden appearance, and she held her hand out and he bowed to kiss it.

“Hello, Mr. Pinson,” she said. “Always nice to see you. Have you met Teddy?”

“I know of him by reputation, but I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” he said, and he turned to Teddy, and Teddy smiled and shook the man’s hand and tried to fashion his face into the biggest lie of the year, because standing before him was the owner of an admirable portfolio of enterprises in Lutherville, including the Delacroix Hotel, where Teddy had worked until this same man had fired him, and greeting him pleasantly and acting like all was well was making Teddy disturbed. Teddy wasn’t mad at Mr. Pinson. He wasn’t even hurt, necessarily. Really, he couldn’t quite put his finger on his emotions. But the feelings were there, whatever they were, bubbling up instantly with the appearance of this man into a place where Teddy already didn’t want to be.

“You’ll be a senior this year, will you not?” asked Mr. Pinson.

“Yes, at the high school,” Teddy said.

“And then off to college, I’m sure,” asserted Mr. Pinson.

“That’s my plan, Sir,” Teddy said.

“Very good, very good,” Mr. Pinson said, and he suddenly looked a little uncomfortable himself, and he passed the fingers of the hand not holding his drink through his silver hair. “I wonder if I might have a word with you? Outside?”




Chapter 25: A Reason for Rudeness

Teddy’s mouth went immediately dry, as he anticipated a first-hand dressing-down from the hotel’s proprietor. Getting sent home by Leo was bad enough. Getting an earful from Mr. Pinson was going to be gobs worse.

And yet he followed the man to the back door, stepped through it with him, and despite his discomfort was able to admire the work that had been done here, the removal of swathes of weedy foliage, the trimming of many problematic branches beyond Margot’s early forays, the clearing away of growth around a half-dozen statues, now restored to their blazing white glory – a nude woman, a man on a rearing horse, a naked man on his side with a woman comforting him, a robed statesman of ancient Rome.

Less grand, but more meaningful to Teddy, was the record player on the card table just beyond the kitchen door, a black electrical cord running to it from an outlet under the steps, more cords running to two speakers a few feet away, a stack of unsleeved 45s beside it, a dozen LPs on the ground, resting against the table leg. One LP was on the player, still spinning but the music finished, a click emanating from the speakers with every revolution of the vinyl disk.

Mr. Pinson shut the door, and Teddy tore his gaze from the table and its music. Somewhere in there must be that song, he thought.

“Teddy,” Mr. Pinson began, “we’ve got some unfinished business between us, I believe.”

“Yes, Sir?” Teddy said, his voice almost squeaking now, because these words were the kind sometimes spoken before fisticuffs.

“At the hotel,” Mr. Pinson said, stopping and turning to face Teddy.

“Oh, yeah,” Teddy said. “Yes, Sir.”

“I don’t like how it ended,” Mr. Pinson said. “And if it had been up to me, you would have stayed.”

Now this was a revelation, as well as indicative there would be no violence out here, and Teddy let out the breath he’d been holding.

“I was sad to lose the job,” Teddy replied honestly.

“Yes, well . . . that article.”

“I was surprised by it,” Teddy said. “It wasn’t what I expected to read. And some of it wasn’t true.”

“Innocent mistake,” Mr. Pinson said, sipping from his glass with one hand, putting his hand over Teddy’s shoulder with the other. “Newspapers can feel like your best friend, but you’ve got to remember that they just want to sell copies. They’ll kiss you one day, slug you the next. Know what you want before you start the conversation, and focus on that, or they’ll have their way with you.”

“So you didn’t want to let me go?” Teddy asked, returning to the section of Mr. Pinson’s words he found most interesting.

“No.”

“But you own he hotel,” Teddy noted.

“Yes,” Mr. Pinson agreed, “but one must listen to one’s crew, and Leo was adamant.”

“Leo?” Teddy said, crestfallen. For some reason, the specifics of how he’d been fired were opening up the scabs of a wound he thought was healing. And knowing it was Leo who’d called for his ouster made things that much worse.

“He is the face of the Delacroix,” Mr. Pinson noted. “He took it personally. He was very animated.”

“Well, I guess Leo had his reasons,” Teddy said, allowing a note of bitterness into his voice before he took a bigger slug of wine than he’d intended. One sipped wine, he knew, for a reason.

“Now, I understand you’ve moved on to bigger things,” said Mr. Pinson.

“Huh?” Teddy said, searching his mind for what could possibly be bigger than a job as Delacroix hotel detective.

“You’re working that case freelance, are you not?” Mr. Pinson said.

Teddy winced. He hadn’t told his parents of the dissolution of his relationship with Marjorie, professional or otherwise. He wasn’t really lying, though. He was still working on it, in a sense, had driven to Pittsburgh, and the background spinning of his mental gears around the intractable puzzle must count as working too. He’d even had a dream about it since his last phone call with Marjorie.

But still, if felt like lying when he nodded and stammered, “Yes, I guess so. But it’s a tough case. I’m not sure how much more time I’ll spend on it.”

“But we can be friends, then?” Mr. Pinson said, and he held out his hand and raised his gray eyebrows and Teddy smiled and said yes and accepted the handshake and wondered what being friends with someone like Mr. Pinson actually meant. Would he come to band practice? Pick Teddy up after school so they could talk to girls on Main? Call him at night to go over homework?

No, Teddy thought, being friends with Mr. Pinson would most likely be the same as not being friends with him. They might cross paths now and then, and be civil when it happened.

“Your dad really talked you up,” Mr. Pinson said, and he turned toward the record player, and Teddy followed him. “I heard a proud father talking, grain of salt and all that.”

Mr. Pinson stopped, turned toward Teddy, looked into his eyes.

“But now that I’ve had a chance to converse, I believe your pops had it right,” Mr. Pinson said. “I see promise in you, Boy. A seriousness of purpose one doesn’t always find among the creatures of your generation.”

Mr. Pinson directed his attention back to the record player.

“We were listening to music a little earlier, sort of an hors’d’oevures to the evening’s goings on,” Mr. Pinson said, and he raised the arm of the phonograph, set it aside, picked up the spinning LP and slid it back into the matching jacket. “It was a bit loud for my taste, but that’s the way they play ‘em these days. We need to hear the flaws, one of the gentlemen told us. Colored fellow. The flaws are what make this new kind of music perfect. No idea what he was talking about.”

Mr. Pinson shuffled through the 33s, picked one up, put it over the peg, picked up the arm and held it over the spinning disk.

“They say this one is taking the world by storm, maybe you’ve heard it.”

One o’clock, two o’clock, three o’clock rock,

Four o’clock, five o’clock, six o’clock rock . . .

For the next two minutes and eight seconds, Teddy stood transfixed, listening to a song he’d been seeking for weeks, watching the little DECCA Records disk spin on the turntable until he could make out the name of the song and the band who’d played it: (We’re Gonna) Rock Around the Clock, by Bill Haley and His Comets.

Only when the song had ended did Teddy take stock of his surroundings, looking up to confirm that Mr. Pinson was gone and there were still people in the house, their bodies visible but dimly through the windows, and he could hear voices and barely make out Margot’s playing, another intricate, classical piece.

He raised the phonograph arm again, played the song again, listening with all his auditory abilities, watching the disk turn with all his visual abilities, until his sense of touch took over, because someone was touching his arm.

“Hey, Ma,” Teddy said, looking glassy-eyed at his mother. “It’s Rock Around the Clock.”

“You need to come inside now,” Doris said. “We’ve found a place for you to sit to take your dinner.”

“I was listening to music,” Teddy protested, but he offered his arm and Doris took it and brought him to the kitchen door, pausing there.

“Did you enjoy your talk with Mr. Pinson?”

“Well, yeah, but he didn’t hire me back,” Teddy said. “He didn’t’ want to fire me, though. He said that. And he wants to be my friend, that too, but I’m not sure what it means.”

“The adult world can be a very confusing place,” Doris said. “It’ll make more sense as you get older.”

“I kinda get it now, I guess,” Teddy said, opening the door for his mother and following her inside, shutting the door with regret as the last strains of the song wound down.

Doris clung to Teddy’s arm, guiding him through the first room, with the tables and the drinks, and into the dining room, where most of the people had gathered and Margot was still playing her guitar at the end of her chain, but at a new station against the wall in this room, and Doris took Teddy’s wine from him and set it at a table for four, one seat empty, the other three occupied by three complete strangers, two men and a woman who were all talking to each other with strange accents who didn’t acknowledge Teddy as he sat and couldn’t have cared less if he was still outside, taking his dinner on the ground, seated next to the phonograph, which was the only fixture on this entire piece of earth that held any interest for him at the moment.

Teddy watched his mother’s departing form with one of his patented looks, a crestfallen tilt to the eyes and mouth meant to convey his belief that some mistake had been made, and he’d like it rectified. The look rarely worked, however, and definitely not tonight, because his mother didn’t even turn back, just kept walking until she reached her own table, where she got to sit with Dad and Mr. Pinson and just one of the riff raff that Miss Rosetta had invited to this terrible thing. Teddy, on the other hand, was stuck with three of these people, and he looked down glumly at the plate his mother had loaded with fish and vegetables that he could have done without, and he put on a new expression, the plain, bored face of a boy stuck in a place where the many things he had to offer were not appreciated.

The colored man sitting to Teddy’s left was speaking, and Teddy tuned in just long enough to verify his suspicions.

“Insofar as the superego is the model of a father,” he was saying, “the Germans are without hope.”

“Why do you say that?” asked the woman, sitting across from Teddy, in a chirpy, amused voice.

“Because they all hate their fathers,” said the colored man, who was surely no bebopper, tragically.

“Not down to the last Kraut,” protested the older white man to Teddy’s right, speaking in a very formal accent that Teddy recognized as British.

“The Germans all do think as one,” asserted the colored man.

“There are always outliers,” said the woman, chirping again and looking at Teddy. “Well hullo.”

The woman was in her 30s, about the same age as Marjorie but wearing her years a little more plainly, lines around her eyes and across her forehead. Her hair was cut short, barely reaching her neck, and her clothing was odd, what looked like a black suede jacket over a dress of pastel blues and greens in a tight floral pattern.

“Evening, Miss,” Teddy said.

“Oh my goodness,” she said, putting her hands over her mouth to stifle a laugh. “Is that what you say here?”

Teddy, certain any answer would be the wrong answer, held his tongue.

“Evening, Miss,” she said, looking left and right at the two men she was with. “It’s so foreign. Help me deconstruct it, will you?”

“It’s a cultural tic, nothing more,” said the colored man with a quick, nervous glance at Teddy.

“He means nothing more than to be charming, I’m sure,” said the older man.

“On the surface, yes, it’s completely charming,” said the woman. “But can’t you feel the patriarchy? The assumed delegation of gender roles? He’s only . . . how old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“Just 17?” she said. “God you look older. There must be something in the water these kids drink in the hinterlands. But listen to him, at 17, his culture has already embedded itself into him, inextricably.”

“Not inextricably,” countered the colored man. “I overcame at least as much.”

“And yet you say all the members of a culture are the same,” the woman protested.

“All the members of German culture,” retorted the colored man. “American culture feeds off non-conformity, more so every day.”

“How many times have you said American Holocaust?” she demanded, voice growing shrill. “America culture can be every bit as monolithic as German.”

“American Southern culture,” said the colored man. “There’s a difference.”

“Oh, sweetie, we’re putting you to sleep, aren’t we?” the woman chirped, looking at Teddy piercingly, curiously. There was something familiar about her demeanor, something intense. Something like . . . Marjorie.

“I’m fine,” Teddy said, looking down at his plate. Boring as these people were, he liked it more when they just bickered with each other. If he had to sit here, he’d endure it, but he wanted them to leave him alone. And he didn’t need anyone reminding him of Marjorie Dalton.

“What’s your name, Darling?” she asked, her voice a coo.

“Teddy,” he replied, looking up, looking down. “Teddy Robinson.”

“I saw your name on the manifest,” said the older gentleman. “Theodore was how it was listed.”

“People call me Teddy.”

“People call me Sarah,” she said.

“Farleigh,” said the colored man.

“Dr. Barry Derby-Jones,” said the British gentleman

“Lord Derby-Jones,” said Sarah, feigning an English accent.

“Please call me Barry.”

“Nice to meet you,” Teddy said without the slightest attempt at meaning it.

“And you grew up here?” Sarah asked.

“I did,” Teddy confirmed. The fish wasn’t terrible. It had enough salt. Fish needed salt. He focused on that.

“What do you do?” she persisted.

“School, mostly,” Teddy said.

“That’s not all you do,” Barry said with a chuckle. “A regular Sherlock Holmes, this one.”

Teddy looked at the man, realized after it was too late that he was shooting him one of those deer-in-the-headlight expressions. He didn’t want this brought up, among these people. Miss Rosetta never should have told them about this. It was none of their business. And it really wasn’t even true, besides.

“Sherlock Holmes?” Sarah sang.

“The boy detective’s banged his way into an actual murder case,” said Barry. “Liz will give you all the details, if you ask. He ventures out with Margot, no less, rents her by the hour.”

“Barry, you’re embarrassing him!” shrieked Sarah with sadistic delight and a laugh that could cut through bricks. “Look at him blush!”

Teddy squinted against the laugh, frowned, shrank. Short of rising from the table, leaving behind a meal he was starting to enjoy, and incurring the wrath of his mother, whose aid and support he still counted on, there was nothing to be done. These people could not be reasoned with, reckoned with, overcome. Miss Rosette was simply unpleasant, but Teddy’s dinner companions belonged to another realm of awful altogether.

And that’s when the hand landed on his left shoulder, and Teddy looked at the hand and up the arm to Farleigh, the colored man, smiling sympathetically. No, sadly. It was a sad smile.

“Mister Theodore,” he said, “will you ever forgive us?”

This was unexpected. And perfectly timed, a door opening to Teddy’s bile just as it peaked.

“Forgive you?” Teddy said, digging into his fish. “For being jerks? Probably not.”

Sorry, Mom. I had half the fish, and I’ll just warm up leftovers at home to make up the rest. You and Dad enjoy yourselves. I said what needed saying, and I accept whatever consequences you decide on tomorrow.

But the hand did not leave Teddy’s shoulder, and no one got up to inform Miss Rosetta that perhaps Teddy was not the best choice for a dinner guest, and Teddy was not invited to leave. Instead, the hand squeezed, lifted, slapped Teddy’s shoulder, squeezed again, and Sarah squealed with delight, and Barry laughed so hard he doubled over and turned away from the table.

Teddy looked at the three of them, more confused than anything else, so he searched the room, eyes flitting from place to place, on other women, other men, many of them looking toward his quartet because they were at the moment the noisiest people in the dining room.

Margot, still playing her guitar in a chair against the wall, and singing now, had her attention trained on the floor, so Teddy’s gaze lingered over her face, then over the one breast visible, then the dark place between her thighs, beneath her instrument.

Le cirque est plein,

c'est jour de fete!

Le cirque est plein du haut en bas;

Les spectateurs, perdant la tete,

Les spectateurs s'interpellent

a grand fracas!

Teddy listened and looked, her voice frail but pretty, only tearing his eyes away when he sensed two particularly direct pairs of eyes on him, and he found, a little to Margot’s left, his mother and father staring at him with an expression of . . . well, what was the sentiment? Shock? Affront? Despair? No, they were both smiling, eyes glowing.

Pride. That’s what it was. Parental pride. They’d put him in a difficult situation, and they knew it, forcing him to sit at a table full of rude, over-educated strangers, and he had made them laugh, uproariously.

How funny Theodore Parker must be! How witty, engaging, poised! He’s got these New York know-it-alls wrapped around his little finger!

Teddy smiled back at his parents, but it was a weak effort, not the unguarded, jubilant expression he delivered when he got what he wanted for Christmas or received praise for the rare academic achievement. He wasn’t happy and he wanted them to know it before he returned to his plate and thought bitterly to himself, Ma, you don’t know the half of it.

“A toast?” said Barry, picking up a half-full bottle of wine before anyone could respond, and he poured some of it – a sort of pale yellow color – into his own glass, into Sarah’s, into Farleigh’s, and then into Teddy’s, which still held a healthy dose of red so that the blended color was brownish, or pink, or rose.

“To being jerks,” said Barry, raising his glass, and Sarah cackled and raised hers, Teddy and Farleigh following suit, and the four glasses clinked and Teddy drank and was surprised by how much better this tasted than the straight red stuff.

“To forgetting,” said Sarah.

“May the end be painless,” said Farleigh.

Teddy was still sipping when all three of his dinner companions looked at him expectantly. Everyone was supposed to say something, apparently.

“To good fish,” he blurted, and there was the obligatory laughter, because these idiots would apparently laugh at anything Teddy said, unless it was something they could make fun of, and there was a hand on his shoulder, and more drinking, and this wasn’t quite as awful as Teddy had believed it at first was going to be.

“We can explain,” said Farleigh once the drinks had been set down.

Teddy looked at him and raised one eyebrow, which made the woman laugh again, but he wasn’t about to speak and suffer another round of amusement at his expense.

“The most optimistic among us,” said Barry, “say we’ve got a decade before it’s all over.”

Teddy continued to stare.

“The end of the ride,” said Sarah, her voice ringing spookily. She had a remarkably varied voice. Teddy wondered if she could sing. Good Ship Lollipop came to mind.

“My good man,” said Barry, “what they’re trying to alert you to is the end of the world, no less. We’re about to pack it all in, I’m afraid.”

“I’m really not following you,” Teddy said.

“Some say the earth will end in fire, some say in ice,” Farleigh intoned.

Teddy nodded to Farleigh, continued dining.

“Young man, we’re talking about the end of the world, the demise of the human race,” Barry almost shouted. “Surely you’ve heard of it?”

“You mean the Ruskies?” Teddy said. “They’ve told us about it at school. But unless we take a direct hit, they’re saying we’ll live.”

“The Ruskies,” Sarah repeated. Was she making fun of him, or just observing? Teddy wasn’t sure, but he had no business asking for clarification. These people could turn on you like rabid dogs.

“Yes, you’ll live,” Barry agreed, “for about two weeks, before the radiation sickness kills you.’

“We’ll all be gone,” said Farleigh. “The only question is when. Next month? Next year? Maybe not until 1965?”

“Sounds like they’re not drilling it into your head every day, obviously,” said Barry. “And that’s a good thing. Wander into oblivion obliviously. Let people like us fret.”

“What we’re trying to tell you,” said Farleigh, “is that one way or the other, the human race is in its last days.”

“I like it,” said Sarah. “I think it’s jolly.”

“Sarah, really,” protested Barry.

“I’m doing the best writing of my life,” she said. “It’s like a muse.”

“What are you working on now?” Farleigh asked.

“Working title, The Heart Bleeds Mud,” Sarah replied. “It’s a five-thousand line poem so far, but I think I’ll need twice that.”

“Iambic?” Barry inquired.

Sarah looked at him blankly, and then her face broke and she issued as piercing a laugh as any aimed Teddy’s way, because obviously the question, whatever it meant, was moronic.

“No,” she said quietly once her laugh had concluded.

“Our lives are the dross,” said Farleigh. “Your words will be the gold.”

“May it be found,” Barry said solemnly, raising his glass and toasting alone, no worse the wear for Sarah’s laughter. “By whoever comes to dig through our detritus.”

“So you haven’t any inkling of the end of days?” Barry said, turning toward Teddy and peering at him as though trying to read his mind.

“Not exactly,” Teddy said cautiously. “They’ve told us to watch out for things, that’s all. Duck and cover.”

Sarah’s mouth opened, but no sound came out because she immediately shoved two knuckles between her teeth. In her eyes, though, the mirthful derision spilled forth.

“Liz thinks her little move will postpone things,” Farleigh said, his voice tinged with bitterness.

“Her little move?” Teddy said with a new fear, imagining that the woman was going to do a dance of some kind.

“Her move down here,” Barry said. “New York will be the first place to go. We all know that. She wants to live. She thinks they won’t bother blasting . . . blasting . . . oh fuck, what’s the name of this backwater again?”

“Lutherville.”

“Of course,” Barry said. “They’ll have no need to flatten a place like this.”

Farleigh cleared his throat, his discomfort obvious, and Teddy looked at him.

“We’re not trying to be rude, honest to God,” he said. “But after you come to terms with the end of . . . everything . . . it makes your edges a little rough.”

“You see social niceties for the irrelevance they are,” Barry noted.

“The fucked,” asserted Sarah, her voice ringing, “do not give a fuck.”

“Okay,” Teddy said simply. His annoyance with these people had given way to pity.

A bell-like chiming brought Teddy’s attention to Miss Rosetta, standing next to Margot and tapping a fork against a wine stem. Margot looked up and stilled her fingers.




Chapter 26: Words at a Salon

“Thank you, everyone, for being with us tonight,” Miss Rosetta said, her voice clear and strong, and the room hushed. “Some of you came from a great distance away, and some of you came from next door, but all of you are treasured guests.

“For those of you new to our salon, here’s how it shall work. Three of us, beginning with myself, will be pioneering a new idea, and we’ll have five minutes to make our case. Any questions or comments may be raised after all the presentations are complete, individually with each speaker.”

Miss Rosetta cleared her throat: “Within the trichord musical convention lie the seeds of revolution, and with the introduction of the transistor radio, these seeds will be planted in enough human breasts to destroy human civilization, or render it unrecognizable. Margot, A major.”

Margot’s eyes turned to the floor and her fingers began plucking out a simple pattern on her guitar.

Teddy, his mind not operating at full speed under the burden of almost two glasses of wine, blinked, listened to the music, looked at the girl playing it, and realized that the dreaded salon portion of the evening’s agenda had begun. But this was not, he decided, terrible so far.

“The notes of A major are A, C sharp and E,” Miss Rosetta announced. “A pleasant combination of notes that do not challenge convention. Margot, now let us hear D major.”

Margot’s fingers plucked out new notes but played in the same pattern, the music filling the room.

“D, F sharp and A, make up the D major chord,” Miss Rosetta announced. “A pleasant counterpoint to our first chord. Margot, play A major again. Now back to D major. Now A and D again, a bar for each. Very good. But to create a song in the key of A, by convention, we must have a third chord, E major, which comprises the notes E, G sharp and B. The latter two notes are interlopers. They don’t belong. They will break into the house and destroy all the furnishings, and no one will know what is happening until it’s too late.”

Margot continued to play D major and Miss Rosetta looked around the room, peering sharply, almost angrily, at her guests.

“In a moment, I’m going to tell Margot to play E, and you must listen, for in those two notes, G sharp and B, lie new ideas, the dialectic, the overturning of all you have known, the destruction of everything. Listen.”

Miss Rosetta turned, looked down at Margot, commanded, “Now, E major!”

The fingers of Margot’s left hand changed their positions, and her right hand plucked, and Teddy heard . . . nothing. Just another chord. The E chord, apparently. He didn’t care about chords. He cared about the beat, and the tune, and the voice, and the energy.

“The message goes from the ears to the deep roots of the brain, and its meaning is relentless, and overwhelming,” Miss Rosetta said. “All must change. What is old must be dismissed and defeated. The new notes are as a Trojan horse, innocent shapes which hide the kernels of new things and the destruction of all that has come before.”

Miss Rosetta looked at Margot, touched her shoulder. “Thank you, Margot,” she said, and the girl stopped playing and looked around the room and met Teddy’s eyes briefly without any flicker of recognition or friendship.

She was a strange girl.

“Yes, the elites have listened to trichord music for centuries, at least,” Miss Rosetta said, lowering her voice as though she were confiding in a single acquaintance. “And there has always been folk music, played now and again for the common people. But it was rare. Even for the elites it was an occasional disturbance, and their minds could return to the natural state afterwards and remain there. But the transistor, whose existence I was not aware of until my neighbor child enlightened me . . .” Miss Rosetta cast a quick glance at Teddy, and he did his best to smile back, although he was hoping this wouldn’t go on too much longer and didn’t want to make her think he was enjoying it and she should continue on his behalf, “these so-called transistors, which the gentleman seated here has promoted,” here she gestured to Mr. Parker, “will enable the manufacture of tiny radios, mass produced and small enough to be held in one’s hand, pressed to one’s ear all day, and by this means a sufficient portion of humanity will be unwittingly driven to turn against all humankind has yet known. Farleigh.”

Farleigh turned to Sarah and grimaced, and she smiled encouragingly, and he stood and cleared his throat.

“The premise of the double-blind experiment,” he said, raising his chin and swiveling his head to take in all the room, is that neither the patient nor the researcher may know who is taking the medicine being tested, and who is taking the placebo.”

Farleigh waited a half beat for his words to sink in.

“The assumption of the double-blind experiment,” he continued, “is that somehow, the researcher will communicate – unwittingly and unwillingly – the patient’s group status with the patient. If the patient is taking the placebo, and the researcher knows it, he will somehow convey that knowledge to the patient, rendering the use of the placebo invalid.”

Farleigh paused again, and Teddy wished he wouldn’t. The quicker Farleigh could move through his boring-as-raw-potato lecture, the better.

“The implication of the double-blind experiment is important. By some means beyond the conscious awareness of either researcher or patient, a message is being sent. Through some unknown language of obscure gestures or inaudible sounds or some other invisible and undocumented communications mechanism, a researcher may tell a patient something important without either of them knowing consciously they have done so. Somehow, the patient will know he has been prescribed a placebo, and his condition will respond accordingly, will respond consistent with those who have been explicitly told they’re on a placebo regime.”

Pause.

“But the implications of the double-blind experiment are far more profound than that, for they suggest that we humans are speaking an invisible tongue to each other even while we speak English. And who is doing this speaking? It is not us. It is something within us, but separate from us. The undermind. I postulate that the beings speaking secretly from within us to the beings hiding within our fellow humans are a separate race, a nation of foreigners who exist by their own designs, using us as their vehicles to work out their own ends.”

Farleigh looked around the silenced room, beads of perspiration breaking out across his brow, his hands balled into fists.

“Imagine if we could decipher this language,” he said, his voice rising. “Imagine if we could speak to this race of hidden, internal beings. What would we say to them? What would they say to us? And might we . . . might we, working in concert with them, establish some deeper understanding by which we might avert the end of the world? Butch.”

A bearded, fortyish man seated at a table on the periphery of the gathering, his back against the wall, rose shakily, pushing his long hair behind his ears.

“Here it comes,” Sarah said to no one, rolling her eyes.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began with a loud but quavering voice, “welcome to the opening of Pandora’s box.”

He paused, surveyed the room, watched his words sink in.

“All the horrors of the world, known and not yet suffered, have been unleashed. Not by a naïve girl, not by a malevolent force . . . but by the opposite – happiness.

“Consider,” the man continued, and he stepped away from his table, fixed his eyes on Teddy and approached the boy, “a young man so unburdened by the previously all-consuming cares of human existence he has time to pretend to be a detective.”

To Teddy’s horror, the man did not stop until he was standing directly behind him, and he put his hands on Teddy’s shoulders as if they knew each other, and Teddy looked at the table’s centerpiece, a singe black silk flower on a stem shoved into clay of pale avocado, and struggled to remind himself that the people here were lost, more lost than he knew anyone could be, people for whom the end of the world was a given.

“This child, almost 18, has never known want,” Butch asserted. “He’s never been hungry, never spent a cold night searching for shelter, never even suffered an unfilled cavity. His father fought in the war, but war is nothing more than an abstraction to him. He knows the bomb might fall one day, as we all do, but he has never seen blood, gore, the severed body parts of real conflict. How does he occupy his time?”

Butch’s fingers dug into Teddy’s shoulders, with either aggression or terror, Teddy wasn’t sure.

“He drums!” Butch announced. “For a band! And in his ample spare time, he’s trying to solve a murder. Trifling with it, really. Another man’s death is his playground. Will he solve it? Will he not? It doesn’t matter. He’ll eat either way.”

Butch released Teddy’s shoulders, backed away, and Teddy continued to focus on the centerpiece, wondering if these black silk flowers were Margot’s work. Staring at the flower, he noticed, reduced what would otherwise have been the intolerable stress of being . . . what was he being? Ridiculed? Humiliated? Made an example of? Or was there some veiled praise in this odd man’s diatribe?

“He has never known want!” Butch repeated, standing a few feet behind Teddy, and presumably pointing at the boy, although Teddy had no desire to confirm it. “And he is legion!”

Teddy could hear the man breathing in. Maybe he was done. In that hope, Teddy looked up, briefly, into the faces of those around him. The few eyes he met were blank, neither sympathetic nor condemnatory, including Sarah’s, whose expression constituted a shrug. She didn’t care about what Butch was saying. This was just a performance.

Yes, a performance.

Teddy drummed. That was his performance. This man they called Butch performed by shouting at people over dinner.

Drumming was better.

“There have always been the coddled, the protected, the pampered,” Butch said. “But they were a fraction of us. They were nobility, the wealthy and privileged, a tiny sliver. Now they are everywhere, a whole generation with nothing more to do than play! The product of a new economy that satisfies every whim, an economy driven by parents who refuse to subject their children to the hardships of their own upbringing. And the result is a critical mass . . . yes, a sociological critical mass . . . of people who have never known suffering.”

The claim was wrong. Teddy had known suffering. Marjorie, for example, over whom he was at present suffering profoundly.

Teddy turned in his seat, hoping the man was finished, looking at him to confirm he was about to sit down. But Butch’s demeanor was as one not quite done.

“We’re raising the first generation in the history of the human race who spend all of their formative years without any existential difficulty,” the man said. “And ultimately, this is what will destroy us. And before it destroys us, it will produce a short, happy, ridiculously exquisite way of life.”

The man paused. Teddy drew in his breath.

Sit down, he said in his mind.

“It will not be atom bombs, not really. It will not be fire, famine, plague. It will be self-actualization, in accordance with the dictates of a random walk; the need of people who have never known desperate want to make something of themselves, because that’s the only want left: self-actualization. Self-actualization, as defined by an infinite number of monkeys.”

To Teddy’s relief, Butch started making his way back to his table. He would not put his hands on Teddy’s shoulders again. He would not make fun of Teddy’s abortive work for a pretty widow who, once in her life perhaps, was willing to take a boy within herself without fully understanding that he was a boy.

Butch reached his own table, and he stopped and turned to address the room one more time.

“If you do not beset the mind with the urgent wants of life,” he said, spreading his arms wide, “the mind talks to itself. And . . . it says things. Strange things. It mutters of fantasies and conspiracies and myths about itself it thinks are true. And in the unlikely event we are not all dead in the next 10 years, this generation will rise up to wage its unhinged, self-absorbed chaos upon all the world . . . and that might in fact be worse than death.”

Butch sat, heavily and, in Teddy’s maturing mind, drunkenly, and Teddy believed that whatever the man had said about Teddy and his detective work had been lost in his larger babbling, about things that had nothing to do with anything.

“Thank you, Butch,” Miss Rosetta said, rising and clapping judiciously. “Thank you, Farleigh. All quite profound ideas. And thank you for letting me share my own little notions with you. Now please enjoy yourselves. The night is young.”

“Here here!” shouted a man on the other side of the room, and he stood, and those at his table stood, and those at the rest of the tables stood and applauded, and Miss Rosetta bowed, Butch covered his forehead with one hand in feigned modesty, and Sarah performed an exaggerated clap inches from Farleigh’s nose while the colored man beamed.

The room quieted, people returned to their seats and their dinners, and Sarah surveyed her dinner companions.

“Butch never disappoints,” she said with another eye roll, and she looked at Teddy with what might have been a slight tinge of sympathy. “Did you enjoy being the poster child for the destruction of the human race?”

“I wouldn’t have expected any less,” Teddy said, prompting another peal of chrome-burnishing laughter.

He could get used to Sarah, he decided, annoying as she’d been starting out. There was a deep irreverence in her, and he imagined her growing up, like him, constantly admonished by exasperated parents. You had to laugh at things. The most serious things especially. Things and people. Making fun of Teddy was just her way of lightening the mood.

“I didn’t know you drummed,” she said.

“I do,” Teddy said. “For Zach Moon and His—”

“I would have kept at the clarinet,” Barry quipped, “if I’d know it would bring down civilization.”

“Margot plays the guitar,” Teddy said, pointing toward the girl, who was plucking through another classical piece.

“What do you mean?” Sarah asked with a chirp of pronounced sharpness.

“Well, if being my age and playing an instrument is what brings the curtain down, then—”

“Oh no, my boy,” Sarah interrupted. “Butch wasn’t talking about Margot. She is not your generation. Compared to you, she might as well be from Saturn.”

Teddy looked at Sarah blankly.

“She’s an Ulmstead Project,” Barry said.

Teddy turned his blank expression to the British man, and the British man turned his astounded gaze toward Sarah.

“I get the impression,” Barry said, “he doesn’t have the foggiest notion what we’re talking about.”

“This hasn’t been explained to you?” Sarah asked.

“I’m not sure,” Teddy confessed.

“Haven’t you noticed that Margot’s a little, um, different?”

“Sure,” Teddy said.

“But you don’t know why?” Barry said. “That wasn’t explained to you?”

“I guess not,” Teddy said.

“Nature only,” Margot said. “No nurture.”

“I really don’t know what that means,” Teddy said.

“Alistair Ulmstead,” Barry said. “Ever heard the name?”

“No.”

“He set up shop in an old sanitorium, grabbed any defective he could get his hands on, as long as they were infants, and he raised them like beasts.”

Teddy was hearing the words, but they weren’t sinking in.

“Don’t worry,” Barry continued. “He fed them, he kept them warm, he had people speak to them. He just never mothered them. Never fathered them. What they wanted was completely irrelevant. They got to survive, and that was it. He wanted to see what pure human nature looked like.”

“So Margot’s what?” Teddy said, casting another glance at the girl. “Pure human nature?”

“Who knows?” Sarah replied. “They shut him down seven years in, and they sold off the ones anyone would buy, just like any other defective. Liz got lucky with Margot.”

“Margot got lucky with Liz, too,” Farleigh asserted.

“How do you figure?” Sarah asked.

“She got tutored, she got trained,” Farleigh replied. “She’s spent time with some of the finest minds in the world.”

“There’s nothing lucky about coming from Ulmstead,” Sarah said, the chime in her voice leaden for once. “Most of them are basket cases.”

“Basket cases,” Teddy said. “Maybe that’s nature, then.”

Predictably, Sarah laughed.

“So what’s she like?” she asked.

“She’s been helpful,” Teddy said.

“That’s a strange way to put it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Helpful?” Sarah said. “That’s how you describe getting to fuck her?”

“Huh?” Teddy said, mind repositioning itself.

“Sarah, please,” Farleigh said.

“Well, I guess that’s a door we’re going to walk right through,” Barry said with a chuckle.

“It’s the wine talking,” Sarah said. “But it’s a legitimate question. What’s it like to fu—, okay, to have sexual relations with a natural girl?”

“Margot and I don’t do that,” Teddy said flatly. He wasn’t offended. If they’d had sex, he would have admitted it to these end-of-the-worlders. What would they have done, thought less of him?

“You rent her by the hour, I’m told,” Sarah said. “How can you not—”

“For detective work,” Teddy said.

“Oh, that’s rich,” Sarah said, wadding up her napkin and tossing it next to her plate.

“It’s true,” Teddy said, and he held up his hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Sarah laughed like she wanted to make glass shatter.

“I like you,” she said. “Wanna be my muse?”

“What’s the job involve?”

“You just sit there, and I look at you, and maybe you talk, and somehow the poetry comes spilling out.”

“They’re already spilling out, aren’t they?” Teddy said. “Your poem with five thousand words?”

“Five thousand lines,” Sarah corrected.

The guitar music stopped, and Teddy looked over at Margot with, for the first time since he’d met her, a twinge of sympathy, even protectiveness.

A half dozen men and woman were standing around her, and she was peering up at them with a look Teddy recognized, the face she made when you were asking her something she didn’t understand, or was trying to work through. Maybe he could help her. Maybe he could translate. He rose and stepped over to see what was going on.




Chapter 27: The Salon Moves Upstairs

“Just play something you’ve never heard before,” a man instructed Margot. “Your own composition. Something spontaneous, from your own mind.”

“What are you expecting to hear, Nathaniel?” the woman beside him asked.

“Nature,” the man said without taking his eyes off Margot’s fingers. “Please, Margot, just a few notes. Anything.”

Teddy was about to intervene, to stand between the man in his suit and the naked girl with her guitar, to tell him to back away, to stop placing demands on the poor female, but Margot crossed her feet beneath her chair and looked down at the neck of her guitar and with her hair hanging over her bare breast, she began plucking, notes in indecipherable patterns, low and high and low again, her left hand fluttering over the frets, her fingers dancing.

No, there was a pattern here, but it wasn’t the rhythm of any popular tune. There would be a riff of five notes, and then a section of notes after, and then the same riff, or a variation on it, and Teddy could hear the music, and wanted to hear more, because it was rude and wild and feral, but Margot stopped for her own reasons and looked at the floor, ignoring the polite applause, not looking up to see that Teddy was clapping as well.

“A little like Bartok,” the woman said.

“You’d give Ives a run for his money,” the man said. “Well done.”

The compliments seemed to mean nothing to Margot, Teddy thought, and why should they? Born with some kind of defect, she’d been raised in a way that stilted her more. But she was no animal in Teddy’s mind. She could converse, she could sing and play beautiful music, maybe she could even jazz out if you gave her half a chance. So she was a little dull. So were other girls. In fact, most of them were, Teddy thought. But if he ever worked on another case, he’d want Margot by his side. She wasn’t afraid to think. And she wasn’t afraid to tell you what she was thinking.

And then . . . could she have sex?

Most of the memories of Marjorie had begun to fade, the sound of her voice, the way she cooked, the taste of her mouth, the image of her naked body, and that last heartbreaking, embarrassing, confusing phone call. But the feel of entering her persisted. That sensation would not yield to time, apparently, and the unfairness of it bothered Teddy, that you could know such a pleasure and then have it taken away. But could the unfairness be relieved by a girl like Margot? And even if it could, how would Teddy arrange to have her? His understanding with Miss Rosetta was that he paid for the girl only so she could help him with cases. Asking that he be allowed to make love to her was another question altogether, and not one he was prepared to ask. And where would it be done? And how would the girl take to it? What if sex brought out the beast in her, and she set upon the naked Teddy with her teeth and her nails?

“Dance with me,” demanded a female voice inches from the back of Teddy’s head, and he turned to find Sarah staring at him insistently, pleadingly, and when he looked over her shoulder, he saw Mr. Pinson and some of the other men carrying the card table, the phonograph, and a handful of records in. Teddy wasn’t averse to dancing, but he stood and offered Sarah a blank smile while he waited for the music to get going. Sarah saw things differently, however, and she took her hands in his and looked with uncharacteristic shyness at his chest and started humming tunelessly while she shuffled, just shuffled, like they did in junior high school, left foot out and back, right foot out and back, left foot again. Teddy followed her steps until the music began, a bouncy instrumental, and Teddy perked up, let go of Sarah’s right hand and leaned back for some of the moves he’d picked up here and there, the jolt and the Mr. Franco, derby shakes and the electric banker, and Sarah laughed again, sharp enough to scrape paint off the wall, and within a minute they’d been joined by a dozen end-of-the-world dancers, and Teddy and Sarah closed in a bit and their moves slowed and she pressed her chin against his shoulder and Teddy got the feeling, a sixth sense really, that more here was going on with this girl, that this author of a 5,000-line poem was . . . lonely. And hopeful. And being friendly with Teddy was quite possibly one of the items on her list.

In the middle of the second song, a slow number sung by a woman with a haunting voice, Sarah looked up into Teddy’s eyes and whispered, “Would you like to solve my mysteries, Theodore?”

“You’ve got a mystery?” Teddy whispered back. “I hope it’s not a murder.”

“Oh no,” she said. “It’s a mystery of the heart.”

“Your heart?” Teddy said.

Sarah looked up at him, hurt it seemed.

“I’ve never been good at this kind of thing,” she said. “Wanna go upstairs?”

Teddy felt fingers on his shoulder, started, turned to find his mother standing there.

“Your father and I are pooped,” she said. “We’re turning in.”

Teddy raised his eyebrows. Now was not the time for him to leave, but he wasn’t ready to tell her why.

“You stay as long as you want,” she said, the elation of a mother’s pride only slightly dimmed, and she turned to Sarah, shouting over the music. “How do you do, Miss Zimmerman, I’m Doris Parker, Teddy’s mother.”

“Oh, Mrs. Parker, the pleasure’s all mine,” Sarah shouted back. “We’ll get your son home safe when we’re through with him.”

“I’m sure you will,” Doris said, adding, “I’m afraid we’re not cut out for late nights.” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and made as if to faint, and Mr. Parker made as if to catch his swooning wife, and Sarah laughed again, shrill enough to cut new grooves in vinyl.

Once the Parkers were safely out of the room, Sarah grabbed Teddy’s hand and drew it up to the middle of her chest, between her breasts.

“C’mon,” she said urgently, her dark eyes now just two embers, her voice husky, and Teddy let her pull him by his hand to the door at the back of the room. With one last glance at the man they called Butch, sitting morosely, oblivious to the music, Teddy shut the door behind him, the sound from the party fading immediately.

Now he was following Sarah down a hall that still bore the vestiges of an earlier occupant, peeling wallpaper, a flickering bulb, and old nail holes, and she fumbled at the door to her left before she got it open, revealing a narrow flight of ascending stairs, dimly illuminated by a gaslit wall sconce.

Sarah let go of his hand and took the stairs two at a time.

“Can you help me break the world?” she asked once she’d reached the landing.

“Break the world?” Teddy echoed, lost with regard to her meaning.

“It’s what we do . . . that happens,” she said, and Teddy got the distinct sense of an unfinished thought, of awkwardness, of an uncertainty of how to make time, and he was reminded of the man by the front door named Earnest Bacon, who was temporarily lost. Was it an oscillating thing for these people, a lostness and then a foundness?

The top of the stairs brought them to a long, dimly-lit hall, half the gas sconces extinguished, doors spaced evenly on either side, and Sarah pressed her shoulder against the third door on the right and pushed, and it gave with the scream of wood against wood, and within the room was only darkness until Sarah drew forth a match and lit a candle by the bed and blew out the match and shook it and stuck it against her tongue.

“Have you ever tasted one?” she asked.

“When I was little,” Teddy said.

“Shut the door,” she said, unbuttoning her coat and sliding it down her arms.

Teddy pushed the door to, found that it stuck, put his shoulder to it to get it lodged into place.

The buttons of Sarah’s dress ran down the front, and she had released them down to her navel by the time Teddy turned back to her, the white lace of her bra visible, and she didn’t look at him, but seemed to be expecting things, so he shrugged off his own jacket, loosened his tie and pulled it off, undid his shirt, watched as Sarah shimmied out of her dress, and he was surprised to find himself already erect as he worked at his belt, opened his pants, pushed down everything to his feet, slipped out of his loafers and his socks.

And now they were two nude people, bodies illuminated by candlelight, but Teddy could see enough, the curves of the girls in the underwear ads, the breasts and the hips and waist and the thighs, and the things you couldn’t see as well, the dark chocolate triangle of hair.

Sarah was not Marjorie. Marjorie was not Sarah.

And each woman had brought Teddy into her life for her own reasons. For Marjorie, it was something about the changing times. For Sarah, Teddy guessed, it was the end of times.

Sarah, staring at Teddy through the half-light, backed toward her bed until her thighs struck it, at which point she pouted and lay back and put her head on her pillow and, disconcertingly, stuck her thumb in her mouth, but when she raised her knees and spread her thighs, Teddy could already feel her, or feel what he thought she’d feel like, a premonition shaped entirely by Marjorie, and he climbed onto the bed and planted his knees just so, because knees there ensured a penis where it needed to be. But Sarah had other ideas.

“Drink from my chalice,” she said.

Teddy dropped back, looked at her, puzzled.

“I want your tongue,” she said. “Lick me.”

Teddy looked down at the dark place between Sarah’s legs, lowered his mouth to her labia, and his tongue emerged and touched the soft flesh there.

Sarah might have grabbed the back of Teddy’s head and forced him into her. She might have thrust upwards. Or she might have ridiculed his hesitancy, called him a novice or something worse.

But instead, she merely lowered her hand to her mound and, with her ring and middle finger, parted her lips.

It was something undefinable in the act that drew Teddy forth. She was opening herself to him, as if asking for an inspection. This was how badly she wanted to feel him. She was making of her body an object, for his pleasure, for hers. The absence of romance was, in Teddy’s mind, romantic in its own twisted way, and he was ready for twist, for things to go sideways, for the humiliation of Marjorie to be resolved by acts beyond humiliation, and he stuck his tongue out and found Sarah’s opening, was surprised immediately by how warm it was, and how wet, and his mind was conjuring quickly now, imagining that he needed to clean this part of Sarah’s body, and she wanted him to, and he began running his tongue thickly up and down her slot, and her fingers quivered but did not release the edges of her hole, and in fact opened it wider, and Teddy understood and pressed his tongue forward, reaching it inside her feminine essence, which had its own unique taste, not of food and wine but of something more primal, almost reptilian.

He knew by instinct how long to do this, stopping after he’d tended Sarah’s vulva for almost a minute, and when he rose above her, she raised her hand to his chin and gently pulled him forward, her meaning clear.

And only then–as she guided his penis past her lips, shook her pelvis to aid in her penetration, grunted with all the sensations of being thickly filled, and found an answer in Teddy’s gasp of pleased surprise . . . and only then, as he brought his belly and chest against her belly and her hard breasts, and they breathed wine-colored air into each other’s faces and her thighs shook against his hips – did they kiss. And Teddy knew Sarah could taste the scented must he’d brought to her from between her thighs, because after they’d kissed, she licked around his mouth, and when next they kissed, he could taste her vagina on her own mouth.

They kissed like that, and he drove into her like that, and despite the sense he should make this last, he found himself unable to do any of the things he did to delay arrival during masturbation. He didn’t withdraw from her. He didn’t stop moving within her. He didn’t try to think of something other than the firm grip – firmer than Marjorie’s – of her chalice, and soon enough, within a minute or two, he was grunting frantically and grinding within her hole and spraying his own must into the depths of her body.

“Uh,” she said in return. “Oh my god, oh, it’s so . . . yeah,” and she shook and gasped and, after a few more plaints, went still between her bed and Teddy’s weight.

After a time of simply breathing against each other, she laughed, which made all her body shake.

“We have to do this, don’t you think?”

“Huh?” Teddy queried, pushing himself up so he could look into her face, his softening penis pressed against the thick black hair of her vulva.

“No,” she protested. “Say something I can use.”

“Miss, I don’t understand,” Teddy said, pulling away from her, moving to the edge of the bed. He briefly considered getting dressed and leaving, thought better of it for reasons he couldn’t articulate, set his feet on the floor and slumped over, elbows on his thighs, for all this was very strange and needed to be got through.

“Is it an act?” Sarah asked.

“Is what an act?”

“Polite modern upper middle class bourgeoise schoolboy,” she began, adding after a pause, “drummer detective boy.”

“Are you an act?” Teddy asked, pausing a long time before he settled on his next words, “five-thousand-word poet girl with rude friends and nuclear bombs coming girl?”

“You bastard, you bastard,” she hissed, slipping off the bed and rushing to a steamer trunk wedged into the corner, her breasts bouncing as she knelt, heaved open the top, scrambled around in the darkness, pulling out a small, leather-bound notebook.

“What did you call me, what did you call me?” she pleaded, making her way back to her candle, flipping pages, pulling a pencil from behind the front cover and wrapping her left hand around it.

Teddy understood. Poets wrote down what they heard, and something he’d just said was worthy of Sarah’s attention.

“Five-thousand-word poet girl, that was part of it,” he said, and the pencil jerked like a fleeting wraith across the virgin paper.

“What else, what else did you say?” Sarah pleaded. “There was more. Bombs. You said bombs.”

“Rude friends,” Teddy said. “Girl with rude friends.”

“Bombs, bombs,” Sarah urged, scratching out the words. “What did you say?”

“Nuclear bombs,” Teddy said.

“Nuclear bomb coming girl!” Sarah shrieked, and she bit her lip and wrote frantically and laughed in between the words, just a “uh-uh” here and there. It almost sounded like she was crying.

Done, she turned toward Teddy, looked at him with dark, serious eyes.

“Five-thousand-word poet girl,” she said reverently, as if voicing an incantation. “Rude friends. Nuclear bombs coming girl.”

“I think that’s close,” Teddy said.

“Do not muse me when my notebook’s been put up,” she said, scowling at him.

“I can’t help it,” Teddy said. “I amuse when I have to amuse. It just happens.”

“I didn’t say amuse, I said muse,” Sarah said. “It has to be done at a certain time.”

“Teddy scowled back, a light scowl. He wasn’t up for being berated by another woman who was, most likely, going to abandon him tomorrow. No, he thought, he would not ask for her phone number, he would not call her, he would not propose marriage. This was just something that happened.

And Marjorie was just something that happened.

Things happened. Profound, remarkable, unforgettable things. And then they were over, and you remembered. You just remembered.

“You’re getting ready to say something else,” Sarah said, turning toward Teddy, leather-bound notebook flopped over her hand, pencil poised for whatever emanated next from her lover’s mouth.

“I wasn’t, though,” Teddy said.

“You have a look.”

“What look?”

“The look of a man who is about to muse.”

“The harder you wait,” Teddy warned, “the less I’ll talk.”

Sarah scribbled.

“Evening, Miss, you’re naked,” Teddy said.

Sarah clenched her jaw and her pencil flew.

“Sincerely?” Teddy asked. “Why didn’t you write it down over dinner?”

“Write what down?”

“When I said ‘Evening, Miss.’”

Sarah ignored him, her mouth moving silently as she read back over what she’d written.

“I don’t write,” she said, looking up at him. “I discover.”

Teddy raised his eyebrows, because Sarah’s meaning was unclear.

“Say something else,” she urged. “Muse again.”

“Frankly my dear Miss Sarah,” Teddy quipped, “I don’t muse.”

“Now you’re trying too hard,” she said, twisting her wrist, closing her notebook with a fleshy snap.

“I was never trying at all,” Teddy said. “I’m a drummer.”

“You’re a schoolboy.”

“And a detective.”

“We’ve come full circle,” she said, slumping, with her rear against the dresser.

“How long are you staying in Lutherville?” he asked.

“Do you fuck Margot?” Sarah asked. “Honest answer. Do you fuck Margot?”

“I do not fuck Margot,” Teddy said.

“Do you want to?”

“It’s crossed my mind,” Teddy said.

“Then why don’t you?”

“Because it’s not something I want to ask Miss Rosetta for.”

“You call her Miss Rosetta?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you want to ask Miss Rosetta? Or for Pete’s sake, why don’t you just do it to her? You rent her by the hour.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Teddy said. “She’s told me Miss Rosetta would have to arrange it, and . . . who wants to have that kind of conversation with someone like her?”

“So you just pine away,” Sarah said, her voice fully restored to its derisive chirpiness. “Dreaming about the girl next door, working on your little case and never—”

“She’s dull,” Teddy interrupted.

“She’s naked.”

“But she’s dull,” Teddy said again. “It’s not what . . . I’m not just thinking, where she’s concerned.”

“You had no trouble doing it with me,” Sarah said. “And I’m worse than dull. I’m rude with rude friends. I’m a bombs coming girl.”

“I think most boys would want a bombs coming girl,” Teddy said. “Just once though, maybe.”

Sarah sucked in her breath, flipped open her notebook, scribbled madly.




Chapter 28: A Missed Appointment

Every time the phone rang in the Parker household that last week of June, Teddy’s heart skipped a beat. Particularly in the afternoons, because it might be Marjorie, calling to tell him she’d changed her mind, that she did want him to work on the case, that she did want him to come back to Lincoln to discuss it with her, and maybe it would be best if he spent the night.

Sarah had helped. Making love to her had dulled the sharpest memories of Marjorie, her voice and the way she felt and that dreadful last conversation. But you never forget your first girl, and if there was pain associated with her, that was forever, Teddy suspected.

It was Tuesday afternoon. Teddy was no longer doing much this summer. Miss Rosetta didn’t need him, and he had no reason to rent Margot. That morning, he’d pulled out his pictures and notes and studied them, but they made no more sense than before. His only reprieve from idleness and isolation was band practice, being done every other day now that they were a week from playing at the county fair. He’d go back to Zach’s house tomorrow. But today, nothing.

So when the phone rang, he almost skipped out of his bedroom and down the stairs, grabbing the kitchen phone but pausing a second to make sure his voice came evenly

“Parker residence, this is Teddy,” he said.

“Teddy, hey, it’s Jack.”

“Jack?”

“Jack Flanders, Lutherville Herald.”

“Oh, yeah, Jack. How’s it going?”

“Good,” Jack replied. “Say, you don’t have anything new on the Dalton murder?”

“It was a murder?” Teddy said.

“Well, that’s the rumor, anyway,” Jack said. “Unless you’ve got something new?”

“Are you doing a story?” Teddy asked.

“Just digging around, making sure we’re not missing something,” Jack said. “I’ve got some time on my hands today.”

“It’s a peach, that’s all I can tell you,” Teddy said.

“You found anything out?”

“A whole lot of nothing, I guess,” Teddy said. “I’ve kind of given up on it.”

“But you’ve got some new information?” Jack said.

“Yeah, all kinds,” Teddy said.

“Can you go through it with me?” Jack asked, voice rising.

“On the phone here?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure,” Teddy said, “but I gotta get it first.”

“By all means.”

Teddy hopped up the stairs, grabbed everything, headed back down.

“So, you’re leaving my name out, right?” Teddy said.

“I can’t make a blanket promise like that,” Jack said. “But if you’ve got something I can verify on my own, sure thing.”

“Okay,” Teddy agreed, “so wait a sec. Yeah, here it is. Yeah, start here. Looks like there were two Bruce Daltons. The doctor in Lincoln, and a guy who went by that name sometimes, but his—”

“Sometimes?” Jack interrupted.

“A nom de guerre,” Teddy said.

“Nom de guerre, got it,” Jack said. “So what was his real name?”

“Martin,” Teddy said. “Sty Martin. Wife was Olive. They lived in Pittsburgh.”

“You got the address?”

“Yeah, phone number and car tag both trace to, uh, 1235 Milan Avenue. In Pittsburgh. I think the neighborhood was called Brooklyn. No, Brookline.”

“I’ve heard of Brookline,” Jack said. “This is some pretty good work you did. Think you’ll go?”

“Go where?”

“To the place in Pittsburgh.”

“Already been,” Teddy said.

“Anyone home?”

“Yeah, some lady trying to act like Mrs. Martin, but I don’t think she was.”

“What?” Jack shouted. “Who the hell was that?”

“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “She told us a story. She went on about having an affair with Dr. Dalton. The real Dr. Dalton, said she met him when he fixed her leg, but we called her on it and she flew the coop.”

“Flew the coop?”

“Walked out. Left the house.”

“It was just you talking to her?”

“No, me and Margot.”

“Who’s Margot?”

“My neighbor’s girl. Defective, but she’s got a way about her.”

“So why’s she in the house to talk to you if she’s not the lady?”

“That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question,” Teddy said.

“Okay, that’s strange. So you got anything on this Martin guy? Sty?”

“His full name was Stuyvesant. Neighbor thought he worked for the government, maybe the FBI. Gone a lot.”

“Wow, Teddy, this is something else,” Jack said.

“You got it sorted out, then?” Teddy asked hopefully.

“Not nearly, but maybe it adds up if you look at it hard enough.”

“I’ve been looking at it hard for awhile,” Teddy lamented. “No dice.”

“So, you got anything else?” Jack asked.

“You ever hear of the, uh, pony express?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t mean where you ride horses,” Teddy added. “It’s where you steal a car, drive it as far as it will go, swipe another car there, drive till it quits. You don’t buy gas, you don’t talk to anyone, you wipe off your fingerprints.”

“Who did that?”

“The bum.”

“What bum?”

“The bum that grabbed Mrs. Martin,” Teddy said. “She was going by Mrs. Dalton, but that’s her real name.”

“Got it, right.”

“He was in a stolen truck, then he drove it to, let’s see . . .” Teddy shuffled through his notes, spread across the kitchen table. “Okay, back up a little. He steals a Loadmaster near Pittsburgh, drives it to Lutherville, steals another Loadmaster just north of town, probably figured it would take longer to find out because the two trucks look the same, then drives the Loadmaster down to the hotel, maybe kills Dr. Dalton, maybe not, I don’t know, but someone left the alley door open. I know that. It’s supposed to stay locked, but it was open after he stole the woman. And then he drives to St. Thomas, and he—”

“Wait, St. Thomas?” Jack interrupted.

“In Kentucky. St. Thomas, Kentucky.”

“Let me get this down, give me a sec . . . okay, so that’s it?”

“He stole a Roadster there,” Teddy said. “Oldsmobile.”

“In St. Thomas?”

“Yeah.”

“Then what?”

“Seems like he was taking Route 66,” Teddy replied. “They found the Roadster in Eureka. Eureka, Missouri.”

“Okay, let me get that down,” Jack said. “And he stole something there?”

“I don’t know, maybe,” Teddy said. “I quick looking after I called there. But no one reported finding a dead woman or arresting a live bum, so I guess they kept going.”

“He was going to California,” Jack opined.

“Maybe, yeah. Crossed my mind.”

“You’ve done some real work on this thing,” Jack said. “Got a lot of notes?”

“I guess 10 or 15 pages, front and back,” Teddy said.

“What are you going to look at next?”

“Nothing,” Teddy said flatly. “I’m done.”

“Yeah, really? Got another case?”

“No,” Teddy said. “This job is just a side interest. The lady I was working for gave up.”

“What angle was she working?”

“She wanted me to prove it wasn’t suicide, so life insurance would pay up.”

“Why’d she call it quits? Ran out of money?”

“Sort of. Not really. Long story.”

“Uh-huh,” Jack said.

“Did you call the FBI?” Jack asked.

“The FBI?” Teddy repeated. “Call them?”

“You said maybe this guy Martin worked for them.”

“Well, that’s what the neighbor said, but I wasn’t sure he was on the level.”

“Okay, probably worth a call up there,” Jack said.

“They’d tell you if he was working for them, you think?” Teddy asked dubiously. “I thought they kept their agents on the down-low.”

“Sometimes they’ll talk, sometimes not,” Jack said. “Say, can I look at your notes?”

“You’re doing a story?” Teddy asked.

“Probably not,” Jack said. “But you dug up a bushel of new information. Very good stuff, by the way, very impressive. It might yet pan out into something I can get past the publisher.”

“Sure, I don’t care,” Teddy said, “you can take a look.”

“Can I swing by tomorrow, say 7:30 or so?”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you make it more like 10?” Teddy asked. “Ten in the morning?”

“10 it is.”

Teddy hung up with decidedly mixed feelings. He needed to put this thing behind him. Every time he thought about it or someone else brought it up, his mind went to Marjorie. Just Marjorie. She was in his notes. Her name itself was in his notes, next to the things she’d said about her dead husband. He hadn’t written anything personal about what had happened between them, of course, but what if Jack could read between the lines somehow and detect their private history? And then put it in his story? Maybe Teddy should have said no. Maybe he should have told Jack he’d tossed all his notes, they were moldering in the town landfill. Or they were ashes. He’d burned them. To protect Marjorie’s privacy. Maybe he should have told Jack that. Indeed, maybe he should have actually done that. Nothing good could come of this, after all. The case had cost him his first real job, it had broken his heart, and he felt too guilty to spend the money he had left over after gas and phone and Margot’s rental.

But how could he tell Jack no? Truth is, as much as anything else, he wanted the company. Jack was the only person Teddy had spoken to in all this who actually respected what Teddy had done. They were, in a sense, peers, in a lonely profession.

So when 10 a.m. arrived – an event Teddy had showered for and even dressed up for, putting on navy chinos and one of his white button-downs – and Jack never showed, the depths of his disappointment pushed him into one of the blackest moods of the summer.

Marjorie had been romantically heartbreaking, but Jack’s decision to stand him up cut deeper in some ways. Never mind. I found something better to spend my time on. You can keep your notes.

Teddy returned to his room, shut his door, re-read Mad Magazine, thought achingly about Marjorie, a little less achingly about Sarah, allowed his mind to ponder the possibilities of Margot, tapped out a new syncopation with the sides of his fingers against the edges of his desk until he got too boisterous and his mother shouted at him to quiet down and maybe look for a job, so he went back downstairs to call the hardware store and the drugstore, neither of which was hiring.

He cradled the phone, picked up the phone book and leafed absently through it for other employment possibilities when the phone rang.

“Got it, Ma!” he shouted up the stairs, picking it up.

“Parker’s residence, this is Teddy,” he announced.

“Ted Parker?” said a man’s voice.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Ted, this is Percy Meadows, at the Lutherville Herald.”

“Hello, Mr. Meadows.”

“I found your name on Jack Flanders’ calendar, meeting this morning,” Meadows said. “You meet with him?”

“No, he never showed,” Teddy said, hoping he didn’t sound too bitter.

“Did he call you?”

“Not since yesterday.”

“Any idea where he might be?” Meadows asked. “Seems like he’s disappeared.”




Chapter 29: A Missing Reporter

“Jeepers!” Teddy exclaimed. “You’re telling me Jack’s missing?”

“He was due in this morning, 7:30,” Meadows said. “He never showed. Completely out of character.”

“Didja call him?” Teddy asked.

“Yeah, called him and swung by his place too.”

“What did you find?” Teddy asked.

“Door unlocked, no Jack.”

“He have any family?”

“None, lived alone.”

“Friends?”

“They all work here.”

“Didja talk to any neighbors?”

“No,” Meadows said. “We’ll let the cops handle that, if he doesn’t show by tomorrow morning. We gotta wait 24 hours to file a missing person.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “I hope he turns up.”

“Say, Ted,” Meadows said, lowering his voice.

“Yes, Sir?”

“You’re a detective, right?”

“Well, maybe,” Teddy said with a humorless chuckle.

“What kind of things you mixed up in?”

“Why nothing, really,” Teddy answered. “Dr. Dalton – you know, the murder, or pardon me, the suicide, officially . . . that was my only case, and I’m not working it presently.”

“You said murder.”

“I was brought into the case to see if it was murder, that’s all,” Teddy said. “So that’s how I think of it. Doesn’t mean it was.”

“If it was murder, they covered their tracks pretty well,” Meadows observed. “These guys know what they’re doing.”

“I can’t say much about it myself,” Teddy conceded. “Got a lot of loose ends that all added up to nothing.”

“You think it could be a government thing?” Meadows asked.

“Whatcha mean?”

“The last long distance call Jack logged yesterday,” Meadows said. “It was to the FBI.”

“Yeah, he said he was going to give them a call.”

“You know what for?”

“One of the fellas, uh, the husband of, uh, the other Mrs. Dalton,” Teddy began. “You know, it’s gonna sound like Chinese unless you’re deep into it, lotta moving parts, but neighbor of Sty Martin’s said he thought the guy worked for the FBI, so Jack was gonna call and ask.”

“What’d you say his name was?”

“Sty Martin. Stuyvesant Martin.”

“Tell me about him,” Meadows said.

“I don’t know much,” Teddy said. “He lives in Pittsburgh. Or used to live there. He and his wife had a house there, but I swung by and the only person there was . . . okay, this is gonna sound crazy . . . an imposter.”

“An imposter?” Meadows said.

“Or something of that order,” Teddy said. “I knock on the door, she lets me in, starts talking, story doesn’t add up, we tell her so, she walks out.”

“Walks out?”

“Yeah.”

“Of her own house?”

“Yeah, but I don’t think it was her house.”

“But she just left the house, left you there standing?”

“We were sitting.”

“We?”

“Me and Margot. My neighbor’s girl.”

“So wait,” Meadows said, “you find an address, you bang on the door, a lady lets you in, pretends to be someone else, leaves when you catch her in the lie?”

“Yeah.”

“How did she get into the house to let you in?”

“No idea,” Teddy said. “Key, I guess.”

“Cloak and dagger,” Meadows said quietly.

“Excuse me?”

“You want my opinion?” Meadows said.

“Yes, Sir.”

“This ain’t FBI,” he said. “This is spook stuff.”

“Spooky,” Teddy agreed. “Yeah.”

“No, spook,” Meadows corrected. “Spies. Cold War. Commies vs. the free world. The only outfit set up to bust into houses and plant actors is Central Intelligence.”

“The CIA?” Teddy said, his voice rising.

“Just a hunch,” Meadows said.

“Holy Toledo,” Teddy said. “That means . . . you think the Russians killed Dr. Dalton?”

“Hey, I’m not thinking anything,” Meadows said. “But you wanna know what I think?”

“Yeah?”

“Watch your back.”

“Huh?”

“My best guess is this is all just a bunch of random events that don’t add up because they never did,” Meadows said. “Maybe Dalton offed himself. Maybe Jack’s taking in the sights at Niagara Falls right now, just forgot to tell anyone. But if there’s something else going on, you got a dead guy, and a missing guy, and some people you don’t know who don’t appreciate your work.”

Teddy laughed. He couldn’t imagine that anyone would bother with him.

But still.

“So if I go missing, you’ll look into it, right?” Teddy said.

“If you disappear, we got a story, yeah,” Meadows said. “Front page. You’re not planning any trips, are you?”

“Nope, be here all summer,” Teddy confirmed. “Oh, sometimes my parents’ll pick up on short notice for a weekend in the Catskills, but they always tell a neighbor.”

“Your parents in town?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s their number?”

“Same as this one.”

“You live with them?”

“Yeah,” Teddy said.

“So . . . how long you been a detective?”

“I guess a month or so now,” Teddy said.

“What were you doing before that? Cop?”

“Student,” Teddy said. “Still am.”

“Where?”

“Lutherville High.”

“You’re a student there?”

“Yeah.”

“How old are you?”

“17.”

“Damn, kid, I thought you were older,” Meadows said.

“I’ve heard that a few times,” Teddy said.

“Well, you look out for yourself,” Meadows warned. “And if you hear from Jack, you tell him to call the paper.”

“Will do.”

Teddy hung up, leaned back, crossed his arms, stared at the phone for a long while, and he carried that same pensive mood back up the stairs.

“Who was that, Teddy?” Doris asked from her bedroom.

“Someone from the paper,” Teddy said.

“You were on the phone awhile,” she said. “Another story?”

“Probably not,” Teddy said. “They were just, uh, they were just asking about the case. See if it’s worth a story. Which it ain’t.”

“Isn’t.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t say ain’t, say isn’t,” Doris instructed.

“Sure, Ma,” Teddy agreed, and he shut his door and went to his desk, where the notes he was going to show Jack that morning lay in a neat stack on his desk. He picked them up, leafed through them, went to the last page, got a pencil and wrote at the top of the sheet, “Mr. Meadows, Lutherville Herald. Jack Flanders missing. No one home, door unlocked. Logged a call to FBI. But maybe CIA? Spooks? Commies?”




Chapter 30: To the County Fair

“Hello, Miss Rosetta.”

“Hello, Master Theodore,” Miss Rosetta said, pulling wide her grand front door. “You’re dressed for church I see.”

“This isn’t my best coat,” Teddy said, entering the mansion. “I usually sweat when I play, so I picked this one up at the dime store. The tie too.”

“When are you performing?”

“From 9 to 10, with a 10-minute intermission,” Teddy replied. “Right after the Hopper Family.”

“When will you be taking dinner?”

“I’ll just eat when I smell something I like,” Teddy said. “The food there is a little unpredictable. Hotdogs, corndogs, French fries, cherry turnovers, cotton candy for desert. I’m not sure I’ll be able to find the kind of food you like for Margot.”

“Just do your best,” Miss Rosetta said. “She took a large lunch, so she shouldn’t need much. And here’s a 25-cent piece toward her nutrition.”

“Thank you, I hope the strange food doesn’t upset her,” Teddy said. “That plus all the noise, it might really set her on edge.”

“I think we can risk it,” said Miss Lizzy. “You’ll find her in her room, here are her keys and a few locks you may use. Put her in the black iron collar.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy said, trooping through the hall and down the stairs to the basement.

“Hey, Margot, I’m here,” Teddy said a little nervously. He usually knew what she was doing when he arrived, because he could hear her practicing guitar. Today he could hear nothing. But as soon as he spoke, he heard the faint rattle of chain from within the door ahead, and when he reached the little room where Margot was kept, she was standing, naked, one ankle bound by its cuff to the long chain that defined her range in this part of the house. She’d been reading, Teddy guessed, two books on her bed with titles so boring just reading the covers could kill you.

“Hello, Margot,” Teddy said, smiling a little awkwardly as he tried to imagine wandering the county fair – and playing drums – while he had this girl under his charge.

Margot stared at him. Did she really want to go? He couldn’t tell, of course.

“Miss Rosetta asked me to put you in the iron collar,” Teddy said, and Margot pulled it off the wall along with her longest chain, handed both to him and put her hands behind her neck, raising her hair.

Teddy leaned forward, bound the girl’s neck, used a padlock to close it and fasten her chain to it, knelt to release her ankle, stood and smiled and breathed in and raised his eyebrows at her, hoping she would understand that this was her last chance to change her mind and stay home. She answered him by stepping toward her door, and Teddy followed her to the stairs and up to the ground floor and into the grand entrance hall where Miss Rosetta was waiting.

“You need to keep Margot in your sight at all times,” she said, “whether you are holding her tether or have secured her during your performance.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Teddy agreed.

“Feed her judiciously. She has some difficulty knowing what meals to choose, so do your best.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Will you be doing any of the attractions?”

“I had hoped to.”

“There is nothing to my knowledge she can’t experience,” Miss Rosetta said. “I don’t believe she is afraid of heights, or given to vertigo, but I expect you to keep an eye on her during the more boisterous novelties.”

“I will.”

“Socialize as you normally would,” Miss Rosetta continued. “I believe it is good for Margot to witness peer interactions.”

“Of course.”

“And be prepared to provide a full accounting of any disobedience,” Miss Rosetta continued. “She has displayed some minor rebelliousness since we arrived here. I blame it on the move and I believe she will settle herself in time, but I am punishing her as necessary to help the process along.”

“Of course,” Teddy agreed.

“And I trust you will return at a reasonable hour?”

“The fair closes at 11:30,” Teddy said. “I’d like to stay until the end, and if traffic’s not too bad, I should have her back here by midnight.”

“Very well,” she said. “Margot, you will do as Master Theodore tells you, and you will pay attention, and learn.”

Margot looked at Miss Rosetta, neither assenting nor disagreeing, and the woman opened her front door and offered a rare smile, which she kept on her face until she shut the door and Teddy walked Margot to the car.

As soon as Teddy pulled away from the curb, he turned to Margot, sitting passively.

“Does Miss Rosetta need any more work done on the house?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I’m asking because I’d like to do some work for her again,” Teddy said. “I need a job for the rest of the summer.”

Margot remained silent.

“Does she have you doing any work?” Teddy asked. “Out in the back yard anymore?”

“I will mow and trim, but not every day. Did you have sexual intercourse with Sarah Zimmerman?”

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“At the salon?”

“Oh, hmmm,” Teddy replied, trying to guess at the reason for the question. Plain curiosity, or jealousy perhaps? But Margot didn’t seem to be able to feel jealousy. She didn’t seem to be able to feel anything.

“Yeah, I guess I did,” Teddy confessed.

“Are you uncertain?” Margot asked. “Excessive alcohol consumption can eliminate memories. Trauma can as well.”

“Okay, no, I was with her, for sure, in her bedroom,” Teddy said. “How did you know?”

“Sarah said she had been with you, during breakfast the next morning.”

“She told you?”

“She told others, but I heard her talking about it.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “I hope you understand. Sarah’s an odd cookie. I’m not sure if she and I would agree on things, generally. But I did go to bed with her.”

“Did you move your penis inside her vagina?”

“Uh, well . . . yeah.”

“How many times?”

“I didn’t count,” Teddy said. “I guess pretty many times. It’s what you’re supposed to do.”

“How was it initiated?” Margot persisted.

“Initiated?” Teddy echoed. “You mean, what, um, how did it, um, get started? Okay, yeah . . . Sarah grabbed my hand and took me upstairs with her. I guess it was her idea.”

“Did she want you to impregnate her?”

“Huh?” Teddy said, startled in particular by this question. “Oh, no, I’m sure not. She thinks the world is going to end. Plus. She’d be a terrible mom.”

“Is she a mother figure to you?”

“Who, Sarah?”

“Yes.”

“Margot,” Teddy said, taking his eyes off the road to look directly at the girl. “You can’t ask me questions like that. I’m sorry, but you just can’t. Even if you’re . . . you. It’s very bad form.”

Were Margot at all contrite, she hid it well, looking away from Teddy to study the road ahead, her palms pressed together between her thighs.

“I guess, with the crowd Miss Rosetta runs with, people talk about that,” Teddy said, hoping he hadn’t hurt the girl’s feelings, wondering of course if they could be hurt. “But people like me, we’re not used to it. So you need to pull your punches a little. And maybe not . . . no, for sure not, ask about that at the fair.”

“Do you want to have sexual intercourse with me?” Margot asked.

Teddy’s hands tightened around the steering wheel, and he stared straight ahead this time, unable at first to think of any answer that couldn’t lead to problems. But when in doubt, he’d learned, answer a question with a question.

“Why are you asking me that?”

“Doctor Zimmerman said you did. She said you feel repressed lust for me, driven by natural inclinations but tempered by your need for an authoritative mother surro—”

“Okay, Margot, we need to stop,” Teddy interrupted, his voice almost a bark. “We need to, just . . . well, Miss Rosetta said I should tell her if there’s a problem, right?”

No answer.

“I mean, with you, right?” Teddy continued. “And this would be a problem. I don’t want to rat on you, but I will if you bring up my mother again. You gotta leave my mother out of all future conversations. Unless you like her cooking. You can talk about that. But maybe we shouldn’t talk about sex anymore. Or if it comes up, let’s pretend I don’t have a mom. She lives on Mars or something.”

Was Margot duly chided? Sulking? Didn’t care? Teddy wasn’t sure, but at least she was being quiet.

“Hey, wanna hear the latest on the case?” he asked, not surprised when she said nothing, but wanting to move on to a topic he believed was entirely safe. “Jack Flanders. He’s a reporter for the newspaper. He called me Tuesday, we set up a meeting for Wednesday morning to look over my notes, he didn’t show, his boss calls me that afternoon and says he’s missing. Never came in to work. Like someone just snatched him up.”

Margot didn’t seem interested in Teddy’s story.

“And so Jack’s boss has a hunch, tells me he thinks it’s spooks. That’s what he called ‘em. Spies. National security.”

Margot looked at Teddy, looked away like she sometimes did.

“Whatcha think?” Teddy said. “Any clues?”

Nothing. Okay, fine.

“I bet I could win you a Nifty Bear,” Teddy said.

“I don’t know what a Nifty Bear is,” Margot said.

“They make them in Ohio,” Teddy said. “They’re huge. They might be a bear, a lion. I’ve seen a horse once. But they’re all called Nifty Bear. And if you knock over all the milk bottles, or hit the clown on the nose enough times, you can win one.”

Margot did not indicate any interest in a Nifty Bear, which didn’t surprise Teddy. But if anything was going to pique this dull girl’s interest, this might be it, so he persisted.

“I think it would be great in that big dining room,” he said. “Maybe in the corner, by the fireplace. You can sit on it if you want it in your room, too. And that way, Miss Rosetta will know you had fun at the fair.”

“Are you afraid of heights?” Margot asked.

“Not especially, why?”

“Miss Lizzie said you might be afraid of heights, so I shouldn’t ask you to take me on any of the high rides.”

“Heights are fine with me,” Teddy said. “Give me a Ferris wheel anytime. You like them, right?”

“What do you think would happen if you fell from a great height?” Margot asked.

“Splat,” Teddy said. “That’s all I know. Splat. Not sure about the details.”

Teddy searched his mind for something Margot might find interesting in this new line of discussion. She was interested in science, he reminded himself, not stuffed animals. Probably because of how she was raised, in that scientific orphanage.

“You know, if you fall from high enough, you catch on fire,” he said. “If you fall to earth from outer space. That’s why you see meteors. They’re on fire.”

Margot stared out the window at the warehouses and small shops along the road that led to the county fairgrounds.

“They’re going to put people in space,” Teddy continued. “But then they gotta get them down.”

Margot did not disagree.

“You know how?” Teddy said. “I bet you think they’ll land a rocket, or fly back to earth in something like an airplane. But it’s gonna be with a parachute. Can you believe that? Parachute from outer space!”

“The parachute will be deployed a few miles up,” Margot noted. “Within earth’s atmosphere. Not from outer space.”

“Who told you that?”

“Vladimir Orynkev.”

“Who’s he?”

“He’s a War Department engineer.”

“Friend of yours?”

“An acquaintance.”

“Think he’d come to Lutherville?” Teddy asked. “Maybe he could give a speech at the school.”

“No.”

“Wow,” Teddy said, braking at the end of a line of cars, “looks like everyone and their cousin is here.”

Teddy eased along, bumper-to-bumper until he reached the field where volunteers directed his car to the next space in a row of vehicles, and he parked and helped Margot out.

“So here’s the plan,” Teddy said, Margot’s chain in his hand as they made their way to the admission gate, beyond which loomed a great, hastily-constructed Ferris wheel and a dozen smaller rides and attractions: the spider, the whirl-o wheel, crazy-plane, the house of mirrors, the tunnel of love, doom hotel. “We need to find stage 2, check in with Zach, he said he’d have our equipment on the truck there, then we can do some rides, get some food, maybe win you a Nifty, and then we get to the stage at 8:45 to set up.”

Margot seemed agreeable, voicing no opposition to the order of things, and they reached the line for admission.

“Hey, Teddy,” said a girl’s voice from behind them.

Teddy turned to face a giggling cadre of girls, dressed up like they were going to the dance, hair just so, lipstick and eyeshade and rouge carefully applied, knee-length skirts in pastel shades, with matching sweaters over white blouses.

“Hey, Dorothy,” Teddy said, smiling at the dark-haired girl in the group, the only one he knew by name. They’d sat beside each other in American history last year and flirted the way young people of the era did, without a complete sense of what might follow adolescent banter. But now Teddy had that knowledge, and he looked at the girl in a new way, wondering what she would look like in her undergarments, what she would look like nude. What she would feel like.

“Isn’t your band playing tonight?” she asked, stepping around a friend to stand before him, casting a quick glance at Margot before she returned her attention to Teddy.

“Stage 2, 9 o’clock sharp,” Teddy said.

“Whatcha playing?” she asked.

“Oh, all the music people like,” Teddy replied. “And I’ll be banging the drums like there’s no tomorrow. It’s gonna be a show.”

“Is she in your band?” Dorothy asked with a quick nod toward Margot, and she took the girl in again, more thoroughly this time, and Teddy sensed her unspoken questions: Did the defective girl’s nudity arouse him? Was he mating with her?

“No, she’s my neighbor’s girl,” Teddy said. “Miss Rosetta if you’ve heard of her, bought the old house next door, got all kinds of money. She wanted Margot to come to the fair.”

“Where will she be while you’re playing?” Dorothy asked.

“I’m sure there’s a place near the stage I can put her,” Teddy said, adding with a wry smile. “Something not too close to the drums. She plays guitar, but she doesn’t do the break-down-the-walls stuff.”

Dorothy laughed. “You really think you’ll break down the walls?”

“Not walls per se,” Teddy conceded. “But we might loosen a few ties. Why, you like the softer beat?”

“I like all kinds,” Dorothy said. “Even the colored pieces.”

“Margot plays softer,” he said. “Maybe we can get her to knock something out during intermission. Stick around for that.”

“I just might,” Dorothy said. “Having a good summer?”

“Yeah, not bad, but I’m looking for work.”

“I hear the salt mines are hiring,” she quipped.

“Too much like school,” Teddy quipped back.

Teddy paid the admission for himself and Margot, offered a final wave to Dorothy, along with an arch-eyebrowed question, and Dorothy seemed to understand that he was asking if she’d make it to the performance, and she nodded and smiled.

They made their way through the crowd, bouncing children and parents with babies on hips and schoolkids enjoying a night of independence, along with a handful of other owned defectives, male and female, most naked, most on chains or tethers, some with obvious deformities or mental deficiencies, some less so, some out with their owners, some working, operating equipment, tending the arcade, or serving as the focus of attention. “Watch Cannibal Girl eat!” Blared one sign beside the entrance to a small tent, its faded black canvas decorated with garish images of a curvaceous, naked girl, hair wild but face strangely serene, her female parts barely covered by jungle vines. “She craves human flesh! Only the thickest chains can protect you from her ravenous nature!”

At stage 2, 12 girls in pink dresses were clogging and smiling beside a sign that read “Mr. Summers’ Hard Valley Dancers.” Just behind the stage, Teddy found Zach’s truck, its bed loaded haphazardly with speakers and amplifiers, microphone stands, Teddy’s drums, and the other accoutrement of a modern musical performance.

“Hey, Teddy!” Zach said, rounding the truck to shake hands.

“Zach,” Teddy said solemnly. “You ready to tear this place down?”

“We’re gonna give ‘em the business,” Zach promised, turning to look at Margot. “Where do you want to keep your girl?”

“Somewhere near the stage, but not where it’ll be too loud or where she can get trampled.”

“How ‘bout one of the sides?” Zach said, pointing. “Just put her chain around the poles wherever you want.”

Teddy looked at Margot, hoping she might at last express her opinion about something, but if she had any reservations about being chained by the neck to the side of a musical stage during a raucous performance, she hid them behind her pretty, impassive face.

“Hey, want her to play a little during intermission?” Teddy asked.

“A little light classical,” Zach said. “Yeah, we can give it a try if she wants.”

Margot looked at the cloggers.

“That sound good to you, Margot?”

Margot turned to look at Zach, looked back at the dancing girls in pink, and Teddy looked at Zach and smiled and shrugged.

“Give her your guitar and see what happens,” he proposed, stepping backwards with Margot’s chain in his hand.

“You gonna take her around?” Zach asked.

“Yeah, wanna come with?” Teddy asked.

“I’ll catch up,” Zach said. “I’m still waiting for Baker to check in. And Penelope’s bringing a mic I want to put in the truck first.”

“Yeah, we’ll take a ride or two for ya,” Teddy said, and he turned to Margot.

“How ‘bout the Ferris wheel first?”

She neither agreed nor disagreed, so they made their way to the giant wheel in the sky, stopping at the end of a long line.

While they waited, a clown stepped from the crowd, his face white except for the exaggerated red smile, wearing his oversized suit blue with white stripes, his shoes red and bulbous at the toes.

Was the man on his break? Mixing with the fairgoers as part of his performance? Looking for a tip?

Teddy glanced backward once or twice, trying to get a sense of the man’s motivation, and every time he looked, the clown was staring back, directly into his eyes.

Ignore him, Teddy told himself. But he could feel the hair on the back of his neck rising.

“The ships at sea will run dark tonight,” said a voice.

Teddy whirled. The words had come from the clown, spoken quietly, and his eyes remain fixed on Teddy’s.

“Huh?”

“The ships at sea will run dark tonight.”

“Maybe I’ll go to the beach tonight and see for myself,” Teddy quipped.

The clown spun on one red shoe and stomped away.

“Why, what d’ya make of that?” Teddy said, turning toward Margot.

“A cipher,” Margot said.

“A what?”

“A cipher,” Margot said. “He was speaking a code.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. “But it wasn’t funny. The guy is terrible at his job.”

“Clowns aren’t exclusively funny,” Margot said. “They can deliver a moral point, serve as a heroic foil, offer irony.”

“Irony?” Teddy said. “How do they do that?”

“A figure whose purpose appears to be amusement, but who ends up frightening or disturbing.”

“Then we have our answer,” Teddy said. “That was an ironic clown. But I still don’t see the point. I think another line of work might suit him better.”

Margot, seated beside Teddy on the small metal bench, seemed entirely comfortable with the elevations of the Ferris wheel, head turning this way and that to look down at the crowds below, the parking lot, the woods and farmlands to the left, downtown Lutherville to the right.

“We should come up here again at night,” Teddy said. “Maybe after we play. It’ll be beautiful with all the lights.”

Margot neither agreed nor disagreed.

Teddy directed his attention back to the fairgrounds, noticed just beneath them the tunnel of love, the line short so far in front of the dark entrance, shaped vaguely like a woman’s mouth. The tunnel of love was set up every year, but Teddy had never ridden it. It was a ride for boys and girls who were sweet on each other, and supposedly the end of the ride was dark enough that the couples could steal a furtive kiss or two. In Teddy’s mind, the tunnel of love was in the same family as the kissing booth, except that where one had to pay for affection at the latter, the exchange was mutual in the former.

“Have you ever heard of a tunnel of love?” Teddy asked.

“It’s the ride down there,” Margot said.

“Oh, you noticed it?” Teddy asked. When Margot declined to answer the question, he raised another. “Maybe we should go on that one next, since it’s right there.”

Margot stared toward the parking lot.

“They say people kiss on it,” Teddy ventured, his answer silence, so he looked at Margot’s mouth, down to her nipples, down further to the trimmed hair between her legs, and then back to her mouth, and he allowed his imagination to conjure a kiss with her, to feel her lips against his, and he realized it was something he wanted to do, a quite unexpected and quite strong desire.

He had been seduced twice, first by a woman who thought he was older, then by a woman who just wanted a muse. Unlikely as both trysts had been, kissing Margot seemed infinitely less plausible and, as he pondered how it might happen, and how it might feel, he sensed a sudden, unexplainable agitation, in his mind and in his loins. With no regard for propriety or what was at present actually possible, his penis began to stir, prompting immediate panic. Frank as some of their conversations had been, Teddy didn’t want Margot to see the bulge of his arousal. Nor did he want anyone else to, so he labored to turn his mind to other things, as eager as it was to stay on the topic of Margot, and what she might do, and how she would do it.

“Did Miss Rosetta give you any assignments?” he asked a little abruptly.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Margot replied.

“For the fair,” Teddy said. “I know she wants you to hear the band, but what else? Any ride in particular? Something that spins?”

“I wasn’t given any instructions,” Margot said.

“Maybe the tunnel of love, then,” Teddy said, considering the matter settled when there was no objection. “And then the house of mirrors. And I’ll see if I can win you a prize at the arcade. And we can look at the Cannibal Girl too, if we have time.”

They were back at the top of the wheel, and Margot was studying downtown Lutherville, and Teddy chuckled.

“You know she’s not really a cannibal, right?” Teddy said.

“Cannibalism is illegal,” Margot observed. “When someone publicly performs an illegal act, it is either an illusion, or being done to express a certain meaning.”

“Right,” Teddy said. “I used to think the freaks were real – wolfman, bearded lady, bat boy – but when my parents finally let me go into those tents, I saw right through them.”

The wheel stopped and they departed and Teddy headed to the tunnel of love. But on the short trip to the next attraction, he noticed two more clowns, one in black and white stripes, the other in a red shirt and orange pants, faces painted to unrecognizability, heads crowned with wigs of green and black frizz, respectively. They were simply standing, side-by-side next to a tent, and they seemed to be watching Teddy.

Normally, Teddy wouldn’t have given them a second glance, but he couldn’t help staring. And they stared back, and they were conversing, heads tilted toward each other, mouths moving inaudibly, unreadably.

“I might be going crazy,” Teddy whispered to Margot, “but I swear those two clowns are staring me down.”




Chapter 31: More Clowns and Cannibal Girl

To Teddy’s alarm, Margot stopped, turned, crossed her arms beneath her breasts and stared at the two costumed performers, and for a moment they stared back, and then one executed a deep, exaggerated bow to her, hand rolling before his face, and he turned and stepped away from the other, and she watched him go, looked again at the first clown, turned to Teddy.

“They know where Jack Flanders is,” she said.

“Huh?” Teddy said. With one last look at the remaining clown, who stared right back, Teddy turned. “Why do you say that?”

Margot turned to walk beside him, offered no explanation.

“You figured that out just from looking at them?” he asked.

Margot spoke not.

“Why do they have it in for me, then?” Teddy queried.

“They fear you.”

Teddy was laughing as they took their place at the end of the line at the tunnel of love, thoughts of kissing Margot set aside for the moment.

“When it comes to giving a fellow the creeps,” he asserted, “these guys take the cake.”

The tunnel of love was a waterborne ride, little four-person skiffs bobbing on a slowly-moving current driven by a pump that hummed somewhere beneath things. Teddy and Margot took their places behind an older couple, early 30’s at least, who wore wedding bands and were probably married to each other, and he wondered why they would get on a ride like this, when they could kiss at home any time they wanted. Maybe they had kids, though, and their kids didn’t want to see them kissing at home. Or it was mutual.

Teddy found himself to be not in the right frame of mind for this, once they were on their way. The clowns were bothering him. The disappearance of Jack Flanders was bothering him. What Margot had just said about the two clowns staring him down wasn’t helping either. And the ride itself wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting. He’d anticipated romance, love, maybe a little kissing on display to get guests in the mood, but the poorly-fashioned, life-sized wax figures set up in four compartments provided nothing of the sort: Isolde dying beside a bloody, deceased Tristan. Juliet taking poison after she finds her dead Romeo. A man rescuing a woman chained to a rock. A fight with clubs that looked suspiciously like baseball bats between two cavemen over a cavegirl. And when the dioramas yielded to darkness, it was not completely dark. And yet the couple in the front of the boat kissed, laughed ironically, kissed again, and Teddy looked at Margot, and the girl looked back at him and seemed to sense his expectations, and she leaned forward, put her hands on his shoulders and, without closing her eyes, without smiling, without any change in her expression at all, pressed her mouth against his for three seconds, removed her hands and turned to face forward, back against the seat.

Teddy glanced at the girl briefly before he faced forward as well, smiled. Perfunctory as it had been, it was more than he had expected, going lip to lip with a girl who was like animal, or some kind of animal-human mix, a real-life version of the freaks in those tents, Reptile Man and Fang Boy and Abominable Show Woman, except those were all illusions conjured from makeup and acting instructions, while Margot seemed entirely real.

Would it bother her to see the freak of this year’s fair, the Cannibal Girl? Would a girl on a chain hit too close to home? And if it bothered Margot, how would that show? Teddy believed he’d seen Margot reveal emotion once, when she was playing Zach’s guitar. But then, it might have been something else.

In the end, it was the desire to fulfill Miss Rosette’s goal of exposing Margot to a wide variety of things – and Teddy’s own curiosity – that brought them to Cannibal Girl. It cost a quarter each to get in, a deal some 40 or 50 people were wiling to make, and they packed around the three fenced sides of the dirt enclosure and stared at the fourth side, a garishly-painted wall with a barred door in the middle.

“CAUTION,” read a warning over an image of Cannibal Girl menacing a terrified man tied to a tree, her drooling mouth inches from his face. “DO NOT ENTER. YOU MAY LOSE LIFE AND LIMB!”

Men had come, and women as well, a few children, even a babe in arms here and there. Some of the attendees smiled and whispered, but for some others, tense faces suggested a belief that Cannibal Girl was real. Eyes turned furtively toward Teddy, he noticed, darting away as soon as he looked back, and he felt his first twinge of self-consciousness at those moments. Did they think he was keeping his own Cannibal Girl on a chain, here to learn how to turn Margot into an attraction? Did they think he used her for pleasure?

“Ladies and gentlemen,” began the announcer, in khaki and a pith helmet, speaking quickly and in apparent distress, “please be advised that Cannibal Girl is not a normal product of a civilized society, and we cannot be held responsible if something goes terribly wrong. Therefore, by entering this tent, you have agreed to sign away all expectations of leaving without either your psyche, or your physical form, or both, horribly damaged. If you do not agree to these terms, please exit now through the entrance.”

No one left, or even budged, and the announcer continued.

“Now, if I may, I’d like to introduce myself. My name is Mayfield Weathersby, the third generation of explorers who travel the world. A few years ago, I went to darkest Africa in search of the rare white rhinoceros, but instead, I found a white girl, hair in tangles, wearing nothing but the pelt God gave her, crawling through the muck. ‘Girl,’ I said, ‘girl, who are you, why are you here?’ She only growled in response, and she backed away, cowering in fear of my gun and the trappings of civilization. But I followed her, aided by two pygmy bushmen, until we happened upon her cave, the entrance to which was littered with the bones of her last meal. And not just any bones. These were the remains of a human! So I turned to my guides, who are always equipped with blowguns and their preferred ammunition, darts dipped in a toxin strong enough to put an elephant to sleep, and I said to them, ‘Enter her lair and subdue her, so that I might rescue her from this awful fate.’ And they followed my orders, and they paid with their lives. What happened in that cave? None of us will ever know. The pygmies entered side by side, and immediately there commenced the most hideous wailing as the girl pressed her attack, and first one of my guides cried out, and then the other, and then there was only silence, because Cannibal Girl had ripped out the throats of both the poor heathens, and she had even begun to dine on one before the toxins they’d planted in her bosom as their dying act rendered her senseless, and that’s where I found her, sleeping peacefully on her side, her mouth red with the blood of her latest victims, and three darts still embedded in her skin. I had her immediately clapped in irons in the hopes I might yet make of her a civilized girl, a respectful Christian, and I tried for two years to reason with her, but she would have none of it. For the rest of her life, she is doomed to look at all her fellow humans as nothing more than her next meal, and so now we may look upon her in wonder and fear. There but for the grace of God go we all. Do we not all have a cannibal hiding in our hearts? What you are about to see, ladies and gentlemen, is what will come of us without schooling, without church, without loving parents.”

The announcer scanned the crowd, eyes taking in his audience.

“Who was Cannibal Girl? The infant daughter of murdered missionaries? A victim of a cruel kidnapping? No one knows, and she cannot say, for by the time I found her, she was entirely an animal, with no ability to speak beyond grunts and growls, no ability to reason beyond what is necessary to find her next meal of human flesh. And so today, in this moment, we will satisfy her lust. Release the girl!”

A great bell sounded from somewhere behind the wall, loud enough to startle Teddy, and the barred door lifted, and everyone, including Teddy and possibly Margot, held their breath.

And yet, no Cannibal Girl appeared, the space behind the door dark and devoid of life.

“Always the huntress,” the announcer said, voice dropping, “she does not rush after her prey. She pursues by stealth, listening and sniffing until the moment comes to make her move.”

Only then did a mop of matted blonde hair appear, and then two hands, a head, the shoulders of a girl crawling cautiously through the opening. She lowered her nose to the tent’s dirt floor, sniffed, huffed, grunted. Suddenly, she raised her eyes to the crowd, looking wildly from one face to the next, and more than one woman gasped as the gaze of Cannibal Girl settled on her.

Teddy was hoping the girl would be as naked as she’d allegedly been in the jungle, or at least bare-breasted, and he noticed with disappointment that she seemed to be sporting a green bikini, mostly hidden by leaves and vines, but its fabricated condition obvious to him. He could see the stitching, and the little clasp at the back of her top. So, wild as she supposedly was, Cannibal Girl knew how to dress. Was her bikini laundered per regular schedule? Teddy wondered cynically. Did she turn it in at the end of each day to be washed, receiving a fresh one in return? Or did she put on a gingham skirt and a cotton blouse once the show was over, put her feet up on the table, swig a beer and laugh about all the rubes she’d scammed that day?

Cannibal Girl emerged completely from her pen, a chain wrapped around her ankle and running behind her through the door.

Teddy could see makeup – a little shade over her eyes, red lipstick. Did she put that on?

Speaking quietly, the announcer continued his spiel. “The manacle you see is a sad necessity. Without it, none of us would be safe, nor would Cannibal Girl. She might have the strength of five men, but she is no match for a gun, and she could slaughter only so many innocents before the authorities would confront her and, after judging her incapable of civilized sensibilities, put her down.”

The announcer held a canvas bag over his head, blood showing through the seams, heaviest at the bottom.

“She seems a little more agitated than usual,” he said, “so let me cut my presentation short and give her the only thing that calms her.”

The man scanned the crowd.

“I assure you,” he said with a half-chuckle, “we will not be feeding her the body of a person. But she does not know that. We have found that the haunches of the Serengeti wildebeest are a passable substitute, so we have it flown in twice a week from Africa to satisfy her unspeakable urges.”

He shook the bag and all in the audience looked at him, but Cannibal Girl continued sniffing in the dirt. She was presumably fed from this bag by this man multiple times her day, Teddy thought, but hadn’t yet learned to anticipate her feeding. Cats and dogs were a good bit smarter.

“Here, Girl,” the man said. “Here’s your meat.”

The girl ignored him until he made a peculiar call, a sort of “yi-yi-yi!” and only then did she turn to regard Weathersby, the explorer who was no longer an explorer but now just a carnival performer, and he slung the bag awkwardly, into the corner of the enclosure, and Cannibal Girl yelped and made for it, but her chain was too short and she was stopped cold several feet from her next meal.

“Yeowwlllll!” she snarled in disappointment, looking at the food, the chain around her ankle, the food again, the chain again, and after what appeared to be deep thought, she arrived at a plan. She turned, grabbed the chain with both hands and tugged with all her might, the muscles in her back and biceps bulging.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I do need to apologize for this,” the announcer said over the grunts of the wild girl. “I’m afraid I tossed her food a little out of reach, and that invariably drives her into a frenzy. So while I work to rectify the situation, perhaps we might all make our way to the exit, right there where you came in, and please watch—”

With an ominous clink, Cannibal Girl broke free, and now she was standing upright, looking at the chain in her hand, one end running to her ankle, the other coiled in the dirt, unanchored.




Chapter 32: Doorways

“Alright now, please don’t panic,” the announcer said. “We are prepared for just such an emergency.”

He picked up a long reed, raised it to his mouth, and his cheeks puffed out before he blew, his forceful breath making a whistling sound.

The girl looked at her chest, turned on him, howled with rage, stormed the flimsy barrier that separated her from the man who had snatched her from the jungle, but she seemed to grow weak as she reached it, her hands almost upon Weathersby’s person before she paused as though reconsidering, and she wobbled, grabbed the barrier to steady herself, howled again, but more quietly, and she dropped to her knees, keeled over and went flat, dead to the world, the rising and falling of her ribs the only indication she was still alive.

“My goodness, ladies and gentlemen, our sincerest apologies,” Weathersby said, sounding truly contrite. “But let me assure you none of you were ever in any danger. While Cannibal Girl is and always will be a menace to civilized society, we have in place countless safeguards, and you’ve just seen the use of one. Now please show yourselves out through the same entrance by which you entered. And yes, for those of you noble sort who are concerned about the girl’s welfare, trust that she shall sleep off the toxin in about two hours, at which point she shall wake from her very restful sleep, returned to her chain and absolutely famished, and will find the same wildebeest haunch I attempted to toss her way waiting for her, and within easy reach.”

As he exited with Margot, Teddy cast one last glance at the drowsing girl, who he was confident was still wide awake, and would arise as soon as the last paying customer had left, to put on respectable clothing, enjoy a sandwich, and take her share of the proceeds.

And yet, the story was compelling, and a part of it was real to Teddy, like any great fiction. As he and Margot made their way into the twilight, and he looked at Margot to gauge her reaction, quickly concluding that she had none, at least nothing visible, her expression as blank as it ever was.

What would she say about it? Did she believe it? Would she have some peculiarly astute thing to say about it, the way she sometimes did about things? Teddy wanted to know, and he was formulating the right question in his mind when the words of other witnesses caught his attention.

“One of these days, she’s gonna get that booger,” a tall man in overalls assured the girl beside him.

“She almost got him this time,” said the girl.

“She always tries, never quite reaches him.”

“You been more than once?” she asked.

“Heck yeah,” he said. “Five times at least. Fella always tosses the meat out of reach, and she gets loose every time, and he always puts her down.”

The man paused, looked sagely toward the setting sun. “One day he’s gonna run out of them blow darts, and she’s gonna take a throat or two before she’s done.”

Teddy, started, looked at the man, and the man looked back at Teddy, nodding confidently. He was at least twice Teddy’s age, gaunt and possibly a farmer, although workers at the poultry plant and the metals fabrication factory wore overalls as well. But regardless his occupation, Teddy thought, the man was entirely a fool, incapable of seeing the truth of things despite the wealth of evidence presented. How many more Americans were like that?

“Ya hungry?” Teddy asked, leading Margot toward a fleet of food wagons, not waiting for an answer. He bought them both chili dogs, Coke and cotton candy, and they sat on the ground and she pushed all the food dutifully into her mouth without asking any questions, and Teddy ate and kept an eye on things.

Done with the meal, he rose, brushed off his suit. “Let’s get you a Nifty Bear,” he said to Margot, shaking other thoughts from his mind. “I think we’ve got enough time.”

Margot neither agreed nor disagreed, and he led her back to the arcade where the barkers were proposing to guess weight and age, to tell a fortune, or offering a chance to win at a game of skill any child could pick up in three tries.

Teddy made a beeline for the Milk Bottles, a stand decorated with pictures of milk trucks, leering milkmen, one cow.

“Here’s comes a winner now,” said the milkman running the stand. “A dime will get you one toss. A quarter will get you three. Knock over all the bottles and walk away with a big prize.”

Teddy gave the man a quarter, accepted the softball, waited while three gray metal milk bottles were set up, one on top of the other two, and he drew back and tossed with all his might, scattering the bottles, one flipping end over end until it bounced against the back wall.

“Whoa, Tarzan, let’s not break my inventory,” the barker protested.

“That’s how I throw, set ‘em back up,” Teddy said.

The man put the bottles back on the little wooden stand, and Teddy tossed again, probably a little more violently than the first time, and the bottles clinked and vanished.

“What’ll you have then?” the man said, gesturing toward his prizes, done with Teddy and his arm.

“Give me the gorilla.”

“Is it for you, or her?” the man asked, pointing his chin at Margot.

“It’s for her,” Teddy said.

“We’ve got an angel wheel,” he said. “Moon of the Tides. How ‘bout—”

“I promised her a Nifty Bear, and that’s the only one I see,” Teddy countered.

The man grabbed the stuffed gorilla off the peg and handed it to Teddy, and Teddy handed it to Margot, and she wrapped one arm around it and didn’t bother thanking him.

“Quite an arm, kid, you should pitch for the Yankees,” said a male voice a step or two behind Teddy, and he turned to find another clown, the fourth of the day, in green and blue, a white face and a top hat and blue hair.

“The ships at sea are running dark tonight,” Teddy said back, watching the clown’s face closely for whatever reaction the makeup might betray.

“What’d you say?” the clown demanded, the bead in his eyes suddenly boring into Teddy’s.

“You heard me,” Teddy said. Perhaps he should have been frightened. If Margot’s latest revelation was true, this guy was part of the outfit that had snatched Jack Flanders, and had maybe killed him. Maybe they’d killed Dr. Dalton too. But Teddy couldn’t bring himself to fear. And whatever game these guys were playing was annoying him enough that he was ready to play back.

“The ships at sea are running dark tonight,” Teddy said again.

“We hang traitors,” the clown said flatly.

“Who’s a traitor, Mister?” Teddy demanded, taking a step toward the clown.

According to Margot, the clowns were supposed to be afraid of him, but Teddy could see the snarl through the red-painted mouth, the hardness in the eyes, and a disconcerting absence of fear as the clown stepped forward, not back, so that in the next moment their faces were inches apart.

“Give me a reason to put a bullet through your ever lovin’ mind, you son of a bitch,” the clown hissed, all his face twisted with raw rage.

“You’re gonna snuff me out, tough guy?” Teddy said. “Like you did to Jack Flanders?”

“He’s still alive,” whispered the clown. “Just busy answering questions.”

“Who killed Dr. Dalton?” Teddy asked. “That was your work too?”

“That was an accident, and you know it,” the clown hissed, and he was still snarling, but the voice had gone softer, and Teddy sensed something other than rage. Guilt, perhaps. Maybe something else. Whatever it was, it made Teddy uncomfortable. He wanted to be done with this. But he didn’t want to just slink away.

“You know about Zach Moon and His Band?” Teddy asked, doing his best to match the clown’s contemptible sneer.

“Maybe.”

“Well, I’m the drummer,” Teddy said, “and we go on in 20 minutes, and that means I’m through wasting time with you.” He drew in his breath, realized his mouth had gone dry and his voice was getting shaky, but he couldn’t help but add, “Clown.”

“Break a leg,” the clown said.

“Maybe you should come watch,” Teddy said back. “Some of our numbers are very danceable.”

“I just might,” said the clown. “We’re not nearly finished with you.”

“You know if they find me hanging in a closet at the Delacroix, people around here are going to start getting suspicious.”

“Son of a bitch,” the clown said before he stepped back and blended into the crowd. Teddy watched until he could no longer see the flashing blue and green of the clown’s costume.

“Holy mother of pearl,” he said, looking wide-eyed at Margot. “What in East Jerusalem was all that about?”

“I don’t know,” Margot said.

Teddy turned, headed in the direction of stage 2, found his legs to be wobbly enough that he had to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.

“You see any clowns around right now?” he asked, stopping, staring at Margot only.

She searched the space around them.

“I can’t see any clowns,” she said.

“Okay,” Teddy said, and he sighed and pulled a handkerchief out of the back pocket of his jeans and pressed it against his forehead. “Moment of weakness here,” he said, leaning forward to press his hand against a light post, using his arm to hold his body up. “I’m kinda shook up. I’m kinda, well . . . golly, was that fella just a really evil clown? Or was he a murderer in a clown suit? And what if he was a murderer? He coulda . . . he coulda plunked me right then and there. Clown’s the last guy people look for. And here I am, givin’ him the business. Famous last words, that coulda been.”

Teddy let go of the light post, shoved his handkerchief back in his pocket, passed Margot’s chain to his other hand.

“The show must go on,” he said, relieved to find his legs a little steadier as he continued his trek to the venue.

As they neared the stage, Teddy turned again to Margot.

“Anything you can think of?” Teddy asked. “One of your ideas, maybe?”

“If you leave the fair, they won’t be afraid of you anymore,” she said.

“Is that what they want?” Teddy asked. “Me to leave?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Teddy asked. “So they can rub me out?”

“I don’t know.”

“Jeepers,” Teddy said under his breath, continuing on his way.

The stage was a flurry of activity by the time Teddy and Margot reached it. The last performance, which seemed to involve goats and a man on stilts, was packing up, and Zach and Baker, the band’s bassist, were surveying the space.

“Hey, Teddy,” Zach said, “we’re ready for your drums. Put your girl up and start huffing.”

Teddy looked at Margot, reached into his pocket for one of Miss Rosetta’s padlocks, walked her to the side of the stage, lined with metal support bars, locked her chain around one.

“We’re going to bring you up at intermission to play Zach’s guitar,” he told her. “Everything’s gonna be loud.”

Teddy hustled to the truck, grabbed the bass drum first, set it at the rear middle of the stage, kept assembling his kit, glancing now and then at Margot, who had set her Nifty Bear gorilla on the ground beside the stage and was sitting upon it, staring here and there.

The moments before a performance always filled Teddy’s mind with the things he needed to remember, other thoughts crowded out, and so it was this evening. While he could not chase thoughts of the clown entirely from his conscious, priority was given to the music, and he finished assembling his kit, sat down, tested the snares and the bass and the cymbals and his own present sense of timing and found all satisfactory, and he smiled when Zach introduced his band to the hundred or so people there, and he kicked off the first song with a bass tempo, and off they went, thoughts of malevolent clowns saying strange things gone altogether.

It was only after they’d finished their first set, 25 minutes in, and the people were clapping and Teddy put his sticks down side by side on his snare and stood and bowed in unison with his bandmates, that his mind turned back to the conversation with the blue and green clown, because there were things that needed to be worked through.

The clown had implied that Teddy was a traitor. Why would a clown say that, unless he wasn’t really a clown, unless his straight job was something official, with the US government, in national security? So he was probably what the newspaper guy called a spook. And he knew where Jack Flanders was. Jack was answering questions, he’d said. How long did it take to answer questions?

“Don’t leave folks,” Zach was saying. “While we’re taking a short break, we’re going to bring up a special guest. Her name’s Margot, and she’s learned a few skills.” Zach turned toward Teddy. “And now, if our drummer would be so kind as to bring his girl up, she’s going to show you a few classical licks on my guitar. Kind of old world meets new.”

Teddy slipped down the stage’s back stairs, freed Margo’s chain from the pole and led her up to Zach, who was holding his guitar out for her, and he raised the strap for her, and she stuck her head and shoulders through it, slid her chain behind it, adjusted it so that it covered her belly and mound, the top corner of the instrument’s body partially obscuring her left breast, her right breast completely exposed, her chain ending at the middle of her thighs.

“Let’s give it up for Margot,” Zach said.

Teddy returned to his drums for the unlikely possibility that Margot wanted a beat.

Twink

Just one note, propelled violently from the speaker, echoing off a bus in the parking lot.

She plucked a few more, way up on the neck.

Twink, twink, twink

Loud, high notes, sounding strange, disorganized.

She dropped her head to look at her hands. Teddy couldn’t see the girl’s face, but she seemed confused. Maybe the noise wasn’t what she was expecting. She’d heard an electric guitar in person at Zach’s during rehearsal, and she’d played it, but it hadn’t been plugged in then. So she’d never really played an electric guitar, certainly never played one in front of people. The poor girl. Was she capable of embarrassment? Shame? Would she go home tonight with that same face, the face of nothingness, having been utterly humiliated?

This was Teddy’s fault. Teddy should have made sure she was up for this.

Twink. Twink. Tweeee!

Tweeeeeeeeeee!

She was playing high notes.

Tweeeeee – eeee – eeee – aaaa – eeeeee – ee-ee-aa-ee—oh—aa-eeeeeeeee!

That was music. Not classical. Not like anything Teddy had ever heard. No one told her to play from her own animal nature, but that’s what she was playing. It’s what she’d played at the salon, when they told her to play something from within herself.

Yes, it was music.

Eee – oh – ah – eeee – ee – oh – ah –oh – ah oh ah – eeeeeeeee!

Teddy sat transfixed, staring at Margot’s naked back and her naked bottom and her arms and the way they moved as she worked her way over things. Was she crying again? He wished he could see her face.

The clown knew how Dr. Dalton had died.

“That was an accident and you know it.”

Those were his words.

He knew how Dr. Dalton had died. And he thought Teddy knew.

Teddy hadn’t cracked the case Marjorie Dalton had hired him to solve, but he was one person away from the answer. Or one clown away.

Eee eee – oh oh – ah ah – ee – ee – ee – oh oh –ah ah ee oh ah!

Something he had done or was still doing had gotten him hitched to the mystery, whether or not he wanted to be, and now he was either about to see it through, or die. He’d opened the door to something strange, something sinister.

Tragic.

It started when he followed that bum around the corner. That’s when the door had opened.

Margot. There was a door here too.

Eeeeeee – oh – ee – ah – eeeeeeeee!

It was music. The screaming, wailing voice of the soul at war with itself. Here, and in a thousand places soon, this voice would wail, and it would not be silenced, and it would speak for an ancient race undergoing a new torture that it didn’t know was a torture.

They were trying to scare him away from the fair, or so said Margot. Of course they were. They wanted to kill him in private. Like they’d killed Dr. Dalton. By accident. Because . . . they thought he was someone else. But who did they think he was?

Who did they think he . . .

Still sitting behind his kit, Teddy knew.

Teddy knew.

Eeee—ah – oh – ah -- eee – oh – eeeeeeeee!

Margot was moving toward the speaker. The sound seemed to draw her. She wanted more noise, so she stepped in front of it, turned, and the feedback shrieked, it screamed, it was wires and electronics and atmosphere and almost, almost human. She liked it, it seemed. She fell to her knees, and the feedback grew terrible, the noise almost seeming to startle her, although she continued to play. Teddy could see her face now, bent down toward the speaker. Her expression was different. No smile. No frown. But there was determination, maybe. And her mouth was moving, forming words whose meaning only she could know, as if talking to herself, or the speaker, or the people who made the speaker, or something else. This was her sound, the sound she was making. For a moment, the howl was all Teddy could hear, probably all anyone could ear for 200 yards, and then she stood and turned to face the audience again and composed herself and her music and plucked out something tuneful and classical, and she finished and set down Zach’s guitar and stepped toward Teddy.

The audience had mostly stayed, and some seemed glad Margot was done, but there was a beatnik in a beret and a goatee clapping his hands over his head, and a priest in a collar who was smiling, and a woman with a baby on her hip looking up rapturously at Margot’s departing form, and Teddy’s friend Dorothy had stepped up toward the front, hands on her hips, eyebrows raised like she wanted more.

Everyone clapped for Margot, some politely, some sincerely, and Teddy walked the girl back to her Nifty Bear gorilla and she sat on it.

Her eyes were dry.

“That was good,” Teddy said. “That was real music.”

He padlocked her collar to the stage and knelt to speak to her.

“I think I’ve figured it out,” he said. “I think I know what happened. I don’t know what the clowns are gonna do. But I’m pretty sure I know why they’re here. And I think, if I can talk to them . . .” He shook his head. “Well, I don’t know.”

Margot looked at him without any apparent interest.

“So just stay next to me, okay?” he said. “I don’t think you’re in any danger. It’s all about me. But tell me what you’re thinking. Say it out loud. Anytime you think it.”

Margot was looking away now, something else catching her interest, and Teddy headed back to his drums, tapped out a few practice rhythms, waited for the rest of the band to return from whatever they’d been doing, and his mind remained profoundly distracted until Zach named the next song and started his four count, at which point the parts of Teddy’s brain that ran for the most part on their own took over, and he played competently but without any creativity, not even on the beats when the band said he could hit a little harder than dictated by convention.

Now and then, his eyes wandered, searching for clowns, and as the second set of songs neared its end, he made out the blue and green clown at the edge of the field, the one with the top hat, almost beyond the reach of the incandescents that had been bunched around stage 2.

Teddy smiled at the clown on the next pause in the beat and pointed his left drumstick at him. It was something he did all the time, a way to acknowledged friends, and it was a welcome gesture to them, something that prompted smiles, waves, thumbs up, but Teddy knew the clown would see things differently.

I am not afraid, Teddy thought, and you need to believe that. Maybe you’re about to kill me, but I’m not afraid.

Having Margot there helped, for reasons Teddy couldn’t explain.

The next time Teddy looked, the clown was talking to someone. A shorter man, dressed in a checkered black and white suit so cheap and old Teddy could sense its decrepitude from his place on the stage.

The man seemed to be agitated, seemed to be speaking or shouting with some force into the face of the taller clown, who was looking down with his painted red smile, a permanent grin that struck Teddy as almost sickeningly incongruous at the moment.

At the risk of losing the beat, Teddy continued to watch, sucking in his breath when the furious man in the suit reached up and knocked off the clown’s top hat with one hand and tore off the clown’s blue wig with the other, exposing a gray, balding head, shaking the wig in front of the clown’s face like a proof of something.

Proof of what?

The clowns didn’t belong here. They’d driven down from their spook headquarters and dressed up like clowns and infiltrated this event with the hopes of hiding in plain sight, but at least one of them had been made out by the businessman who ran this itinerant band of entertainers, liars and frauds. Clowns, even those engaged in national security, were not on tonight’s menu, and now one had been caught. The clown was not having a good night.

The next time Teddy looked, the clown and the suited man were gone.

The music ended, and Teddy banged out one last little riff, fast and confident, an announcement as much as anything else, a call, an invitation to the people waiting for him.

Do your worst, he thought. I’ve got just about all of it figured out. And I’m gonna hold that over your heads.

Teddy stood, bowed, nodded and smiled when Zach and Baker clapped him on the shoulder and told him he’d drummed well, but his mind was on other things as he tossed the pieces of his kit into Mr. Fitsimmons’ truck, and as soon as he’d wrapped up his chore, he muttered a quick farewell to Zach and returned to Margot and unlocked her chain.

“Which way?” he asked.

“To your right,” she replied without hesitation, stuffing the Nifty Bear gorilla under her arm, and the couple made their way quickly through the crowd until a voice from the shadows of a temporary shed rasped out a command.

“Over here, Parker,” it said, and Teddy stopped and turned, making out the blue and green costume and the blue hair and the top hat, framed by the shed’s open door.




Chapter 33: A Meeting with Clowns

So the clown had been allowed to stay, which probably meant he’d been forced to explain himself, or at least make up a plausible lie. They’d even given the clown a key to a shed.

Teddy led Margot up to the door.

“I never saw you dance,” Teddy said, struggling to control the shake in his voice. “You don’t like the hits?”

“Pack it, Parker,” Top Hat said.

“Just trying to lighten the mood,” Teddy replied.

The clown stepped back, Teddy and Margot entered the shed, the clown closed the door behind them and someone flipped on a light.

They were all here, four clowns with white faces and huge red smiles: the clown with the top hat who Teddy sensed was in charge; the clown in the blue suit with the white stripes, and the red bulbous shoes, who’d said that cryptic thing about the ships at sea; the two clowns he’d caught staring at him, one in black and white stripes, and the one in red and orange who’d bowed to him and marched off after Margot turned to stare at them.

“You a real defective?” Top Hat barked.

“Yes,” Margot replied flatly.

“Let’s see your tongue.”

Margot opened her mouth, stuck her tongue out and raised it, and the clown pulled a pencil and a little notepad from somewhere in his suit and wrote down the number.

“Impersonating a defective will get you two years,” he said. “And if you are a defective, we have the right to use any means necessary to extract information from you.”

If Margot cared about spending two years in prison, or suffering an interrogation by spooks, she kept it to herself.

“What’s your defect?” he asked suspiciously.

“Heritage.”

“Huh,” Top Hat said, and he turned to Teddy.

“Where’s Jones?” he said.

“Jones what?” Teddy asked, because the question wasn’t what he was expecting. It was a sincere response, but it seemed to anger the clown. There was enough light to see people’s real expressions in here, and no one was happy, even if their makeup said otherwise. And the clown in the black and white stripes was, Teddy realized with a start, a woman.

“You know who I’m talking about,” Top Hat said. “When’s the last time you talked to him?”

“Wait, you’re talking about Stuyvesant Martin?” Teddy said.

All four clowns exhaled as one, the name provoking something fearful.

“Here it comes,” Teddy said under his breath.

“That name is a national secret,” said Top Hat. “You don’t say that name.”

“First time I’ve been told that,” Teddy said, and he scowled at the clown, because he hadn’t done anything wrong, and he wasn’t going to be told he had, and it was time to lay all his cards on the table.

“Of course, that’s not the name he was using when you decided to kill him, was it?” Teddy said. “Turns out he pulled a name out of a hat. Bruce Dalton. And that’s all you knew. That he knew you knew he’d done something bad, and now he was on the run. Sold secrets to the Reds, maybe?”

“If you’re going to keep spilling national secrets,” Top Hat said, “you need to lock this girl up out of earshot.”

“No,” Teddy said, “she’s my partner. I need her here.”

“Fuck partner,” spat the woman in black and white.

Teddy looked at her, doing his best to mirror his mother’s face when she was profoundly disappointed in him.

“Turns out you spooks don’t know everything,” he said. “And your guesswork isn’t that great either.”

“You fucked his wife,” said Black and White.

“Yup,” Teddy said, nodding.

“A real professional,” muttered Red Shoes.

“And if I, uh, did relations with Margot, I’d tell ya that too. She helps me, that’s all. She needs to be here now. She could probably teach you a thing or two.”

“Back to the point,” Top Hat barked impatiently, glaring at his colleagues. “We’re going to charge you with harboring a fugitive. It’s a federal crime, harboring a traitor. Twenty-five years, but the electric chair isn’t out of the question.”

Teddy swallowed, worked out his next words and spoke them carefully, because his mouth was dry again.

“What kind of crime is it to kill an innocent doctor in his hotel room?” he asked.

“Honest mistake,” said Top Hat.

“A stupid mistake, Mister,” Teddy shot back. “So you find out Sty Martin is on the run and going by a new name, calling himself Bruce Dalton. And you call every hotel around Pittsburgh and all the way down to Lutherville until the guy at the front desk at the Delacroix says yeah, they’ve got a Bruce Dalton. He wasn’t supposed to tell you that, but I’m sure you’ve got your ways. And you get his room number, pick the lock in the alley, pick the lock on his door, and uh, do your business to him, and leave. But you know, he wasn’t quite dead yet. He kicked a little first. People in the next room over called down right then.”

Top Hat glared, but none of this seemed to be a national secret, and he didn’t shut Teddy up, so Teddy kept talking.

“You wanted someone to call his wife,” Teddy said. “You wanted people to know he was dead. Why? That I’m not as sure about, but maybe because you wanted people who knew that he was a turncoat to know he got his, and you knew his wife would tell, and it would get back to them. She was a talker. She talked to her neighbor all the time.”

“How much did he pay you to cover his tracks?” Top Hat asked.

“Who?”

“Jones.”

“Jones?” Teddy said. “Right, we’ll call him that. Why do you think I made a deal with him?”

“You seem to be the only one who knows where he went.”

“I know he took 66 west for awhile, I lost the trail in Missouri.”

“He told you he was going west?” asked Top Hat.

“He didn’t say boo to me, Mister.”

“Oh, he said more than boo to you,” Top Hat asserted.

“Okay, you got me there,” Teddy said. “He kinda growled, while he was pressing a gun into my ribs.”

“That’s what the paper said too,” Top Hat observed.

“Yeah,” Teddy agreed.

“Paper said he took a few shots at you,” said Top Hat. “Strange how he missed.”

“He never took a shot at me,” Teddy said. “The paper had that part wrong.”

“Then tell me what happened,” said Top Hat, half the snarl gone from his voice at the moment. “In your own words, tell us exactly what happened that night.”

“Okay,” Teddy said, clearing his throat. He’d been telling this story glibly for weeks, to whomever would listen. But now he had the ears of four clowns who were much more than clowns, and claimed to have the powers of life and death no less, and he wanted to tell it right.

“The phone number you, uh, that got left behind with Dr. Dalton’s body, I called it and Mrs. Martin, or Mrs. Jones, she answered and said she’d be driving down to meet me, and—”

“What was her demeanor?” Black and White asked.

“Demeanor?” Teddy said. “Right. She was sad. She cried. And then she said she’d be driving down, after she cried. And she must have called someone, or a few people, and word got back to her husband, and he—”

“We didn’t ask for speculation,” interrupted Top Hat.

“It’s part of the story,” Teddy shot back. “Because of what happened next.”

“Proceed.”

“Mr. Jones got wind that everyone thought he was dead, I guess, and he stole a truck. Two trucks. One in Pittsburgh, one north of Lutherville. And he came to the Delacroix to rescue his wife. That’s been the missing piece. Who was the bum? It was him. Her husband. He disguised himself, like a bum. He knew his wife was on the way, so he waited for her. If you could rub him out, you could do the same to her, and he didn’t want that to happen. So she pulled up and I was there and we started talking and I ruined his plan, because he didn’t know who I was, so he had to kidnap her.”

“You’re alleging he kidnapped her?” Top Hat asked.

“No, that’s just what it looked like. He grabbed her, carried her around the corner, got her in the stolen truck, probably told her who he was in the meantime so she’d stop screaming, I followed, he waylaid me, pulled a gun on me and I backed off, he drove away, drove until he ran out of gas, stole another.”

“How do you know that?”

“I called police departments,” Teddy replied.

“Where was he headed?”

“I already told you I don’t know, at least not the final destination,” Teddy said. “He was headed west, that’s all I got. Taking 66.”

“What have you been doing since?” asked Top Hat.

“Since what?” Teddy asked.

“Since you met with Jones.”

“Mister,” Teddy said, not trying to hide his exasperation at all. “For the nineteenth time, I did not talk to Stuyvesant Martin, I did not meet with Stuyvesant Martin, I did not make plans with Stuyvesant Martin, I have not talked with Stuyvesant Martin since he stuck a gun up against my ribs, and I’m gonna keep saying his name loud and clear until you get it through your thick skull and your thick clown wig that that’s the way it went down and no other way.”

“Mmgg,” Top Hat grunted. “The question stands. What have you been doing since your, uh, interaction at the Delacoirx?”

“I talked to a few reporters. I worked the case for Marjorie Dalton.”

“What did you find out?”

“Not much at first. The mess about his gambling. I guess you left that stack of papers in his office for Mrs. Dalton to find, but I found it.”

No answer.

“It wasn’t very convincing.”

No answer.

“And I made some phone calls. And I met that bogus Mrs. Jones, and scared her off. And seriously, Mister, she was no more convincing than Cannibal Girl.”

“Who?” Top Hat asked.

“Cannibal Girl. She does shows here. Maybe you should watch one. And then, the next thing, after we talked to your fake woman, we—"

“It was her,” Margot said.

“Huh?” Teddy said, turning to the girl, who was staring at the clown in black and white stripes.

Teddy looked at the clown with a half-smile. She looked back expressionlessly, her eyes set on either side of a pronounced nose you could just see through the makeup, if you looked hard.

“Nice to see you again,” Teddy said, returning his attention to Top Hat. “And then, Jack Flanders called me, and I told him everything I knew, and he must have called someone and said something, because—”

“That’s no concern of yours,” barked Top Hat.

“I feel like it is,” Teddy said. “If you can—”

“You always go to the press to talk about your cases?”

“I’ve only had one case,” Teddy said. “But everyone seems very concerned about it.”

“How long have you been in this racket?”

“Few weeks,” Teddy said.

“No, how long have you been in the detective business?”

“Few weeks,” Teddy said.

“What was your last job?”

“School,” Teddy said. “I go back in August.”

“Where?”

“Here in town.”

“What school?”

“Lutherville High.”

The clown’s eyes got noticeably bigger.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

Teddy could hear four clowns breathing in as one. His age seemed to be a subject of repeated consternation of late.

“Local school records,” Top Hat said. “That’s the only place we didn’t look.”

“You looked me up?” Teddy asked.

“Yeah, we found your little band flyer,” Top Hat noted. “That’s why we’re here tonight. But you’ve got no business license, no credentials, you never paid a corporate tax, no one in the field has ever heard of you, your car traces back to your dad, the only address we could find is a house where your parents live.”

“I live there too.”

“That’s your only address?”

“Yeah.”

Top Hat laughed. Or it was sort of a laugh, sort of the sound you make right before you throw up, and he looked at the other clowns, and Teddy sensed some kind of unspoken communication among the four spooks, and wondered how much they could say to each other with their eyes and their faces while everyone was made up like a clown.

After they were done with their wordless conference, Top Hat spoke.

“Son,” he began, drawing in his breath, “we feel like you’ve been honest with us. We may have jumped to some conclusions. You’ve been doing . . . legitimate work. Even . . . admirable work. So the question is . . . how do we resolve all this?”

“Resolve all what?”

“You are in possession of some very sensitive information,” Top Hat said. “You and your girl.”

“And Jack Flanders,” Teddy said.

“Jack Flanders doesn’t know, not to put too fine a point on it, shit.”

“How’s he doing?” Teddy said. “Where’re you keeping him?”

“Jack Flanders is having a very pleasant vacation,” Top Hat said. “He’s not a bad golfer.”

“But he’s still . . . he has to stay with you.”

“He’s enjoying the amenities of one of DC’s better hotels. Round the clock babysitter, but trust me, he could do worse.”

“When are you going to let him go?”

“After we’re finished with you.”

“What else do you need?”

“Who else have you told?” Top Hat asked.

“Told?” Teddy echoed. “You mean . . . that you killed—”

“Tshhht,” Top Hat hissed.

“Okay, right,” Teddy said. “No one. I didn’t figure the rest of it out until tonight. Margot knows. But she won’t tell. So, no one.”

“What about Mrs. Dalton?”

“No,” Teddy said flatly. “She doesn’t know anything.”

“But you’re keeping her as a mistress,” said Black and White. “Things get said.”

Teddy turned toward the woman clown and laughed.

“Trust me, Lady, mistress she ain’t.”

“What’s the nature of your relationship then?” Top Hat asked.

“Strangers,” Teddy said. “Not sure she’d give me the time of day.”

“What’s her angle?” Top Hat asked.

“Angle?” Teddy said. “I don’t know about angle. She’s a widow. She lost her husband. She—”

“She had relations with you,” Top Hat interrupted. “Was a reason given?”

“Mister,” Teddy began with a sigh. “Okay, I don’t know. You’d have to ask her. She said something about zeitgeist. That’s all I know.”

“Zeitgeist?”

“Zeitgeist,” Teddy said. “The word kind stuck in my head. Not sure what it means.”

“But things have ended with her?”

“They have,” Teddy confirmed.

“What was the nature of your estrangement?” Top Hat asked.

“The nature of me being 17,” Teddy said. “She thought I was older, when I was spending the night.”

Teddy heard a sort of controlled chuckle from at least two clowns, maybe more.

“Can I ask a question?” he said.

“Go ahead.”

Teddy turned to the clown with the bulbous red shoes. “That thing you said about the ships at sea. What was that about?”

“The ships at sea will run dark tonight,” said red shoes.

“I know,” Teddy said. “But why?”

“You’ve never heard it?” Top Hat said, sounding incredulous.

“Not until this guy said it to me.”

“It’s a well-known phrase in the community,” Top Hat said. “If you’d know what it meant, and you were doing what we thought you were doing, you would have run.”

“Run?” Teddy said. “You mean, left the fair?”

“Yeah.”

“So you could . . . what?”

“Improvise,” Top Hat said. “That’s what we do. Watch your reaction, respond accordingly.”

Top Hat cleared his throat, spoke quietly.

“Can we trust you to keep all this to yourself going forward, you and Margot?”

Teddy looked at Margot, whose eyes were trained on the red shoes of the clown in blue and white stripes.

“Margot’s the least of your worries,” Teddy said. “And I won’t . . . well, I won’t . . . but you know, Mister, this isn’t sitting right with me.”

“What isn’t?”

“Everyone thinks Dr. Dalton, the real Dr. Dalton, he killed himself. Everyone thinks that. When his kids grow up, they’re gonna think that. And it’s not straight. We need to fix that.”

“What do you suggest?” Top Hat asked, all the snarl, all the contempt and accusation gone from his tone. At the moment, at least, Teddy almost liked the man.

“Okay, I have some ideas,” Teddy said. “Let me think for a second. Okay, I have some ideas. Margot and me are gonna ride the Ferris wheel again, but let’s talk for a sec.”

And over the next 45 minutes, Teddy and the four clowns jawboned and negotiated and hashed things out while Margot held the Nifty Bear gorilla under her arm and looked at this and that, as was her nature.




Chapter 34: Two National Eagles with Laurels

“Ladies and gentlemen,” began United States Deputy Security Administrator Rip Slater, standing behind a podium in the public events room at Lutherville City Hall. “I want to thank all of you for joining us today.”

Slater cleared his throat, looked down at the prepared remarks spread out before him.

“As I’m sure you all know,” he began, “the American experiment is under constant threat, from enemies domestic and foreign, from those jealous of our freedoms, of our happiness. Keeping our nation safe from these enemies requires the concerted efforts of an army of heroes, some who wear uniforms and serve openly, some whose names will never be known.”

Slater gazed at the gathered throng, some 50 people, a hodgepodge of local citizenry, a few from further away. Teddy was sitting in the front row between his parents. Jack Flanders was there, his expression profoundly curious. Blake Peabody, the Lutherville Herald’s photographer, was seated beside Flanders, his camera in his lap. Frederic Pinson was there, standing against the back wall. The event was big enough to have earned the presence of Marcus Strickland, Lutherville Police Chief, who stood iron-faced a few feet to Slater’s right in his department blue. Even Miss Rosetta had shown up, the ever-naked Margot beside her on her ever-present chain. Marjorie Dalton was there, in the last row with her two squirming children. Teddy had spotted her as soon as she’d entered, stealing a glance backward, bringing his eyes forward again before she spotted him. Zach and Penelope Fitsimmons were there, because Teddy told them they ought to be. So was Baker, the bass player. And a few of Teddy’s teachers from Lutherville High School, because they’d gotten wind of something having to do with a student and wanted to see if it was good or bad and besides, they had nothing better to do, it being summer.

“One of those silent soldiers,” Slater continued, “one of those defenders of the American way, has given all. Usually, their sacrifice is never known, except to a select few in your nation’s government. But in this instance, the president of the United States himself, together with the National Security Directorate, has made the extraordinary decision to reveal the identity of one such soldier, to serve as an inspiration to all of our citizens, and to make clear that your nation never stops protecting you, and your way of life.”

Teddy shifted in his seat. He was probably the only person in the room besides Margot and Slater who knew what was going to be said, and he wanted to get through it, and make sure it came out the way everyone had agreed to a few weeks prior.

“One of those soldiers,” Slater said, “whose efforts on behalf of American freedom were kept secret even from his wife, was Dr. Bruce Dalton.”

Slater searched the room again, waiting for the murmuring to die down.

“Somehow, tragically,” Slater said, “Dr. Dalton’s work on behalf of our nation’s security, work that can never be revealed or discussed, was uncovered by our nation’s enemies.”

Slater paused. The man liked the dramatic pause, Teddy noted.

“And tragically, just a month ago, in this town of Lutherville, Dr. Bruce Dalton’s heroic work on behalf of our nation came to an end, when he was murdered by enemy forces.”

Another dramatic pause, and more murmuring.

“His cold-blooded murderers did their best to make it look like a suicide, and they might have succeeded, were it not for the dogged determination of a Lutherville detective and his assistant, who brought the true nature of this tragic crime to light.”

Teddy nodded, because this was put just the way he wanted.

“We cannot, and will not ever be able to reveal everything we know about Dr. Dalton’s murder, but let me say this, officially, and for the record: Bruce Dalton, beloved and respected doctor of orthopedics in Lincoln, Virginia, was also engaged in a surreptitious project to further the American cause, and for his work, he was cut down by those who wish our nation ill. However, his death was not in vain, and justice has been done. That’s all I am at liberty to say. Justice has been done.”

Slater searched the room.

“We can’t bring Dr. Dalton back, but we can at least remember and honor his sacrifice, and so our first and highest thanks goes to those to whom he meant the most – his widow and his twin son and daughter.”

Slater turned to the table behind him, picked up a triangular box of dark cherry, a window in the front revealing the blue stars of a grateful nation’s flag.

“Mrs. Dalton, may I ask you to step forward?”

Marjorie, dressed in black this time, with a black beret that only served to make her strawberry-blonde hair more beautiful and less mournful, stood and made her way up to the front of the room, a child’s hand in each of hers.

The solemn silence was broken by the tap of Marjorie’s shoes and, as she neared the podium, her daughter’s voice: “Mommy, that man is wearing tennis shoes.”

Marjorie bent to reassure the girl that it was okay, and she straightened and smiled and cut her eyes ever so briefly toward Teddy, and he smiled back, a little painedly, in the knowledge that she would be able to decipher the meanings buried in his mouth, that she would know that he understood why things had to be as they were, and that he wasn’t bitter or forlorn, and he hoped that what was happening today helped her.

But still, he wished things could have gone differently.

“Marjorie Dalton,” Slater said, “on behalf of a grateful nation, please accept this token. Your husband is a hero whose work will live on.”

“Thank you,” Marjorie said, her voice strong, confident, and Teddy’s heart tripped over itself, as he knew it would, and she returned to her seat and didn’t shush her children when they insisted on seeing and asking about what the man in the tennis shoes had given their mother.

Slater returned to the podium and his eyes swept the room, settling briefly on Teddy, and then on Margot.

“For every hero,” he said, “there are others, often unseen and unknown, risking life and limb to do their part. Usually, their names and their deeds are never known, so it gives me great pleasure to recognize two such people, without whose efforts the tragic assassination of Dr. Dalton would never have come to light. A young detective, who braved bullets in the pursuit of truth, and his neighbor’s girl, who shared critical insights despite the challenges of her young life, joined forces to bring this troubling case to earth. Teddy Parker, and Margot, will you both please come forward?”

Teddy rose and approached the amazed Miss Rosetta, and the woman released Margot’s chain and watched the girl walk beside Teddy to the podium.

Slater turned toward Chief Strickland, and the man stepped up and smiled grimly.

“We’ve asked Lutherville Police Chief Marcus Strickland to be here today,” Slater said, “to assist in today’s presentation, and to accept our gratitude. The Lutherville police rendered confidential but very important assistance in this case.”

Strickland nodded, the meaning of his expression clear: no, we didn’t help at all with the investigation, but this is a lie that needs to be told.

“Teddy Parker,” Slater said, leaning forward to shake Teddy’s hand, “the government of the United States of America hereby presents you a National Eagle with Laurels.”

Slater handed Teddy a bronze plaque, about the size of a slice of toast, and Teddy took it and read it with satisfaction, shook Strickland’s hand, and stepped back.

“Margot,” Slater said, shaking the girl’s hand while his eyes made a quick sweep of her nude body, “the government of the United States of America hereby presents you a National Eagle with Laurels.”

Margot took the plaque and didn’t bother reading it, just shook Strickland’s hand and dropped both hands to her sides, and Teddy guided her back to her seat beside Miss Rosetta, and she sat and stared straight ahead, because none of this mattered to her at all, apparently.

It was Frederic Pinson who was first to applaud, but the rest of the room quickly picked up the idea, and Mr. and Mrs. Parker were clapping until they stood to embrace their son, neither with dry eyes.

Teddy sat and worked his index finger around the sharp upper corner of his award through Slater’s concluding remarks, and as soon as the man was done and the final applause had subsided, he rose and turned and found, to his surprise, Marjorie striding up, and she hugged him too, and kissed his neck, and stood back and glared him with mock reproval.

“It’s nice to see you again, Mrs. Dalton,” Teddy said.

“Don’t give me that,” she said very quietly, because others were pressing around them. “It wasn’t . . .”

Hands were thrust in Teddy’s direction. Hands clapped his back. Blake Peabody flashed his camera in Teddy’s face so many times floating globules of discoloration haunted his vision, and for what seemed like half a day, Teddy endured that climax of adulation that comes rarely to any life, and when it was over, attendees filing out into the late Lutherville summer afternoon, he found himself relieved more than anything else.

There was still a little business to attend to, however. Jack Flanders needed to ask things, and Teddy answered his questions judiciously, with a mind toward how each word would look in the newspaper tomorrow, and he refrained from asking Jack what it was like to be taken into custody by spooks. The less said about things, the better, he knew. He and Top Hat and the other clowns had built the narrative equivalent of a house of cards, and if it crumpled and the real story ever came out, everyone would have egg on their faces.

Next came Catherine St. Vincent, the reporter with the Lincoln Examiner, whose melodramatic reporting in the first story about Dr. Dalton’s death had made everything else possible. Teddy might have hugged her, or shown her the door, but he chose the middle way, answering her questions thoroughly but with exceptional caution, and vowing he would never read whatever story resulted.

Throughout it all, Marjorie stayed, sometimes speaking to Flanders and St. Vincent, sometimes simply hovering, Teddy noticing her out of the corner of his eye now and then and wishing she would leave. Not forever, but just this afternoon. He knew what questions she would be asking, and he could answer none of them.

Finally, with the room mostly emptied out, her turn came, and she made her way to Teddy with her daughter on her hip and her son tugging on her skirt.

“My husband never worked as a spy,” she asserted quietly, her hard eyes daring Teddy to disagree.

Teddy just smiled, brightly this time, not painedly.

“Think this’ll qualify you for your husband’s life insurance?” he asked.

Her eyes darkened.

“I don’t know if I even care anymore,” she said. “I don’t want dirty money.”

“Your husband was murdered,” Teddy said, molding his face into a mask of honesty, which wasn’t hard because he was speaking the truth.

“Was he?” she asked.

“He was.”

“But his death was the result of an act of war, or international espionage.”

Teddy raised his eyebrows, because this statement meant nothing to him.

“Those are exceptions,” she said. “I’ve been through the riders a hundred times. They—”

“Riders?”

“Terms,” Marjorie clarified. “Of the insurance policy. They don’t pay if he’s killed in an act of war, or some other things.”

“We don’t really have the specifics on his death,” Teddy said, which was also arguably true. He still didn’t know exactly who’d carried out the killing, and probably never would.

Teddy just smiled now, waiting for Marjorie to say something else, or leave. Instead, she swung her purse in front of her, unclasped it.

“How much more time did you spend on my case? After we . . .”

“I guess a day or two,” Teddy said.

“I’m sure it was more than that,” she said. “Let’s say a week. Forty hours. Is that fair?”

“Forty hours?” Teddy said. “Really, I just—”

Marjorie set her daughter down, pulled out a clump of 10- and 20-dollar bills, counted them out, grabbed Teddy’s hand and forced the money into it.

Teddy looked at the cash uncertainly.

“What if they don’t pay, though?” he said.

“That wasn’t our arrangement,” she said. “I asked you to find out what happened. You did. But I’m hopeful. The terms are a little cloudy. It might come down to what that reporter does.”

“Which reporter?” Teddy asked.

“I think his name was Jack. For the paper here. He asked me about life insurance.”

“How’s he gonna help?” Teddy asked.

“He’s going to call the life insurance company himself,” she said. “Ask them if now the federal government says he didn’t kill himself, they’ll honor his policy.”

“Wait,” Teddy said. “And so . . . if they say no . . . that goes in his story.”

“That’s my understanding.”

“That won’t look good for them,” Teddy noted.

“Yes.”

Teddy nodded, aware yet again of the unwritten powers of the press, to get a kid fired from his first real job, to stir things up in the highest and most secretive reaches of the federal government, and to get a widow her money.

“Teddy,” Marjorie said.

“Yes, Ma’am?”

“I’ve made a real mess of things.”

“Well, the people who killed your husband started it.”

“You’re very generous,” she said. “But no, that doesn’t excuse what happened to you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Teddy said, mostly sincerely.

“I’ve been telling myself I just needed a fling, and you were the first person who happened along.”

“Okay,” Teddy said, nodding.

“But that’s not the whole story,” she said. “It was you. Something about you. It wouldn’t have happened with . . . maybe anyone else.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Teddy said, now stricken with a deep sense of awkwardness. “If that’s what you think . . .”

She hugged him again, kissed his neck again.

“Keep in touch,” she said. “Drop me a line now and then. When you’re a little older.”

“I will.”




Epilogue

“Teddy, someone here to see you,” Doris said, knocking insistently on Teddy’s door.

“Aw, Ma, can you tell ‘em to call me later? I was in the middle of a dream.”

“They’re at the door,” Doris said. “And I think you’re going to want to talk to them.”

“About what?” Teddy asked, rolling over and rubbing his face. “I was not expecting any visitors.”

“Teddy, it’s the police department,” said Doris.

“Did they tell you what they wanted?” Teddy said, sitting up, suddenly much more awake. A part of him would always wonder if he’d pushed too hard on the Dalton case, overplayed his hand, offended someone who shouldn’t be offended.

“I don’t think you’re in any trouble,” Doris said. “But please come down now.”

Five minutes later, Teddy was in his bathrobe at the front door, peering at two plainclothes cops.

“Teddy Parker?” one of them asked.

“Yup,” Teddy said.

“Detective Samples,” the first cop said, offering his hand.

“Hi, Detective,” Teddy said. “What can I do for you?”

“Unclaimed car from the Dalton case,” Samples said. “Chief wants you to have it, with the compliments of the department.”

“Huh?” Teddy said, stepping out the door, turning to look at driveway, where a white Corvette convertible had been parked.

“It’s yours, Sir,” Samples said, handing Teddy a manila envelope. “Here’s the key and title. Take good care of ‘er.”

“Thanks,” Teddy said, staring absently down at the envelope, then back at the car, then at the backs of the two departing cops, who got into an unmarked roadster and pulled away.

Teddy walked in his slippers and his bathrobe to the Corvette, the memories coming thick and fast of the first time he’d seen it, immediately after a woman he believed was Dr. Dalton’s widow had emerged from it.

He opened the envelope, pulled out the key, put it in the door, and it turned, and he got in and sat down and grabbed the steering wheel.

Was it a bribe? A reminder that he needed to stay quiet? Or just Chief Strickland’s way of saying thanks for not embarrassing his department, for not revealing what had really happened, that the Lutherville Police Department couldn’t have cared less about the murder at the Delacroix?

Done communing with his windfall, Teddy went back into the house, found his mother in the kitchen.

“What’d they want, Ted?” she asked.

“They wanted to give me a car,” Teddy said, a little dazedly.

“A car?”

“Yeah, Mrs., us, Jones’ Corvette. The other wife. It’s a convertible. They gave me the keys and the title.”

“That’s wonderful!” said Doris, turning from the stove to regard her son. She didn’t raise an eyebrow, smile dubiously, propose that maybe Teddy wasn’t quite up to owning his own car. Nor had she insisted on keeping any of the money Marjorie had paid him in their last meeting. Not only did she let him keep the $240, she gave him back all that was left of his first payments, after expenses. Teddy had opened a bank account. He was going to buy a transistor radio, that was understood. But he wasn’t going to be careless with the rest.

“I wanna tell Dad myself,” Teddy said.

“He’d love that,” Doris said.

“I’ll see if Margot’s free, drive her to Dad’s office this morning.”

“You’re not going to call him first?”

“I want to surprise him.”

Breakfasted, showered and shaved, Teddy was back in the kitchen, heading out the back door and to his car when the phone rang.

“Parker residence, Teddy Parker,” he answered.

“Mr. Parker,” said the voice of a much older man.

“Yes, Sir?”

“I’ve got a problem.”

“What kind of problem?” Teddy asked.

“The sort of problem one hires a private investigator to solve.”

“So you’re . . . you want to hire me?”

“I’ve seen the news,” the old man wheezed. “You’re very good.”

“Can you tell me a little about the case?” Teddy asked. “Just a hint?”

“Something very old, that won’t go away.”

“Well I’m 17,” Teddy said. “That okay?”

“I know your age. It’s okay.”

“Good,” Teddy said. “I’d be glad to help out.”

“How soon can you get to New York?”

“New York City?”

“Yes, yes,” said the old man, his voice a forced whisper. “The Blankenship Building. We’ll meet there. Seventeenth floor.”

“I can be there in, uh, four days,” Teddy said. “Monday afternoon.”

“Can you arrive in time for lunch?”

“I can,” Teddy said. “It will be me and my girl. She’s partial to chicken.”

“Margot,” the man wheezed happily. “Yes, please bring her too. Plan to stay a few days.”

END
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