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  HARRY INTRODUCES HIMSELF
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    Harry Lipkin. Eighty-seven. Eighty-eight next birthday. You think thats old? My mother lived to be a hundred and three. So. Make a note. Send Harry Lipkin a card and a
    box of soft candy. Something he can chew easy. No nuts. I dont digest nuts. Make yourself at home. Relax. You got some spare time? A little? I got plenty.

  


  When I first started in this business, I rented a place in the centre of Miami. Two rooms and a closet. I had a hand-painted sign on the door. Big gold letters. Harry Lipkin. Private
  Investigator. Standard Rates. It was on the third floor of a block on Camilo Avenue and cost me forty bucks a month.


  Now I work from home. My card says 1909, Samuel Gompers Avenue, Warmheart, Florida. Theres also a zip code I can never remember. Since no one writes any more it doesnt bother me.
  My licence I keep in the desk drawer, along with my .38, a box of slugs, my clothes brush and a spare set of dentures. I might not be the best but I am certainly the oldest.


  These days I deal mostly with the sort of cases the cops dont want. Cops want serial homicide. It makes them feel good when they catch someone. But how tough is it to catch a serial
  killer? You put his picture on T.V.. Nationwide. You wait. Ten days later a school teacher on her lunch break spots him. Hes walking out a Baskin Robbins in a hick town somewhere in Montana.
  Thats him. The guy whose picture was on T.V.. Before you know it hes surrounded by a million armed cops telling him to drop everything and freeze. And then they shoot him. Ninety-nine
  cents worth of vanilla banana and pistachio ice cream wasted.


  You want to know about my home? The place I leave for the grocery store. The place I come back to from the grocery store. Ill tell you.


  Warmheart is an architectural folly. A mix of Flemish and Florida. It was put up by a homesick Belgian called Herman Van Dood. He built it to look just like the town he left behind when the
  Germans took over in 1914. The houses are single storey but with roofs of slate thirty feet high. The incline is sixty-five degrees. Everyone else in Miami has a flat roof. You can stand on it and
  watch the sun go down. On mine youd need to be a mountaineer.


  Last month a hurricane took half the tiles off. Big heavy grey slate tiles. Van Dood imported them from Lige. They landed on the grass. Theyre still there. Some busted into bits.
  Some are half buried in what used to be the lawn when I cared about lawns. The tiles dont bother me either. But they bother the woman next door. Mrs. Feldman.


  When you gonna get those tiles put back? she yells. You think this is Gaza? It looks like a bomb zone.


  I tell Mrs. Feldman I dont pay rent to climb ladders.


  So. Here I am. No family and no buddies. Issy. Joe. Angelo from Napoli. Big Mal. Little Mal. Manny. Ike. All gone. My oldest buddy died last Purim. Abe Schultz. Born the same year. Same
  street. Abes parents were Dutch Jews. Old man Schultz made cigars. They both had moustaches. His was a handlebar with waxed ends. Hers? Well. You couldnt wax the ends. Abe was a
  dentist before he retired. He made the spare set I keep in the desk drawer. He only charged me for the materials. Abe was that kind of a mensch  a decent human being.


  People ask me. Clients. Usually clients. Clients with time on their hands. Were you ever married? I dont mind. They can ask what they like. I charge by the day.


  I did try marriage. But it didnt last. I married Nancy. She had long legs and soft lips. Nancy was twenty years old when we got married. Just twenty. Twenty-one when she walked out. I
  came home one night late from a stake out and she was gone. No note. Nothing. Just an empty clothes closet and the faint smell of her ten-cent perfume.


  This office has a lot less space than the one I had before. So when I get a client I sit them in the yard. I got a little table and a couple of garden chairs. Plastic with cushions. Yellow.
  Bright yellow I can see easy. I picked them up in a garage sale. Three bucks fifty. A table and two chairs. For fifty cents the guy also threw in an umbrella.


  Like the suit? I wear it to meet new clients. Brooks Brothers. Seersucker. Classic. 1953. Single breasted. Loose fit, so the front doesnt go all baggy when I strap on my .38. Perfect for
  Miami in the summer. It is the same suit that I put on to meet Mrs. Norma Weinberger. Except there was no Mrs. Weinberger.
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  HARRY MEETS HIS CLIENT
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    I didnt hear the door bell ring. But I heard the yard phone extension. Its on the wall by my back yard door. I had it fixed so I didnt have to leave the
    tiles and weeds every time someone wanted to talk to me down the wire.

  


  I picked up the hand-set and said my name.


  It was Mrs. Weinberger. She was there. She hadnt forgotten or got lost. She was out front. Calling from her cell phone to say she had rung the bell she didnt know how many times
  and was I deaf?


  I hung up without a reply and went and let her in.


  Once I could have made the yard to the front door in under fifteen seconds. These days I am a lot slower. I am a lot slower all round. Pole vaulting. Rock climbing. Doing the mambo. Slow.


  I arrived in just under four minutes and opened up.


  She was dressed in a pale green polka dot sleeveless dress and her feet were squeezed into a pair of silver flat slingbacks. Her purse matched the shoes.


  The woman looked at me the way they do these days. A private investigator? At your age? A retired rabbi, maybe. But a flatfoot? You got to be kidding.


  Mr. Lipkin? she said.


  I nodded.


  She put the cell phone in her purse.


  I am Mrs. Weinberger. I have an appointment.


  I held out a hand. It waited. It got lonely. I took it back.


  Please come in, I said and led her out to the yard.


  We passed framed photos of me in the army. Me out of the army. Me and some buddies. Me on my own. The photos were there to cover the buck-a-roll wallpaper. Big flowers and leaves and damp coming
  through. When we got to the fresh air I pointed to the chair with most of the shade.


  Make yourself at home, I said. If you need a cushion, I can fetch one from the lounge.


  My client replied that she didnt need a cushion and sat down. I sat opposite.


  I guessed her age was somewhere in the mid-seventies. When a woman spends a lot of money to stay fifty for the rest of their lives it is hard to tell. Dietrich looked better a week before she
  passed on than some of the kids today do at twenty.


  The woman across from me was edgy. The stiff way she was sitting. Like she was wishing she hadnt come. A lot of clients find it tough to get started. They are embarrassed. Scared.
  Confused. They put up a front. Its natural. A private dick gets used to it. You go along with it. If you dont you can be there all day talking about everything else but why they are
  there.


  I smiled in the way that said take it easy. Relax. Old Harry will take care of whatever it is. I took a pencil from my jacket pocket. The note pad was on the table. I opened up a fresh page.


  You want to give me the story so far? I asked.


  She was looking at the lawn.


  Those the tiles? she said with her eyes fixed on the heap. Creepy crawlies get to living under tiles. Horrible things. They need a tidy up.


  Its on my list, I said. Now. How can I help?


  She moved her shoulders. Not a shrug. Kind of a loosening up. Mrs. Weinberger had shoulders that were deep tanned. Soft looking. Ample. They were shoulders you grow fond of. She took a breath.
  Then let go. Some of it came out.


  I am the widow of the late Isaac Weinberger. The most famous hat maker in the whole U.S.A.. Weinbergers of New Jersey. The factory was just outside Newark. We lived in an apartment
  overlooking Central Park. He had a stroke and the doctors advised him to sell up and go somewhere warm. To take it easy. So he did. We have been here ten years. He passed away last July. The
  twentieth. One minute he was here, the next he was gone. No pain, thank God.


  Thank God.


  There was a silence. She looked at the wedding ring on her finger. Then she looked at me.


  We were not blessed with children, Mr. Lipkin.


  Some sadness arrived. It hung around. Then it went.


  Can I begin by asking your address, I said. For my report. I have to provide one. It is statutory.


  Our home is just outside Fort Lauderdale, she said.


  I made a note.


  It is very old, she went on. Spacious and very, very beautiful. We looked at hundreds before we decided on Coral Gables. It took months. Then when we walked up the hill and
  opened the gates it was love at first sight. Only then, it was called Bella Vista. We had it changed to Coral Gables because Coral Gables is where Mr. Weinberger and I spent our first night
  together here. I call it my dream home, Mr. Lipkin. So did Mr. Weinberger.


  So far I was big on Weinberger history and short on why she had booked a visit. I decided to make it easy for the both of us. Id ask her. But she beat me to it.


  Mr. Lipkin, she said. I know what you are thinking. Why am I here?


  I didnt get a chance to reply.


  Someone in my home is stealing from me. Someone I employ. Trust. Care for. Treat like one of the family.


  A tear rolled down her cheek.


  I wrote the word theft on my pad and underlined it. And what was it? I asked. The item that was stolen.


  My client found a lace and linen handkerchief in her purse and wiped away the tear. A pill box.


  I had expected to hear a hundred carat diamond tiara at the very least. But a pill box? Can you describe it? I asked.


  Whats there to describe?


  Anything you can think of.


  Its a pill box. What else? Porcelain with a gold catch and hinges.


  Colour?


  Turquoise.


  Fancy or plain?


  Theres a hand-painted rose on the lid.


  Is the box round or oblong?


  Heart shaped.


  And the value?


  Isaac gave it to me. It was for nothing special. Not my birthday, or our wedding anniversary. Just a gift.


  Was the name Limoges printed on the bottom?


  I think so. I thought so too and wrote it down.


  Since my pill box was stolen, Mr. Lipkin, she said, I havent had a wink of sleep.


  You think maybe the thief is planning on stealing something else?


  She shook her head. My sleeping pills are in the box.


  I said nothing. A plane flew overhead. One of hundreds that fly over Warmheart. Day and night. South to Miami International.


  When did you notice the box had been stolen? I said finally.


  Last Friday. They were late delivering the challas.


  And when was that?


  About eight-thirty in the evening, she said. I had just been watching a film on T.V.. It was with Rock Hudson and Doris Day. When I was younger, people used to tell me I
  looked just like her. But with dark hair. Doris Day, they would say. Shes you. With blonde hair. Could be your twin. Personally, I thought I looked more like Lana Turner. But Lana Turner
  couldnt sing like Doris Day, and I used to do quite a lot of singing. I sang at weddings mostly. Theyd ask me. Norma, sing something. Sing Gershwin. Sing The Man I Love.
  And who was I to say no?


  I left it hanging without an answer for a few seconds. Then I said, Do you have any idea how many people might be involved?


  Norma Weinberger shook her head.


  I have a butler. I have a cook. I have a gardener. I have a maid. And I have a chauffeur.


  I counted them on my fingers. A handful.


  Have you been to the police?


  Mrs. Weinberger patted her permed hair. At the back. The way a lot of women do when they are put on the spot.


  The police only come when you shoot someone, she said. And only then if you happen to be a film star or big on T.V..


  I made a note that the police had not been informed.


  Mr. Lipkin, she went on. Please understand. It isnt the pill box. It is the idea that I am employing someone who thinks so little of me they will steal from
  me.


  And it has to be an employee? I asked. You are absolutely certain about that?


  She nodded.


  I rarely have guests. Only friends stop by. I live more or less a solitary life.


  I wrote it all down but it didnt add up. Who would go to the trouble of stealing a pill box that cost a couple of hundred bucks at most from a woman worth millions? To find the answer
  might be worth me taking the case. That and my fifty a day plus expenses. I closed my note pad.


  I will need to talk to all the people who work for you, I told her. Any time that suits you is fine.


  I will send the chauffeur to pick you up at three, she said. Tomorrow afternoon.


  Older women usually have problems when they put on lipstick. No matter what colour or how much. They usually miss. But not Mrs. Weinberger. She was good. No smudge. No paint on the teeth. When
  Mrs. Weinberger pulled back her lips the paint went with them. All of it.


  Mrs. Weinberger opened her purse.


  A retainer, she said and handed me a crisp hundred dollar bill. Isaac believed in them and so do I.
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  HARRY MEETS THE CHAUFFEUR
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    The chauffeur arrived at three on the dot. He drove a salmon pink, 1964 Cadillac Eldorado convertible with white wall tyres and parked it tidily in the street. The man was
    big. Broad across the shoulders. Black skinned. Hed been given a Lovat green uniform and a peaked cap. The jacket could have been a size bigger except they dont come a size
    bigger.

  


  He opened the rear passenger door without a word and I climbed in. He said nothing when he closed the door. Mrs. Weinbergers chauffeur had the look of man who would never say much. Or
  anything.


  We drove north. On one side were tall yellow stucco walls fronting high rent condominiums and hotels. On the other, sand and the Atlantic Ocean. Lots of sand. But no conversation. Half an hour
  on the road. Not a word. I tried forcing it every couple of miles. Nice car. Nothing. Nice day. Nothing. Nice day to have a nice car.


  But if the guy at the wheel didnt want to talk to me I had to talk to him. It was the reason for the hundred dollar bill in my billfold.


  I decided to give him one of those questions you have to answer. It wasnt hard. It wasnt what is the ratio of the square root of the power of a minus ten multiplied by the angle of
  the circumference? Or how can anyone eat chicken soup without matzo balls?


  It was this. Whats your name, bud? First name, second name and any you can think of in the middle.


  It always works. I say always. Mostly works. It worked then.


  His reply was soft spoken. Evenly paced. Not exactly polite but not rude either.


  Rufus. Rufus Davenport. They didnt give me anything in the middle.


  Too bad, I said. A middle name adds class.


  I watched his reflection in the drivers rear view mirror. He used the tip of his index finger to push the peak of his cap an inch up his forehead. The ring on the finger was gold. Thick.
  Solid. Expensive. I kept it going.


  Have you been driving for Mrs. Weinberger for long?


  I dont keep a diary.


  A guess costs nothing.


  A year. Maybe more.


  And before?


  His eyes were fixed on the highway.


  Before this? I drove trucks. Coast to coast.


  He left a silence. Wandered around in it. Then he gave me some I didnt ask for.


  When I got drafted they posted me to Alabama. They gave me a tank. Drive that, black boy, they said. And I did. Straight through the commanders office.


  He laughed to himself and gently shook his head.


  Two years in an army jail. You learn plenty.


  I looked at his hands. They were big. The gold rings would glint from time to time as the sun hit them through the gaps in the palm trees along the highway.


  We slowed for lights.


  You a cop? he said.


  I took out my note pad. Private.


  I figured it. You dont look like a regular cop.


  I just look old, I said.


  He almost laughed.


  You got kids, Mr. Davenport?


  Three of each. Pride crept in. My eldest boy is seventeen. You never saw more beautiful girls.


  I made a note. Six children. I wondered how much he took home? He was a step ahead of me.


  This job pays well, he said. Better than most.


  He turned and looked at me. Full in the face.


  When I need extra, I fight. In a ring.


  It didnt surprise me.


  Win many? I asked. Its a tough game.


  The chauffeur took one hand off the wheel and turned it into a fist. He held it up. Close to my nose. It was as big as a mans skull.


  The last guy I hit with this is still asleep on a drip.


  The lights let us go. There was traffic in front. Rufus Davenport rammed his toe on the gas pedal and we overtook a Nissan pickup full of melons and a German sports car full of a woman talking
  into a cell phone. Clear of traffic, we dropped back down to the limit along an open stretch of highway.


  Mrs. Weinberger has been the victim of theft, I said as we cruised. She thinks it might be someone who works for her?


  Rufus Davenport said some more nothing. Half a mile. He checked the rear mirror again and swung the car off the highway onto a narrow road that rose sharply. The cars Hydramatic
  transmission moved down the gears to take on the incline.


  Mrs. Weinberger tells me where she wants to go, he said. Everything else is her business. I dont ask and she doesnt say.


  We drove up a narrow road, turned onto a winding slip road that was little more than a path and arrived at a pair of iron gates protecting a one storey mansion that was now clearly visible. The
  gates were slung between stout red brick pillars and lions sat on the pillars. Stone lions. Lions with wild eyes and open mouths. Lions like they carved in old China. Before they gave up carving
  lions for building washing machines and ten for a dime T-shirts.


  Rufus Davenport took a gadget out of the glove compartment and pressed a button. The gates swung open and we rolled forward slowly into the drive.


  I will need to talk to everyone at some time, I said. Nothing personal, you understand. Its my job.


  He nodded. Im here six days a week. But only the days.


  Nights?


  He didnt say. The silence said dont ask.


  We pulled up and I got out.


  I watched Rufus Davenport back Mrs. Weinbergers spotless antique automobile professionally through the mouth of the Coral Gables garage. I heard the engine cut and a door slam. But I
  didnt see the chauffeur leave. I guessed there must have been an exit in the far wall. The garage door closed automatically. The single clink of metal against metal in an otherwise silent
  and empty drive.


  I stood there thinking. Harry, I thought. You read Boxing News. You read it every week. You have read it since you were a kid. Cover to cover. Every page. The rankings. The title fights.
  The fights no one much cares about. Yet you never read the name Rufus Davenport. Not once.
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    I went to Mrs. Weinbergers porch and gave the place the once-over. I looked in a flower pot for discarded evidence. I checked for signs of false entry and examined the
    earth near the steps for fresh footprints. Standard procedure. Nothing so far. The double door was covered in white gloss paint and plenty of brass that looked like it saw a rag and polish once a
    day. And it smelled like it. Like the cutlery in the drawer of the cupboard in my bubbas house when shed been busy with the Brasso. The buzzer was set into the bricks next to a
    violet creeper.

  


  I thought about buzzers. A dick presses all kinds. Most chime. Ding-dong. Thats it. Ding-dong. Sometimes a buzzer plays a simple song. I once had a client who was a T.V. star. His buzzer
  played the programmes theme tune. It lasted five minutes. I pressed Mrs. Wienbergers buzzer. Ding-dong.


  The butler who opened the door was Oriental. Medium height. Medium build. Medium age. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Dark bow tie. I had him down as dark and medium. I introduced myself.


  We have been expecting you, Sir, he said with a bow.


  He took me through the lobby and showed me into a long and high double room that led onto the poolside.


  The butler gestured towards a pale pink velvet sofa big enough to seat the front row of a jury.


  Please take a seat, Sir. I shall inform Mrs. Weinberger that you have arrived.


  I did as he said.


  The pink velvet clashed with my tie. It was the bright yellow one covered with lucky red horseshoes. I eased myself onto a cushion and placed my Panama hat beside me. Then I took a look
  around.


  Jews play the violin. Discover streptomycin. Jews make the best suits and even better salt beef sandwiches. But interior design? What does a Jew do? He pays a fortune to someone with no taste to
  go to an auction.


  The floor was imported white Italian marble. It was covered with a mix of sombre Saruck Persian carpets and bright hand-woven Mexican rugs. The mirrors were French. Louis Fourteen. Gold was
  everywhere. On candlesticks. On the frames round paintings. On clocks. Half the paintings were the kind you see people walking past in a modern art museum. The other half were by old Dutch masters.
  Windmills. Skaters. Taverns full of guys smoking pipes, drinking beer and playing cards. The art collection was hung between the mirrors. One wall was covered by an 18th-century Flemish tapestry.
  Under it was a neo-classical Italian marquetry commode. It was the kind of thing Lucrezia Borgia kept her poisons in. These days you dont need poison to kill someone. You just feed them fast
  food for a month. More or less in the middle of the room was a white Steinway and a stool. Top end Steinway. The sort Liberace smiled on beside the candelabra. The shut lid was a home for photos of
  the Weinberger family. A lot of them were of Mrs. Weinberger when she looked like Doris Day. But with dark hair. They were arranged around a tall vase filled with a dozen fresh cut lilac
  gladioli.


  Added together the contents of the room were worth a couple of million bucks. And yet someone stole a pill box worth a couple of hundred.


  There was the sound of heels on marble.


  Mrs. Weinberger came and stood in front of me. She was wearing a full length pale blue cotton bath robe. On her head was a pale green towel wrapped into a turban. Her peep toe bedroom slippers
  were pale pink satin with pale pink pom poms. Pale shades and Mrs. Weinberger. The two went together. You didnt need to be a detective to discover it.


  I hope you havent been too bored waiting, Mr. Lipkin, she said in a way that didnt require an answer.


  There was a matching easy chair facing the sofa. Mrs. Weinberger sat and draped one leg over the other. Her robe slipped open a little. At her ankles. A painted toe peeped up at me.


  I have arranged for you to talk to Maria to begin with, she said. Maria Lopez is my maid.


  She took out a sheet of writing paper folded in two from a pocket in her robe and handed it over.


  What you have there, Mr. Lipkin, is a list of the names of the five people who work for me. Including Maria. You can choose a time for yourself when it is most suitable to talk to them. I
  will make it clear why you are here and that they are to cooperate fully. I want this whole dreadful business cleared up. And I want it done soon.


  I gave the list a glance and placed it under my hat.


  Ill do what I can, and as soon as is possible, I said.


  Mrs. Weinberger sighed. It sounded like a sigh of contentment. But then some people have a laugh that sounds like an attack of asthma. You can never be sure. She picked up the bone china bell
  from the occasional table beside her and made it tinkle.


  Will Maria be with you long, Mr. Lipkin? my client asked when the tinkling stopped.


  It depends, I said. Some people tell lies more convincingly than others. Is there some kind of hurry?


  Mrs. Weinberger nodded at the pool. Not exactly. It is just that I swim at this time of day. Maria always helps me dry off.


  She put the bell down.


  Half an hour should be plenty, I told her.


  Mrs. Weinberger stood up. Maria is on her way. Can I get her to bring you a drink? Lemon tea, perhaps?


  A glass of water would be just fine, I said. I have to take my pill. Four-thirty. Every day. Heartburn.


  Marias employer gave me a sweet wholesome sympathetic smile. The sort Doris Day invented.


  I take mine before I go to bed, she said.


  


End of sample
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