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CHAPTER ONE

July, 1947. And hotter thAn hell in Hamilton. 
But it sure felt good to be back on my old stomping ground. 

Felt good? Well, hell, it felt great. I didn’t think I’d get back alive. 
After five long years in war-ravaged Europe, count me among 
the lucky ones who survived.

Now I was back on Civvy Street – and if you believed the 
folks at the Rehab Centre, I was becoming a productive member 
of postwar society. But I say the jury was still out on that score.

I boarded a Belt Line streetcar on King Street, followed by 
a couple of soldiers in uniform toting duffel bags. Must’ve been 
on leave, judging by the big grins on their mugs. They reminded 
me of that old song from the last war: “Pack up your troubles in 
your old kit bag and smile, smile, smile.”

Not always easy to follow that simplistic advice. But after 
three operations, the shrapnel wound that blew out my right 
knee was on the mend. Sure, I still limped, but so did a lot of 
other guys who’d survived the German shelling. And I was a hel-
luva lot better off than my comrades who’d stayed behind under 
the Normandy sod. 

At the Ferguson Street railway tracks, the motorman clanged 
his bell and stomped on the brake when a market truck loaded 
with cucumbers veered toward us. Our sudden stop jolted the 
pole on the streetcar’s roof from the line above in a shower of 
sparks. When the driver walked behind the tram and returned 
the pole to the overhead cable, he shook his fist at the truck driv-
er. That earned him a round of applause from his passengers, me 
included.

I swung off the streetcar at John Street and limped across 
King to the Wentworth Building, which housed the one-man 
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agency I’d bought a few months ago, determined to prove that 
my so-called disability wouldn’t stop me being the best damn 
private detective this side of Philip Marlowe. So what if this was 
Hamilton? 

And my job today? Hire a new secretary.
Down the hall on the third floor I unlocked my office 

door; the frosted glass panel still lettered W. J. JEFFRIES 
INVESTIGATIONS. For the umpteenth time I puzzled over 
what to replace it with. Something snappy. Maybe VETERANS 
INVESTIGATIONS or … MAX DEXTER MASTER 
DETECTIVE. No, not quite right. I’d think about it later, as 
usual.

I flipped on the lights and tossed my grey fedora onto the 
filing cabinet by the door. In front of the window facing King 
Street, three worn club chairs hunkered around a low table like 
old soldiers in a retirement home. The secretary’s desk and type-
writer stand guarded the door to my own office in the oppo-
site corner. The lease referred to this layout as a two-room suite. 
Washroom down the hall. 

I ignored the Mount Everest of paper on my scarred wood-
en desk, crossed to the window and forced it open a few inches. 
Muggy air crawled over the sill, carrying with it the stench of car 
exhaust from below. Another day of record-breaking tempera-
tures in Southern Ontario, which meant too damn hot. Annoyed 
by the traffic noise, I closed the window, opened the bottom 
drawer of the desk and sat down, using both hands to place my 
right leg across the drawer.

“Ahhh,” I said, out loud. “Contrary to popular opinion, there 
is indeed rest for the wicked.”

“I beg to differ with you, Young Man,” a stern voice boomed 
from the doorway. “As far as I can see there’s been far too much 
rest taken in this office.”

I gaped up at a middle-aged woman standing tall and straight-
backed before me. She wore a severely-cut black suit and her 
coarse grey hair was so closely cropped it conformed to her head 
like a pewter helmet. For a panicky moment I was back in Grade 
6 and Sister Theresa was targeting me with her X-ray vision. I 
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put my hands behind my back to avoid a blow across the knuckles 
from her ruler.

I snapped back to the present, withdrew my leg from the desk 
drawer and sat upright. It took me a moment to dig through the 
pile in my pending basket until I extracted the list of interviewees 
for the secretary’s job. “Ah, yes, you must be Miss Higgins. In 
response to our notice in The Hamilton Spectator.”

“Well, of course I am. We made an appointment for nine 
a.m. sharp this morning. And it is now nine a.m. sharp.”

I flicked my eyes to the wall clock. It read oh-nine-thirty but 
I couldn’t remember the last time I’d wound it. I glanced back at 
Miss Higgins but her eyes had followed mine and her lips were 
now pinched in a prune-like frown. If my years of training in the 
Canadian Army had taught me nothing else, it was the hard-won 
lesson of when to abandon an unwinnable position. I could spend 
the next hour being lectured by this officious woman or I could 
save us both a truckload of aggravation. 

I gave Miss Higgins a tight smile and lifted my leg back 
across the desk drawer. Hands behind my head, I squeaked back 
in my chair and cocked my head toward the wall clock. “I’m 
sorry, Ma’am, but the success of this business is measured by the 
punctuality of its staff. And arriving a half-hour late for your job 
interview has disqualified you as a candidate.”

Her face became a purple mask and a wormy vein crawled 
along her forehead. She sputtered but couldn’t speak. Then she 
turned and puffed through the still-open door like a cartoon 
steam engine.

I sighed with relief, not realizing I’d been holding my breath. 
Judas Priest! Miss Higgins’ scornful scowl at the disarray in 
my office had pushed my guilt button and I hung up my jacket, 
rolled up my shirt sleeves and began to clean away the clutter.  
My former secretary had worked twenty years for old Jeffries 
and when she’d quit last month she delivered a short, but impas-
sioned, speech: “You take the cake, Mr. Dexter,” she’d said, “for 
the world’s messiest man.” 

At the secretary’s desk, I plowed through the mound of accu-
mulated paper, advertising flyers and other junk. I’d filled three 
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medium-sized boxes with trash and I still hadn’t reached the 
desktop when the scent of too much perfume wrinkled my nose.

I looked up at a skinny woman in a sagging red dress as she 
peered at me from behind a veil of dark hair. She closed the door 
without a sound and crept a timid step forward, clutching a black 
purse and a newspaper against her flat chest. “The ad,” she whis-
pered. “Miss Jones.”

I waved her toward a chair beside the desk and she sat. When 
she raised her eyes and brushed her hair from her face with long, 
bony fingers, I realized Miss Jones was just a kid, probably wear-
ing one of her mother’s dresses.

“Well, Miss Jones, tell me about your work experience,” I 
said. “You’re familiar with typing and filing, arranging appoint-
ments and keeping accounts?”

Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open as if to 
answer but not knowing what to say. “I’m just starting out,” she 
finally squeaked.

I smiled and lowered my voice. “What’s your real name?”
Her lower lip pouted and her shoulders slumped. When her 

eyes met mine, she said with a tiny grin, “Linda Jaworski.”
I pushed back my chair and stood. “Whaddya say we go next 

door for a Coke, Linda?”
We took a booth in the White Spot, where Linda told me 

her parents didn’t understand her because they were too old to 
remember that high school was an “utter waste of time”. So she 
planned to move out, get a job and her own apartment. Show them 
she was old enough to live on her own. She was 16, after all.

“War’s over, Mr. Dexter. Boys are back from overseas and 
there’s lots of jobs. Jeepers creepers, I don’t want to be left behind, 
miss out on all the fun.” 

After she ran out of steam, I got her to promise she’d call a 
friend of mine, a counsellor at Central High. And she’d consider 
giving her parents another chance. After we waved goodbye I felt 
better about her prospects. I hoped she did too.

Back in my office, a young guy with an armload of newspa-
pers breezed into the room. “Hot off the press, Max.” He flapped 
an early edition of The Hamilton Spectator on the desk, lowered 
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his voice and glanced around as though he were selling risqué 
postcards. “Ya shoulda seen the glamourpuss I seen downstairs. 
Whatta gorgeous dame. Slinky like Betty Grable, but even sexier. 
Like Lana Turner.”

I laughed and gave him a light punch on the arm. “What 
d’you know about dames, Rick? Now beat it. I’m busy.” 

Back to my cleanup of the secretary’s desk. I glanced at the 
Spec’s front page – the good news: RATIONING OF COFFEE, 
SUGAR & BUTTER TO END THIS YEAR; the not-so- 
good news: REMOVAL OF WARTIME PRICE CONTROLS 
SENDS PRICES SOARING.

I riffled through the new mail. Bills for electricity, rent and 
office supplies. No cheques for services rendered. A full-colour 
flyer proclaimed: COMING SOON The All New 1948 Studebaker 
Starlight Coupé: Manufactured Right Here in Hamilton. I sighed as 
I pitched it into the wastebasket; I couldn’t afford to replace my 
Model A Ford. In fact, I was just making ends meet on a disability 
pension from the government and a few new accounts I’d man-
aged to acquire. And I retained the credit and background checks 
that Jeffries had serviced, but I planned to reduce the amount of 
that boring work in favour of more interesting cases. I hoped my 
new secretary would help me become more efficient and, maybe 
someday, make a profit. 

In my own office, I retrieved the interview list for the morn-
ing, crossed off Miss Higgins’ name with a shiver and glanced at 
the wall clock. Still oh-nine-thirty. I stroked off the next name as 
well … the rebellious Miss Jones/Jaworski, a sweet kid.  Maybe 
she’d stay in school but somehow I doubted she’d resist the tidal 
wave of hopeful excitement now flooding Hamilton after years of 
rationing and anxiety caused by the war.

Next on my list was Isabel O’Brien. What was that old saying? 
Bad luck comes in threes? Was it just an old wives’ tale? That 
thought teased me when I heard a firm knock on the door and 
looked up to admire a striking redhead striding into my life. Her 
flaming hair, cut in a shoulder-length curl, contrasted with her 
green tailored suit, its skirt falling just below her knees, accen-
tuating her hips. Nifty. She glided right through into my office 
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and extended a velvety hand across the desk as I scrambled to my 
feet.

“Good morning,” she said, giving my hand a firm shake. “You 
must be Max Dexter. I’m Isabel O’Brien, your new assistant.”

Her dazzling smile pulled you right into her orbit. But what 
did she mean, she was my new assistant? She’d skipped over sec-
retary and promoted herself already? My mind was spinning its 
wheels.

I was still standing, still shaking her hand, still mesmerized 
by her green eyes and the sprinkling of freckles across her nose, 
still deciding what to say, when she walked back to the outer office 
and returned with a small man dressed in a sombre three-piece 
suit, twirling a homburg in his left hand. Everything about his 
appearance, from his spit-shined shoes to his pencil-thin mous-
tache, shouted I’m a successful man of commerce and I’ve no 
time to waste.

Isabel slid her arm through his and drew him closer to 
the desk. “Max, I’d like you to meet our new client, Mr. H. B. 
Myers.”

Lord love a duck, now she’s calling me Max. Everything 
about this dame knocked me off balance. I hadn’t spoken a word 
to her yet and she’s hired herself, promoted herself and brought 
in a new client, all in the space of two minutes.

I reached across the desk and shook Mr. Myers’ hand as 
though I were the one in charge here. “Happy to meet you, Sir. 
Please have a seat.”

Isabel relieved him of his hat. “I’ll hold all your calls, Max, 
and see what’s keeping the coffee.”

My eyes widened but I gave her a brave smile. And I made 
a battlefield decision not to resist her superior firepower as she 
captured my unfortified office. So I said, “Thanks, Iz,” and she 
strode out the door.

I turned my attention to Mr. Myers: a prissy little guy, tak-
ing care not to crease his tailored suit and sitting forward on the 
edge of his chair with an anxious-to-leave look on his pinched 
face. “I’m a busy man, Mr. Dexter; time is money, you know.”
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“Yes, Sir, and I’m eager to know how I can help so you can 
be on your way.”

“Good, good.” Then he explained that he owned a successful 
brokerage firm occupying an entire floor of the Pigott Building 
and he suspected one of his accountants of embezzling funds 
from his company.

“How much is missing?” I asked him.
He shrugged. “About fifty thousand.”
I fought hard to keep my eyes from bugging out. Holy mack-

erel, fifty thousand! At a time when the average annual wage is 
about two thousand bucks, this banty little businessman men-
tions losing fifty grand as though he might be discussing his bar 
bill at the Hamilton Golf and Country Club. I swallowed my 
anger, or envy, or whatever I was feeling and soldiered on. “So … 
What did the police say when you reported this?”

His pixie nose tilted upward. “Nothing. I didn’t report it.” 
Then he leaned forward, wagging a delicate finger. “And I don’t 
intend to. You can imagine the loss of confidence this news might 
provoke among our customers. Large amounts of money are han-
dled by my office, you see. And I’m in the business of selling trust 
in my company’s ability to invest a customer’s money for a satis-
factory profit. So I want this problem solved on the q.t.” Then he 
straightened in his chair and tugged on his monogrammed shirt 
cuffs, flashing his gold links.

A tap on the door announced Isabel’s entrance. She set a tray 
on the corner of my desk, poured coffee from an insulated jug 
bearing the circular White Spot monogram and left without a 
word.

“Nice to see an efficient operation,” Mr. Myers said. “Perhaps 
you’d be good enough to explain how you’d propose to solve my 
problem?” 

I considered his question for a moment and tried to don my 
professional detective’s face. “Alright. A number of things we 
can do right away. First of all, we’ll learn all we can about your 
accountant – background checks, how he spends his free time, is 
he a gambler, for example, who his associates are, and other info 
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which might be pertinent. Maybe do some surveillance or even 
place someone undercover in your accounting department.”

“Only one problem with that,” he said.
I waited.
“He’s missing.”
I took my time screwing the cap back onto my fountain pen 

and pushed aside the pad on which I’d been making notes. My 
chair squeaked as I rolled it back, and I gave my new client a 
hard look. I noticed a thin line of perspiration sprouting along 
his receding hairline, or maybe I only imagined the power of my 
hard look. In any case, he seemed like a smart guy, successful in 
business, and ten-to-one he lived in one of those mansions along 
Aberdeen Avenue. But, goddammit, the last thing he tells me is 
the first thing he should have told me. And it occurred to me, 
not for the first time, that this agency of mine would be a helluva 
good business if it weren’t for the stupid customers.

“Since when?”
“Friday.”
Hell, today was only Wednesday. Maybe the guy hadn’t 

bothered to phone in sick. But with fifty thousand clams missing 
… I needed a break from this chowderhead before I jeopardized 
the transfer of some of his money into my account, especially 
now that it appeared I had an assistant on the payroll. “Alright, 
Mr. Myers. I’ve got another appointment in ten minutes,” I lied. 
“Could we meet later today? I might be able to make some time 
this afternoon.”

I limped to the door just as Isabel opened it. Did she have 
her eye to the keyhole? We exchanged an intense look and if I 
believed in thought transference, I’d have to say that it was hap-
pening right now.

She stepped toward my new client. “Here’s your hat, Mr. 
Myers. I’ll rearrange Mr. Dexter’s schedule and contact your 
secretary.”

He positioned the homburg on his noggin just so, and patted 
Isabel on the arm. “Thank you, my dear. You’re a very charming 
young lady.” And he left.
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Back at my desk, I propped up my leg and Isabel settled into 
the visitor’s chair. “Well,” I said with a sigh.

She grinned, or was that a smirk? “Yes … that’s what I was 
thinking.”

“Looks like you’re my new assistant. Even though I’d adver-
tised for a secretary.”

“Titles are so arbitrary, don’t you find?” Her green eyes spar-
kled as she stood and gathered up some of the papers scattered 
over my desk. “My job is to do whatever needs to be done here. 
Let’s not waste any more time talking about it, Max.”

I stared at her for a moment. “Mr. Myers a friend of yours?”
“Don’t be silly, Max. We met in the lobby, searching in vain 

for your name on the directory board. I asked that nice elevator 
operator and he brought us up together.” She placed the tray with 
the coffee things on top of the stack of papers, lifted them both 
and headed for the door. Her red curls bounced on her shoul-
ders as she turned her head and flashed me another hundred-watt 
grin. “I’ll fix that directory now. And maybe you could give me a 
hand arranging the new office furniture after lunch.” 

She paused then, her eyebrows raised, and I realized this was 
a sort of test and she was waiting to see how I’d handle it. My first 
thought was that she needed a swift kick. Ordering new office 
furniture on her own hook went way beyond the responsibilities 
of an assistant, never mind a secretary. But then I weighed the 
pros and cons. On the plus side, she was direct and decisive. On 
the minus side, same damn thing – she was direct and decisive. If 
I wanted to make every little decision, I’d have to hire someone 
far less competent, and to hell with that.

“Okay, then,” I said aloud. “After lunch we get the new fur-
niture then figure out how to pay for it. Meantime I’m working 
on our new case.”

She had the grace to look surprised. “But you’re not meeting 
with Mr. Myers ‘til this afternoon.”

“Iz,” I said, “waiting on the client makes for a slow game. But 
it’s my guess that you already know that.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Just before noon I phoned to arrange a quick lunch with my 
best source for insider info about Hamilton’s High and Mighty 
and their latest shenanigans. Then I stepped from my office and 
tried to identify the faint odour tickling my nostrils. Isabel sat 
behind her desk, filing her nails. The desk’s surface had been 
cleared and on its corner, a yellow rose sprouted from a pint-size 
Royal Oak milk bottle. 

I limped over and sniffed the rose. “Got a new admirer 
already?” 

She gave me a too-sweet smile. “Young Rick from the news-
paper office just dropped it off. Said he’d seen me entering the 
elevator and knew I’d be here.”

I frowned. “And how’d he know that?”
“He said all the luscious babes go up to Max’s office.”
I shook my head and tried to look angry. “That little wiseass, 

I’ll fix him later.” Rick had a summer job as a gofer in The 
Hamilton Spectator office next door. I tipped him half a buck a 
week to deliver the early edition. 

I settled my fedora on my head and snapped the brim. “I’m 
off to lunch with one of my contacts. Want me to bring you 
something?”

“Oh, no thanks, I had a word with Spiro at the White Spot 
Grill. Because you’re such a good customer, Max, he said he’d be 
happy to have one of the busboys run something up.”

The last time I’d asked Spiro to send a sandwich up to my 
office he’d told me to “Get stuffed”. 

“Okay,” I said, “see ya.”
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A lively lunch-hour crowd jostled shoulder-to-shoulder along 
this stretch of King Street, which required us slower walkers 
to have sharper elbows. I paused in the doorway of the Laura 
Secord candy shop to catch my breath. My memories of dingy 
and bedraggled old Hamilton before the war collided with the 
scene before me now. You could feel the pulse of the new mood, 
what I imagined prisoners of war experienced after their release. 
These folks flooding the downtown streets seemed to exude a 
contagious optimism. I marvelled at the change but I felt a pang 
of bitterness as well. Didn’t they know what we went through on 
the other side of the pond? The suffering, the dying, the indis-
criminate destruction of so many lives on both sides of the battle 
lines? Or had they forgotten already? 

I closed my eyes and inhaled several deep breaths. It’s over, I 
told myself for the umpteenth time. You’re damn lucky to be able to 
start a new life. Get on with it.

In the next block I stumbled into Duffy’s Tavern and was 
struck blind until my eyes adjusted to the smoky gloom. After a 
moment, I spotted Scotty Lyle in a corner booth, making good 
progress on a rye and ginger. Scotty was a reporter for the Spec, 
good for me because he knew about everything in town. He was 
also my uncle – bad for me, because he was a pain in the ass.

“Want one?” He held up his drink and tinkled the ice cubes.
“Bit early for me, Scotty. Need my wits about me this after-

noon.” I slid into the booth opposite him and answered the quiz-
zical look on his rosy face. “Got a new secretary and she’s run-
ning rings around me.”

He nodded like a guy well experienced with people trying to 
give him the runaround. Then he flagged down a waitress and we 
ordered steak sandwiches from the grill. Scotty held up his glass. 
“And you’d better bring me another of these, Sweetheart.”

We made short work of our lunch. He pushed away his plate 
and leaned against the black leatherette cushion, firing up a 
Buckingham cigarette. “So what are y’after, Maxie? You said on 
the phone that you needed a little inside dope.”

“That’s right.” Then I gave him the bare bones, didn’t want 
to arouse his interest too much. “New client, guy named Myers. 
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Runs a brokerage company in his own name, offices up there in 
the Pigott Building and says he’s got an internal problem. I just 
wondered if the Spec had any background stuff on him, maybe 
something that wouldn’t have appeared in the paper.”

Scotty Lyle had a well-earned reputation as the best investi-
gative reporter in this town. He’d won some kind of newspaper 
award for his coverage of last year’s infamous Evelyn Dick mur-
der case. So in a way, I was lucky he’d married my Aunt Flo, if you 
discounted the problems his boozing caused her. 

I’d seen a tiny flicker in his eyes when I’d mentioned Myers’ 
name and I wondered if I’d touched a nerve. But he seemed 
relaxed now as he puffed on his cigarette. “Nothin’ I can think of 
offhand,” he said. “He’s a big name on the society pages, serves 
on the boards of charitable organizations, the Art Gallery and 
what not. Why d’you wanna know? What’d he do to make you 
suspicious?”

“Well, not quite suspicious, there’s just something about him. 
Besides being a supercilious little bugger.”

“Su-per-cil-i-ous.” Scotty drawled out the word, smirking. 
“Quite a few syllables for a private dick.”

I sighed but kept my lip buttoned. As my old CO used to say, 
“You’ll never lose your stripes if you learn when to shut up.”

Scotty gave me a thump on the arm. “Okay, I’ll snoop around, 
let you know.”

I left enough money to cover the tab and shook his beefy 
hand. “Thanks, Unc, I’ll hear from you.”

When I stepped from Duffy’s onto King Street the harsh sun-
light hit me flush in the face and I stumbled against the doorway 
before getting my bearings.

“Too many martinis for lunch, eh, Sarge?”
I stopped to search the throng of office workers scurrying 

back from lunch, but I didn’t recognize anyone who might’ve 
spoken to me.

I felt a tug at my pant leg and glanced down to find Bob, seat-
ed on his battered, four-wheeled dolly, selling his pencils, a tired 
army cap resting on his unkempt hair. The sight of his legless 
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body gave me a guilty jolt – my God, that could have been me. 
Strike me down, I thought, if I ever complain about this limp. 
Bob’s grin suggested he’d caught me acting like a sergeant who’d 
spent a liquid lunch hour in the Legion bar.

I said, “You’re a low-level comedian, Bob.” And I laughed 
along with him, knowing I’d never have Bob’s courage to smile at 
the busted hand life had dealt him. “But I did want to talk to you. 
Still living with your sister in that little place behind the cleaners 
on James North?”

“Sure, Sarge. Whadidya think, I moved inta the Pasadena 
Apartments?”

“Well, I might have a bit of work for you and Aggie. You 
could still use a few extra bucks, right?”

He rattled the White Owl cigar box where he kept his money 
and grinned up at me. “We’re open for business, Sarge.”

“Good.” I squeezed his shoulder. “Maybe I’ll drop by later 
this week and we’ll talk about it.”

I returned to my building but thought I’d gotten off the elevator 
on the wrong floor. Two gorillas wearing Eaton’s shirts manhan-
dled a green three-seater sofa through the doorway of my office. 
I followed them in and found Isabel, hands on hips, directing 
them to the vacant spot in front of the window. Hell’s bells! This 
furniture looked pretty damned expensive. How could she have 
mistaken me for Daddy Warbucks?

“Perfect. That’s just right.” She was laying it on with a butter 
knife. “You boys could win the Strongest Man in Canada contest 
at the CNE.”

They straightened and beamed at her, lapping up her atten-
tion like thirsty puppies. She caught my eye as I stood in the 
doorway, mouth half open, and she winked. “Here’s the big boss 
now, boys. I’m sure he appreciates all the work you’ve saved him, 
right Max?”

I was a good sport and went along with her, clapped the apes 
on the back with thanks and even helped them out the door with 
the empty cartons and wrapping material. When I offered them 
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a couple of bucks as a tip, the bigger guy held up a callused mitt. 
“No, no, Mister, the little lady’s smile is thanks enough.”

Then the other bruiser chimed in. “And the Salvation Army 
will be happy as hell to get all this old junk we’re luggin’ outta 
here.”

I shook my head and limped across to my new sofa, sat on 
the corner cushion and hoisted up my leg, surveying the office. It 
wasn’t as fancy as the stuff in Eaton’s display windows along James 
Street, but damn near. In front of the sofa sat a glass-topped cof-
fee table with brushed chrome legs and, at either end, matching 
green armchairs. The two end tables held chrome-based lamps 
with green shades. Current issues of The Saturday Evening Post, 
Life and Liberty magazines fanned out beside a chromium ashtray 
the size of a manhole cover.

Isabel sashayed over to an armchair, kicked off her black 
pumps and settled herself, propping her well-shaped, nyloned 
feet on the coffee table. “So,” she said.

“Sew buttons,” I said, trying not to stare at her legs, keeping 
my guard up lest I become as bewitched by her charms as those 
mutts from Eaton’s. “We need more magazines.” 

She blinked. “Why?”
“When you look through the glass top of the table, the crap-

py-looking carpeting is too obvious.”
“Saturday. If there’s someone here to let them in.”
I almost asked what she meant, then closed my mouth and 

nodded. I swung my leg onto the floor and sat forward, get-
ting her full attention. “Isabel,” my voice serious and subdued, 
“I admire your ambition and your confidence. But I can’t afford 
these new furnishings.”

“Oh, but you can, Max. Eaton’s has a terrific credit plan and 
you’re qualified for a Veteran’s loan at the bank.”

“But I hate owing money.”
She flipped a page in her notebook. “Speaking of money, 

Max, you don’t charge enough. Why, your rates are the same as 
old Jeffries charged before the war. Do you have any idea how 
much the rent on this office has gone up since then?”

I shook my head.
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“For crying out loud, Max, this office is smack dab in the 
centre of one of the hottest real estate markets in Ontario. If you 
don’t start charging more, paying for furniture is going to be the 
least of your worries.”

No doubt she was right, but business management wasn’t my 
strong suit and I began to fidget.

She checked her watch. “Let’s talk about this later. Mr. Myers 
called to reschedule your appointment. If you hurry, you’ll be 
right on time.” Then she folded a standard contract form and 
slipped it into an envelope. “Don’t forget to have him sign it, 
Max. He agreed on the phone to the new daily rate.”

I stood and pocketed the envelope but not before checking 
the contents. “Good grief, damn good thing he didn’t know the 
old rate.”

“He says it’s well worth it and he’s anxious to start right away. 
So goodbye, Max.”

I walked up King Street and cut through Gore Park where the 
old guys dozed on the benches and fended off the pigeons. I side-
stepped the splashing kids running through the spray of the ele-
gant old fountain. From here I could see the Pigott Building, the 
city’s one and only skyscraper just a half-block south on James, 
its art-deco features glistening in the afternoon sun as though 
reflecting the silver that was mined in its offices. Myers must have 
a helluva business, I thought, to occupy an entire floor there.

The sun’s rays through the stained glass panels at the 
entrance glinted off the polished marble of the lobby as I passed 
from the noisy traffic on James Street into the reverential hush 
of this High Church of Capital. I crossed to the bank of brass-
doored elevators and rode in style to the swankiest floor in the 
building. A Hollywood receptionist was tickled pink to direct 
me to Mr. Myers’ suite, where her twin sister took me by the arm 
and guided me to the inner sanctum. There was a slight odour in 
the vast room, maybe incense, and I had to restrain myself from 
genuflecting. 

“Nice to see you again, Mr. Dexter.” Myers reached across a 
half-acre of rosewood desk and squeezed my hand as though he 
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were rescuing me from Burlington Bay. I didn’t wince but almost 
bit my tongue during his I’ll-show-you-who’s-boss handshake. I 
sat in one of the red leather visitor chairs and he hoisted himself 
back onto his high-backed executive’s throne.

“I’ve already explained how sensitive this situation is,” Myers 
said. “That’s why you’re reporting to me and to no one else.” He 
handed me a thin file folder. “Here’s young Benson’s personnel 
record. My secretary has included a few other details provided 
by the manager of the accounting department. Any news of this 
scandal could be a big setback for my business, undermine cus-
tomer confidence. So I want you to find Benson pronto.”

I leafed through the file. Just what you’d expect to find: basic 
details such as name, address, date of birth and so on. But listed 
under “Next of Kin” was “Estate”, not a parent or other relative. 
Unusual, perhaps, and I made a note to check it. Also included 
were details of his educational background, a copy of his univer-
sity transcript and accounting qualifications. Then I found sev-
eral performance reviews, the latest dated this year, and all rated 
Benson’s work as fully satisfactory, duly signed by his manager. 
“Mr. Benson’s been missing since last Friday?”

“He was at work on Thursday. Missed Friday and again 
Monday and Tuesday of this week.”

“Well, maybe he’s just sick. Anyone try to contact him?”
A twitch of his tiny moustache, and his lip curled. “Well, of 

course,” he said. “His manager called his apartment but couldn’t 
reach him.”

I gave him a moment to cool down. “His fellow workers are 
in the dark, too?”

“That’s correct.” His tone less challenging now.
“When did you discover the embezzlement?”
Myers fiddled with his gold fountain pen, sliding it end for 

end between his dainty fingers. “After our annual audit a few 
weeks ago, certain … discrepancies appeared. An internal inves-
tigation led us to suspect Benson of diverting funds from cus-
tomer accounts.” He set down his pen and folded his hands on 
the desk. “When his manager questioned him, Benson became 
upset, angry, and he denied everything. Now he’s disappeared.” 
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He’d taken up his fountain pen again and was pointing it at me. 
“Only a guilty man would do that, Mr. Dexter.”

I frowned at the pen aimed at my chest and wondered if he 
was trying too hard to convince me. “I’ll need to start by inter-
viewing your accounting manager,” I said.

“Of course. He’s on standby.” He stroked his moustache. “But 
I’d like you to keep the actual theft confidential from the rest of 
the staff and just treat this as a missing person case.” 

I nodded and rose to leave, removed the contract from my 
jacket pocket and handed it to him. He scanned it, signed it, kept 
one copy for himself and passed the other back to me. Didn’t 
even blink at my new daily rate. We shook hands and I surprised 
him with a bone-crusher of my own before he walked me to his 
office door and clapped me on the back.

“One last thing, Mr. Dexter. Wrap this job up in a week and 
I’ll double your fee.”

Jeez, I could do with more clients like this one. I touched my 
forehead in a mock salute and his secretary ushered me down the 
hall to meet the accounting manager.

 Ken Thompson was a pale imitation of his boss. He too wore 
an expensive black business suit but the extra pounds he carried 
strained to escape its seams. Nor, despite being taller, did he 
have Myers’ military bearing and brisk, efficient manner. Even 
his copycat pencil moustache needed sharpening. He explained 
that Benson was a smart young chartered accountant, hired six 
years ago straight from university, who showed great promise of 
a brilliant career. His embezzlement of fifty thousand bucks had 
been a shocking surprise. The company had since revised its pro-
cedures so that a similar redirection of funds was impossible, he 
said. And, no, he had no idea where Benson may have fled. 

I was beginning to wonder whether he’d fled at all. Perhaps 
there was a logical explanation for his absence from work. A fam-
ily emergency, for example. Or he’d taken off on a weekend toot. 
So far I’d only spoken with Myers and his oversized shadow, both 
of whom had tagged Benson with the theft. I had no reason to 
doubt either one of them but in this business you became suspi-
cious of everyone. 
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“What do Mr. Benson’s co-workers have to say about his dis-
appearance?” I asked him.

“I spoke to everyone in his section. They’re as dumbfounded 
as I am. He never misses a day of work.”

“Could I have a list of their names?”
“Of course. My secretary will send it to your office right 

away.”
I opened Benson’s personnel file which Myers had given me 

and remembered there was no next of kin listed. “Do you know 
anything about his family situation?”

Thompson pondered for a moment. “No, I’m afraid not. He’s 
a very private individual.”

“Well, something doesn’t add up here, Mr. Thompson. Seems 
out of character that a clever young guy with a bright future in 
a successful company would commit such a risky crime. And 
according to his performance reviews, he’s a model employee. So 
why do you think he became an embezzler?” 

Thompson stood up and rearranged his jacket over his pro-
truding belly. “I don’t know, Mr. Dexter. That’s why you were 
hired.”

He led me over to the door and lowered his voice. “Mr. Myers 
would be very upset if this matter became public knowledge. No 
one else knows about the theft … and that’s the way he wants to 
keep it. Just find Benson and we’ll take it from there.”

I left his office and since it was near the end of the business 
day, I decided to continue my interviews here tomorrow.  

On my way back to my office I rested my leg on a bench in Gore 
Park; my mind was spinning and I let it go. I imagined Benson 
tickling his toes in the white sands of a Cuban beach, a couple 
of Latin Lovelies lighting his El Producto. Then gambling the 
night away in a swish Havana casino. No, it didn’t seem probable, 
but after ten years in police work, I’d learned to accept that even 
the most unlikely people can do the damnedest things.

Then I tried to make sense of what I’d heard from Myers 
and his chubby manager. They claimed that knowledge of the 
embezzlement would damage the trust their clients placed in 
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the company. Probably true. But was that Myers’ only reason for 
offering me such a generous bonus?

“Oh, shit!” said a distinguished-looking gent in a dark suit. 
He’d been walking with a companion along the sidewalk border-
ing Gore Park. Holding his fedora at arm’s length, he inspected 
the liquid splotches dripping from its brim. His nostrils quiver-
ing, he glared at the flock of pigeons fluttering beside him as if he 
could identify the bombardier.

“That’s exactly what it is,” said his partner, hiding a smile.
A group of the regular benchwarmers gathered to applaud 

the victim of this daily occurrence. A grizzled First War vet, his 
left arm missing, medals pinned to his tattered jacket, shouted at 
him. “Ya’d better change yer wicked ways, Commander, that’s 
a sign from above.” And a chorus of guffaws went up from his 
pals. 

I laughed along with the old-timers as the pair of business-
men strode off toward the Hamilton Club, where, no doubt, an 
attendant would repair the damage from the bombing raid. 

The old guy’s taunt made me wonder whether my interviews 
with Benson’s associates might reveal if the missing accountant 
had any wicked ways. I rose from the bench and stretched. It was 
only a three-block detour to Benson’s apartment building. What 
the hell, my leg needed the exercise. 


