Praise for Effie Perine:
Meet Effie, a smart, snappy heroine with enough moxie to evoke Hepburn as she fights and fakes her way through that adventure which is life. Effie Perine sizzles with crackling prose and a stylish plot that kept this modern Girl Friday reading to the wee hours.
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Effie Perine might have been only a minor character in The Maltese Falcon, but Jackson's brilliantly rendered plot and crisp dialogue bring Spade's smart young secretary into sharp focus. In the hands of a writer with an astonishing ability to lend a modern sensibility to the rhythms of vintage detective fiction, Effie Perine becomes more than merely a fun and absorbing read. It's a love song to a nearly forgotten genre.
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John’s Grill
Effie looked at her phone: No Service. She snapped it shut and walked into John’s Grill, heading for her usual spot at the end of the bar. It was only 2:00. He’d call back.
Someone was sitting in her spot. He was hunched over his drink and all she could see of him was a broad back and a pair of meaty shoulders straining against his grey jacket. It was a nice suit; an especially fine tweed, Effie noted. Maybe he was finishing his drink and would soon be gone . She sat a few stools down from him so she could take his place once he left.
“Keeping warm out there, Effie?” asked the bartender. It was a typical June day in San Francisco: 60 degrees and thick with fog. Effie removed her wool crepe jacket, the one with the Persian lamb trim, and hung it on the rack by the door.
“Gorgeous, Frank. Club soda, please?”
“You got it. Are we having lunch today?”
“Maybe -- give me a minute?”
“Sure, sweetheart.” He winked and set down her drink and a menu. She raised her eyebrows and gestured toward the mystery man sitting in her spot, but Frank missed her signal.
She depended on Frank. He looked out for her. It wasn’t easy for women to sit at a bar alone and not get pestered by men, even at a nice place like John’s Grill in the middle of the day. The world was full of lonely account executives.
Effie rummaged in her bag and pulled out a leather bound book. She’d found it at Grandpa Christy’s house, the 1928 Argonaut edition of Frank Norris’s McTeague. Given Grandpa Christy’s devotion to capitalism, he had probably never read this socialist cautionary tale. It smelled like pressed linen and pipe tobacco.
“I got that book,” said the man sitting in her spot. Effie turned to look at him.
“This book?”
“Yeah, I think so. Story about a dentist, right?”
“Sure. And Moby Dick’s about a little fish.”
The man grinned. His eyes met Effie’s and then moved deliberately down her body and back across like an x-ray machine. He was an ox of a man with heavy muscles yoking his neck and shoulders and a ruddy face lined with the effects of laughter, anger, or both. His hair was silver at the temples and combed back with some kind of scented tonic. He looked more like the brutal character McTeague himself than someone who’d read a book about him.
“Seeing as we got the same taste in stories, maybe you could recommend something off the menu,” he said, still smiling.
Effie died a little. He wasn’t leaving anytime soon. And Frank was MIA. She was going to have to talk to this guy. Still, he was more interesting than the usual day trader or East Coast tourist she ran into at John’s. Better dressed, better read. But he came on kind of strong.
“If you eat meat, get the steak.”
“What do you mean, if?”
“Well, are you a vegetarian?”
He smiled and licked his lips. “No, Ma’am, I’m from Oakland.”
Effie laughed. He came on like a tough-guy cliché, she thought, but it worked for him.
He swiveled to face her.
“What are you doing in here in the middle of the day? Out shopping?”
“Mm-hm. And then I’m going to get my nails polished, get my hair done, and join the ladies for a game of Canasta at the club.”
He laughed. “I know: you’re meeting your husband here,” he said, leaning over to look for a wedding ring. Effie shoved her ringless left hand under the book. “He’s, what, a doctor, right? No, an accountant. Probably an accountant.”
“Oh, no,” she said. “I have a rule about accountants: never on Tuesdays.”
“A lawyer, then? God help me, not a lawyer.”
“What’s this, a police interrogation?”
“It’s an interrogation, alright. But I’m not the police.”
He drew his wallet out of an inside jacket pocket and produced a business card: Spade and Archer, Private Investigations.
She hadn’t expected this.
“Which one are you – Spade?”
He drew an imaginary bow and released it in her direction: “Archer. You never heard of Spade?”
“Nope. Should I?”
“No. But enough about him – what do you do with your days, Miss…?”
What was she doing with her days? This was her least favorite subject. She opened her purse and looked for money to pay the bill.
“It’s Miss Perine. But my mother told me never to talk to strangers.”
“OK, then. Need a job?”
“Excuse me?”
“We need a girl in the office. Secretary-type deal. You can type, right? It’s not so hard. You’d like it. You’d get to spend a lot more time with me, for starters.”
“Why would you want to hire me? You don’t even know me, Mr. Archer.”
“I got a good feeling. A nice, classy girl with a brain, too -- you’re just what we’re looking for.”
“And you and Mr. Spade are… detectives? How does that work, exactly?”?“Miles, please, call me Miles. We’re private ops. We find people. Nothing fancy.”
This wasn’t just a pickup, although it had started out that way. This guy Miles was serious about the job. Effie looked him over. He couldn’t help himself from flirting, but he liked her, too – the way a big, dumb puppy likes the person petting him. She was sick of sorting through the Help Wanted postings from the thousands of fledgling dotcoms in town.
“My typing sucks,” she said.
He raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “The office is only a couple blocks over,” he said, as if daring her. “On Post.”
“I suppose I could go by and have a look. If you think I’ll like it.”
“Don’t worry about that. You’ll love it.” He rose from the stool and with surprisingly gallant grace, reached for her elbow. She resisted for a moment.
“What about your steak?” she asked.
“I’m not hungry anymore.” He slapped a wad of bills down on the counter next to her bill. “Besides, if we go now, you can meet Sam before he ducks out. We’ll get something to chew later.”
She let him pay, although it didn’t look like enough money, and they left the restaurant together. A thick blanket of fog opened and closed behind them as they disappeared into the muffled city streets.
“You eat at that place often?” he asked.
She nodded.
“I’m surprised Spade hasn’t come across you before this – he’s there all the time.”
She shrugged and pulled her coat closer around her shoulders. In his grey suit, even a big guy like Miles was camouflaged in the dreamy atmosphere. The city itself seemed unreal and far away. They walked on without speaking. That day at John’s Grill, that was how she met Sam Spade. That was how it all began.
Spade & Archer
San Francisco was known for its fog, but this was absurd. Effie clutched at Miles’s meaty arm despite herself. “I’ve never seen fog this thick,” she said.
Miles pulled her closer. “Don’t worry, doll, I could find our office blindfolded.”
“We might as well be,” Effie said, trying to see a gap in the mist. Growing up on the Mendocino coast, she was used to damp weather. But even in the deepest reaches of the redwood forests she had never seen anything like this. There was no thinning, no patch of clear air anywhere. All sight and sound of downtown street life was obscured, erased. It was unnerving.
“Here we are,” Miles said, extending his hand toward the entrance of a building that loomed up out of the gloom without warning. Effie was glad to get inside.
It was an odd building. Even on a clear day it would have been easy to miss, although its Art Deco curves set it apart from its neighbors. The building was gray – or was it salmon-colored? In retrospect, Effie could never recall. Hard to say how many floors it encompassed, looking at it from the outside.
The lobby was dark and grand in an old-fashioned way. Lots of marble and mirrors. She never saw anyone cleaning but it always looked spotless, if just a bit frayed around the edges. At the far end of the lobby were two elevators.
That first day with Miles she’d walked straight toward them until she felt his rough hand at her elbow guiding her off to the left. Tucked behind a bank of ferns was another, smaller elevator.
“Use this one,” Miles said. “Discretion is very important in our line of work, savvy?” He winked and pulled aside an old-fashioned accordion grating in front of the elevator door. “After you.”
The elevator car was paneled in well-oiled oak with a sliver of mirror decorating three sides. In contrast to the rest of the elegant little cabinet, the elevator’s buttons were badly worn. The numbers were no longer legible and the knobs were arranged in a grid, making it impossible to guess at their order. Miles punched at one somewhere in the middle. It was lighter in color than the rest with an opalescent patina and that was how she recognized it later when she arrived alone.
The elevator jerked when it stopped at Sam’s floor as if reluctant to do so. Dim frosted globes cast the hallway in a half-light and the only windows were at the far end and shrouded in a smoky haze. Two ghostly runnels receding in parallel down the worn fleur-de-lis carpet were the only sign of previous human occupancy. The hall wasn’t quite unpleasant enough to be mysterious, Spade & Archer was immediately to the right of the elevator, and Effie had never explored any further than that.
How did I get here? Effie had asked herself on that first day. The quiet, musty building was a little creepy, but she sort of liked that. And Miles? He seemed so eager to see his business partner. She wondered who was being shown to whom: she to this Spade person, or was it the other way around?
Then Miles opened a door and a warm rectangle of light spilled out across the threshold. A man was leaning on a desk but he must have heard them approach because he just sat there looking at them when it opened. An unsurprised man, Effie thought. Or un-surpriseable.
He wore a scowl that melted away at the sight of Miles and his charge.
“Hello, Miles. I see you’ve come to the aid of another damsel in distress?”
He spoke without ever looking at his business partner in a voice so smooth and level the weight of its sarcasm barely registered. He extended a smooth, strong hand toward Effie. She shook it.
“Sam Spade. How may I be of service?”
“This is Miss Perine,” Miles said, mispronouncing her name to rhyme with tureen. “She’s thinking of taking the job.”
“Perine,” Effie said, correcting him. “Rhymes with spine.”
A flicker of a smile touched Sam’s lips, but he remained quiet.
Effie pressed on, uncomfortable in the heat of the two men’s gazes. “Mr. Archer mentioned you were looking for a…” She struggled to remember Miles’s description.
“So we are,” said Sam. He stepped away from the desk and gestured to the paper strewn across its green blotter. “As you can see, we could use someone to do… that.”
Sam’s movements were quick, with no wasted gestures. He picked up a slip of paper and handed it to Miles: “Iva.” Miles grabbed the note with a snort and walked into the other office, slamming the door behind him.
“Don’t worry about him, sweetheart.” Sam said, gesturing toward Miles. “I’ve got a muzzle if it comes to that.” He walked toward one of the inner offices and opened the door, motioning for Effie to follow. Why don’t I fill you in on the details while Miles attends to more personal matters?”
A dark felt fedora hung from Sam’s coat rack. He wore a light wool suit that looked of good quality but of a poor fit – this was a problem with vintage, Effie knew. He was well dressed but he wasn’t self-conscious; he wore his old-fashioned suit as if it were the most natural thing in the world. The few guys Effie knew who dressed like this wore it as a costume. Effie kept her coat on and sat across from him at his desk.
“So, where’d Miles find you?” he asked. “Or did you find him?”
“Mr. Archer introduced himself to me while I was having lunch today at John’s Grill.”
“John’s? I’ve never seen you there.”
“I’m not there every day.”
“Well that’s a good sign. So, what’s your rap, Miss Perine-rhymes-with-spine?”
“I just moved back to San Francisco.”
“From?”
“Up north,” she said. “Mendocino.” She’d learned a long time ago never to offer more. Growing up on a commune was a conversation starter, but not for the kinds of conversations she enjoyed.
“Lemme guess: you were a logger.”
“Something like that. I can type.”
“Good skill for a logger. We need it here, too.”
“I’ve never worked for a… an …” she searched for the word, “investigator, but I’m pretty used to dealing with difficult people.”
Sam smiled, or perhaps he just bared his teeth. It was hard to tell.
“I see. Well, Miss Perine,” he said, “you seem like a nice girl, despite the fact that you know Miles. Let me tell you what goes on here. We find things: objects, people, things that get lost or run away. Our clients want something, they’re usually desperate, and they don’t always act nice. In fact, most of the time they don’t. I don’t mind – my job is to find the thing. Your job is harder: you gotta deal with the clients who want to find me. I’m gone a lot. They’ll call. Come by the office. Wait around. You talk to them, let ‘em know everything’s gonna be just fine. You’ll meet some interesting characters, probably learn a lot about the way things work – how old are you?”
“Twenty-one.”
“Yeah. You’ll learn a lot. The world’s a complicated place, Miss Perine. We try to make sense of it.” He rapped his knuckles against the desk and looked at her directly. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s the whole crop.”
She’d heard every word but she wasn’t thinking about the job. Sam’s charisma was overwhelming, like a strong wind she wanted to lean into. She tried to collect herself. This was unlike her.
“Well, it would be a nice change,” Effie heard herself saying without taking a second to consider the fact that she wasn’t actually looking for a job and, presumably, had better things to do. She burbled on. “Making sense of things, I mean. When should I start?”
“That’s the girl. Say tomorrow at nine?”
They rose to their feet at the same time, and he gave a little bow before shaking her hand again. “Miss Perine.”
“Effie.”
“Effie,“ he still held her hand “—how’s that spelled – F-E?”
“F-U,” she said. It was impossible not to flirt with this man.
Sam laughed out loud, then raised her hand to his mouth and almost kissed it, his lips hovering just above her skin. “Until tomorrow, Effie.”
Almost a month had passed since then. She still hadn’t found the fax machine, let alone a pushbutton phone, but she didn’t care. Sam drew her to this place, not the office equipment. In the first few hours after she’d accepted the job, she tamped down her panic with the thought that the work could serve her needs as well as Spade and Archer’s. That’s what she told herself, anyway. She’d been working at Spade and Archer for a month now but she still wasn’t used to the place. Nor had she made much headway on her own private investigation.
It was Saturday night and things were quiet downtown, save for the dull hammering of a furnace in the basement. The street noise was hushed and the hallway outside her office was empty. Wait here, Sam said as he had slipped out the door. She was still waiting.
Sam had been gone for three hours and it was getting dark. Her desk sat in the outer office, buffering traffic between the hallway and the private chambers where Sam and Miles saw their clients. Hers was the final stop before getting down to business. The point of no return, Sam called it. The furnace hummed and she hummed with it. She liked her office. It was a calm, warm place to be. Sam was still out. He’d come back eventually. Each day she learned a little more about Sam, and that was enough.
Normal Life
The Mercedes slid into the garage and Effie set the brake. Like everything else at Grandpa’s house, the fifty year-old sedan was in perfect condition. The sky faded from blue to black as she walked into the house and called out to her grandfather.
“Grandpa, I’m home.” She flipped through the mail and took off her coat. No answer. He was probably sleeping. At age 95, what else was he going to do. The wooden banister gleamed as Effie went up the stairs. Mrs. LaRue had been polishing. She’d worked for Grandpa for over thirty years, and was now old herself. The house was turning into a museum, which was just how Effie and her grandfather liked it.
“Grandpa?” She knocked on the door to the master suite and then pushed it open. She could see him sitting in his favorite leather club chair, the one with the view of the Presidio’s rolling lawns. His head was slumped over like a rag doll’s. Not that that in itself was unusual, but something seemed off. She ran over to him and knelt down.
“Are you sleeping, Grandpa? It’s Effie.” She patted his silky fuzzed cheek. “Wake up.”
He didn’t move.
“Grandpa!” Effie clapped her hands. Nothing. She leaned his head against the back of the chair. His color was good, and he was breathing. The voice of Enrico Caruso wafted through the air. Effie switched off the stereo and Grandpa snapped to attention.
“Don’t touch that!” he shouted. He looked up at Effie and brought her into focus. “Effie? What are you doing? Always fussing with my music.” He reached over and turned the stereo back on and Caruso’s singing continued.
“Sorry. I thought” –
“Thought I was dead? Well I wasn’t dead. I was deep in thought, deep in thought…” his voice faded. Effie sensed something was still amiss.
“What were you thinking about?” He hated prying, but Effie couldn’t just let him be.
“Did I ever tell you about the time your grandmother and I traveled by boat to Europe?” A smile pushed at the corners of his thin lips. Effie was surprised; Grandpa never talked about vacations. As far as she knew, he’d never taken one.
“No, when was that?”
“Our honeymoon. It was a wonderful trip. Cunard line, beautiful service, beautiful weather all the way to Calais. Iphegenia was so young, so lovely – the other chaps couldn’t believe she chose me. I could barely believe it myself…” he looked up at Effie and almost through her, with eyes now shining and wet.
Effie was both touched by his emotions and worried by them. She’d never seen him like this before. Grandpa’s emotional life was normally limited to two modes: detachment and frustration.
“Grandpa? Do you want me to call someone? You seem… are you okay?”
“Pardon?” he said. “Effie, is that you?”
“Yes, it’s me. Effie.”
“Where’s Katherine?”
“She’s in Mendocino, Grandpa. At The Farm. Do you want me to call her for you?”
“Mendocino? What the hell is she doing up there? Where’s that Pierce fellow? Is he around?”
Something was wrong. He rarely asked about Kat. He and Effie’s mother had been estranged for years. And he never, ever stooped to mention her late father’s name. Effie grabbed the phone and dialed 911.
“I think it might be a stroke,” Effie said. She listened to their instructions and then hung up. Her grandfather was still talking. His voice faded in and out. She was scared, but calm. She took his face in her hands and stared into his eyes.
“Look at me, Grandpa. We’re getting in the car now.”
“Mrs. LaRue?” Effie shouted, but there was no answer.
“Kat? No, Effie? Where’s Kat?” He was getting more agitated by the second.
“Kat’s coming. She’ll be here soon. Just look at me. Breathe. Just relax, everything’s going to be fine.” Effie pulled him up and they made their way to the car. He talked as she drove.
“That bastard. That goddamn bastard.”
“Just relax, Grandpa. We’re almost there.”
“What kind of father – what kind of husband?” His eyes were wild and his breath sharp. “What kind of man?”
They pulled into Emergency and medics ran out to greet them. He was still talking as they wheeled him away.
“Goddamn Pierce, that bastard! Oh, I’ll find him --” An oxygen mask was slapped over his mouth and he was gone.
Hearing him scream Pierce’s name gave Effie a chill. She never brought up her father around Grandpa – she knew how he felt about him. And the fact of Pierce’s death had done nothing to soften his opinion.
But Pierce’s sudden death in 1975 had done something to Kat, marked her so deeply that she had never fully recovered. Everyone knew the story. Pierce was on a silent retreat in Big Sur when Kat went into labor. Although there was no phone at his cabin, a friend of a friend managed to get a message to Pierce, who jumped in his Triumph and headed up Highway 1, the coast road to San Francisco. But he never arrived. There were some reports of a crash off the side of one of the many cliffs along the winding highway, but no sign of Pierce or the car was ever found. In Effie’s mind, she could see them out in the ocean, floating toward the sunset like a medieval knight toward Avalon.
Effie had no memory of Pierce, of course, but it was hard on Kat. Not just losing her partner and being a single mother, though that was hard, too. Her relationship with Pierce was never fully accepted by the counterculture crowd in which Pierce was a kind of godhead. Pierce – the ultimate free spirit – how could he become so attached to a girl like Kat? She was sweet and kind, sure, but kind of square by their standards. She didn’t do enough drugs, wouldn’t renounce all ties to her capitalistic family, and worst of all, wouldn’t ask those same bourgeois pigs for any money to support “the Cause” (Grandpa would have refused anyway, Kat knew).
There were whispers after Pierce’s death. Some wondered if Kat wasn’t somehow to blame for shocking Pierce out of his satori with her mundane insistence that he come to the hospital for the birth of their child. That was it for Kat. A few months after Effie (named for her grandmother, Iphigenia Christy) was born, she packed up and headed to Mendocino, where a group of environmentally-minded young families were starting a commune away from the gossip and infighting of the Bay Area scene and, most importantly for Kat, the long shadow of Pierce Perine.
So why had Grandpa said “I’ll find him?” Maybe she should have talked to Grandpa more. After all, finding out the truth about Pierce Perine was the reason she’d come to San Francisco.
***
Effie stood in the waiting room holding a damp cup of sour coffee and a cell phone. She pushed her blond hair away from her freckled face and tapped her foot against a chair. A woman sitting across the room looked up. Effie stopped tapping.
“Namaste,” said a soft female voice on the other end.
“It’s me, Kat,” Effie said.
“Effie! Sweetheart, it’s so good to hear your voice.”
“Sorry to do this but I have some bad news, Ma. I think Grandpa’s had a stroke. He’s okay, I’m here in the hospital with him, but I think you should come down.”
Kat’s voice was broken on the other end.
“Kat? Is this a bad connection? Did you hear what I said?”
“I heard you, I heard you.” She was crying. “Is he alright? What happened?”
“He’s going to be okay, they think. We got here pretty quickly. But he’d like to see you, so you should probably come down.”
“Of course, I’ll go down tonight.”
“Tomorrow’s fine.”
“Well… alright, that’s probably more realistic. Did he ask for me?”
“Yes, a few times.”
“Oh, Effie, I’m so glad you’re there. Thank you, honey.”
“It’s no problem. I’m just glad we got here when we did. I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Call my cell and tell me when you’re getting in.”
“I will. Effie, honey, I love you.”
“I know. I love you, too.”
“It’s so nice to see you girls together again, here in the house,” said Mrs. LaRue as she set down a tray of tea and cookies in the parlor.
“It’s nice to see you, too, Mrs. LaRue,” said Kat. Her bobbed brown hair was streaked with gray and her face was sun-weathered but still pretty. “It’s been too long.”
“Is there anything else I can get for you before I leave?”
“No, thank you. You’ve been so helpful. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
“Don’t worry about that, Miss Katherine. I’ll see you tomorrow for Mr. Christy’s bath, then.”
“Fine.”
“Maybe Miss Effie can find some of those old photos to show him? He liked those so much last week…”
Kat looked over at Effie, who was sprawled across the Chesterfield with her eyes closed. She kept them closed.
“Sure, Mrs. LaRue. There’s plenty more where those came from.”
Kat smiled as if to apologize for her daughter’s behavior. “See you tomorrow, then.”
“What photos is she talking about?” Kat asked.
“There’s a whole trunk full of them in the attic,” said Effie. “Of Grandpa and Grandma, various other Christies I think. I haven’t gotten to the ones of you and Uncle Ted yet. I think I’m still in the 1930s.”
“I’d love to see them.”?“Fine.”
Kat stirred her tea and then set it down without taking a sip.
“Effie, I think we should talk.”
“We are talking.”
“Well, this is a good opportunity for us to spend some time together. I may be down here for a long time, so” –
“How long?”
“Well, I don’t know. At least until Grandpa gets a little better. Maybe longer.”
“What about The Farm?”
“I don’t have to be up there all the time. In fact, I was thinking about taking a leave of absence anyway.”
Effie sat up and looked at her mother. “Seriously? What brought this on?”
“I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. I never intended to stay there forever. And now with Grandpa sick, and you down here…”
“Don’t move here on my account. I can take care of myself.”
“I know that. But I miss you, sweetheart. It meant a lot to me that you called.”
“Of course I called,” Effie said. “You think I wouldn’t call you if Grandpa went to the hospital?”
“Is that the only reason you called?”
“Basically, yes. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I was doing fine on my own. Or at least, here with Grandpa.”
“You’re birds of a feather, I know,” Kat said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Kat sighed. “Don’t play games with me, Effie. You’re a lot alike and you know it. You want everything neatly wrapped, everything in its place. You both have that Christy control issue.”
Effie groaned. “Here we go. All I’m saying is that, yes, I like living here with Grandpa – alone. You should be happy! Most mothers wish their children had close relationships with their grandparents. We have a nice little routine. We stay out of each other’s way.”
“A routine? I bet.” Kat laughed. “You don’t want a routine, Effie. You want rules. You always have. That’s why you left The Farm. It’s why you’re angry with me.”
“Rules? I’d settle for standards.”
Kat was quiet for a moment. “I wouldn’t presume to know what that means.”
“Oh, please,” Effie said. “In your utopian fantasy, there are no rules at all. Anything goes, right? That’s just laissez-faire bullshit.”
“And what would you prefer? A dictatorship?”
“There is a middle ground between anarchy and authoritarianism. Even home-schooling couldn’t stop me from learning that.”
“What do you want, Effie?”
“What do I want? I want people to shape up. How about accepting some basic standards of human interaction? As in, polite conversation. ‘How’s the weather?’ Not ‘let’s talk about your energy,’ or ‘what I’m vibing from you is blah-blah-blah.’ Not all that interpersonal crap. Just normal life: get up, go to work, come home, go to sleep. The usual.”
Kat laughed. “It’s so classic. You want all the things I tried to protect you from. This fantasy of normal life, Effie – you realize it’s just a fantasy? And unsustainable for human existence, I should add.”
“Mother” – Effie growled.
“Fine. Live in your dreamworld. You’ll see through it soon enough.”
“Whatever.” Effie stood up. “I’m going to work tomorrow, so I won’t be back until after five. Call my cell if he needs anything.”
“Work? When did you get a job? I thought you were working for Grandpa, organizing his attic.”
“That’s not work, it’s just something I do. Anyway, I got a job about a week ago. In an office downtown.”
“What kind of office? What do they do?”
“Mother” –
“Alright, fine. I’ll see you for dinner.”
“Goodnight.”
Effie stood in the black and white tiled bathroom and changed out of the day’s clothes. She pulled on a silk charmeuse slip that she wore as a nightgown and stepped into her favorite pair of marabou mules. It was all Grandma Christy’s. Effie had a complete wardrobe of her beautiful old clothes, all stored in a deluxe cedar-lined room in the attic, and Effie thanked her lucky stars that they shared dress and shoe sizes. Since arriving at Grandpa’s house six months ago and discovering the cache, she’d stopped wearing anything contemporary. Grandpa approved: he hated the way the world had changed. And so did she.
The Pin-Up
Effie sat at the Underwood and started typing one of Sam’s dictated letters.
Dear Mr. Binnett,
Your uncle Timothy has been tried and sentenced and by now is on his way to Alcatraz preparing for the big swing. This is a good time to reflect on the fact that you still have not paid me for services rendered: $300.00.
Double homicide solved at no extra charge.
Do the right thing, Mr. Binnett. I’ll expect payment by the end of the week.
I remain,
Sam Spade
She remembered the look on his face as he’d spoken the words the big swing. For Sam, discovering that someone had let him down was like meeting someone he already knew by reputation: it was what he expected and he was always pleased to be proved right.
In Sam’s view nothing much separated the client Ira Binnett from his murderous uncle Timothy. All things were relative and any man might be expected to do anything at all, depending on the circumstances. It was a philosophy Sam wore lightly. Sometimes she admired his clear-eyed view. Other times it gave Effie a chill. But Sam could be warm when he cared to.
The Underwood made a solid, wooden sound as she rolled the letter off the platen and inserted an envelope in its place. All her years practicing typing on The Farm’s old Smith-Corona were paying off. While other kids were turning the compost or playing hacky sack, Effie had honed her office skills as best she could on the outdated typewriters and mimeographs that comprised The Farm’s shabby office. She wanted skills that she could use somewhere far away.
She’d expected Spade & Archer’s office to be a bit more high-tech than the Farm’s, though she didn’t really know what that meant. It was probably better that Spade & Archer were a little behind the times, she admitted, seeing as she was still trying to catch up herself. She no longer questioned Sam and Miles about the absence of computers in the office. They’d only responded with laughter as if she were joking or insane and they feigned ignorance of even the most basic modern conveniences: not even a coffeemaker, and even The Farm had that. Still, they managed to stay in touch with all their contacts, policemen, various informants, city record-keepers, lawyers, and hotel detectives around town. Hotel detectives? Effie hadn’t been aware of their existence until she’d started working for Spade and Archer, but that was why she stayed on, even though the pay was ridiculous and most of the work was boring. Sam was the opposite of boring. And even Miles had his moments.
The sharp sound of the door latch startled her and she typed the wrong character onto the envelope.
“Fuck!” she said as her face brightened to a smile for the incoming visitor. Between Granddad’s stroke and her argument with Kat, Effie’s nerves were unraveling. She looked up, expecting Miles.
It definitely wasn’t Miles. A woman stepped in, all curves, curls, and eyelashes. She was dressed not unlike Effie in a vintage blue suit with matching hat, gloves, and purse. She lowered her head, looking up at Effie as if she were just a little girl.
“Excuse me,” she whispered. “I’m looking for a detective?”
“I’m sure we can help you, Ms…?”
“Miss Wonderly.”
Effie had seen plenty of people trying to effect a period look, but something usually gave it away, whether it was bad shoes, the wrong makeup, or muscle tone that could only come from the gym. Miss Wonderly was flawless. Her pale skin had never seen a tanning bed and her silk stockings were seamed. She looked freshly-peeled from the nose of a B-29 bomber.
“Please have a seat, Miss Wonderly. I’ll see if Mr. Spade is available.” Effie heard herself talking like a perky Girl Friday.
“Thank you,” she said, and perched herself on the edge of a chair.
Miss Wonderly made Effie feel androgynous at best. The beige jersey dress she had chosen that morning for its sexy clinginess now felt like a burlap sack. She tapped on Sam’s door and then let herself in.
Sam looked at her with his usual feline smile and she started to feel better about her outfit. She briefed him on the new arrival. He nodded, gave her a wink and pulled his feet off the desk as Effie opened the door and ushered Miss Wonderly in. If Sam was moved by his client’s va-va-voom he didn’t show it. He shook Miss Wonderly’s hand and offered her a chair. Effie closed the door behind them and sighed. She and Sam had been out a few times for an after-work drink, but despite his constant flirting he’d offered her nothing more than the occasional dry, chaste kiss on the hand or the cheek. And now this? There was no competing with a pin-up.
Miles’s large head swiveled from side to side as he peered out from behind his door like a cartoon bandit. “She gone yet?”
“Who, Miss Wonderly?”
“I’ll say. Izzat really her name?”
“The background check is still running, Miles,” Effie said, gesturing to an imaginary computer. “And good morning, to you, too.”
Miles ignored this remark as he did all the others he failed to understand.
“Good morning, Effie.” He sat on the corner of her desk, determined to distract her from her work and put off his own. “You look lovely this morning, as always.”
“Thanks, you too.” Effie continued typing.
“So, he asked, who’s the tomato?”
“Tomato?” She sighed. “Her name is Miss Wonderly, that’s all I know. I am trying to work here, Miles.”
He stood up. Her swearing unnerved him, so she used it tactically – just enough to keep him off guard. None of the other women who came into the office ever swore, not even Iva, Miles’ tightly-wound wife. She was always stopping by, though invariably she ended up in Sam’s office, not Miles’s.
“Gee, Effie, relax. I was just wondering who the lady was, is all.”
He straightened his posture as if to start the scene over, smiled at her, and walked briskly toward Sam’s door. Interrupting Sam during a meeting was the one thing she knew that drove Sam crazy, and she watched as Miles did exactly that.
Miles burst into the office, pretended to be surprised to see it occupied, and self-consciously backed out, removing his hat and blubbering, “Oh, excuse me!”
Effie sighed.
She heard Sam respond to Miles in a calm voice, bored with his antics. Sam introduced Miss Wonderly and Miles closed the door behind the three of them.
Effie looked back at the envelope and the typo. She opened her purse and fished out a clandestine tube of Wite-Out. She made her correction, then tucked the container away next to her cell phone with the ringer turned off.
The office was quiet most of the time. Something about the architecture of the building seemed to muffle outside noise, and hardly anyone else worked on their floor. The sound of Miles and Sam talking carried through the closed door, but Miss Wonderly’s soft voice was only a whisper. The walls made it hard to eavesdrop and Effie had always been a curious girl.
Curiosity had led her here. She’d hoped to learn some detecting skills, but Sam seemed to operate on intuition. He talked to as many people as possible, then percolated all the information he’d gathered in a private, mysterious thought process that led him to a plausible explanation. It was a talent that required extreme self-confidence and mental flexibility – the presumed good guy often turned out bad, and vice versa. As different as they were, Effie mused, Sam actually embodied many of Kat’s own Zen ideals. He was purely present, willing to accept reality as it arrayed itself before him. He was an efficient, streamlined seeker of truth – or at least a logical explanation. Weren’t they the same thing?
Sam’s office door opened again and he emerged with his arm at Miss Wonderly’s tender elbow, escorting her to the hallway. He walked straight back into his office without looking at Effie, finished his conversation with Miles, and made a phone call. Miles emerged a minute later, grinning.
“Well, doll, I think it’s going to be a good day after all.”
“You don’t say?”
“Yep. I mean, nope. Say, you want to join me for a bite? Hof Brau?”
“Sorry, Miles, but I’ve still got a lot of work to do here…”
“Okay, okay,” he was barely listening to her anyway. “Listen, if Iva calls, tell her I’ll be home late, alright?”
“Whom shall I tell her you’re working on?”
Miles chuckled and gave her a wink. He put his hat on, cracked his knuckles and walked out with a bounce in his stride.
“Effie, would you come in here, please?”
Effie got up from the desk and smoothed her hair.
“Yes?”
Sam was leaning far back in his chair with a grin like the Cheshire Cat. “You were right about that one, sister. What a lil. I gave Miles first crack. He’s gonna do some surveillance tonight.”
“I figured he’d jump on it – or her.”
“You’re not wrong there. I’m going out for a few hours. Wait for me here and I’ll buy your dinner tonight. And not some hash house, either: you’ve suffered too much for that. Deal?”
“Deal.”
Sam stubbed out his hand-rolled cigarette and grabbed his coat and hat off the rack. “Thanks, doll. See you around 5.”
“See you then.”
He kissed her on the forehead and then left Effie alone in the office. She smoothed her hands over her hips. The dress fit pretty well, actually.
Stories
The light was terrible for reading in Sam’s bedroom. It wasn’t really a bedroom, just a living room with a Murphy bed. A domed light hung from the ceiling and every time Effie repositioned her book it was obscured by her own shadow. Effie could hear Sam in the bathroom with the water running. He hummed a song that sounded like an early swing tune or maybe something Cuban. A coffee table next to the now-deployed bed was stacked with the detritus of Sam’s daily life: newspapers, books, a small alarm clock, an old black telephone, and a sack of Bull Durham tobacco, loose, with cigarette papers beside it. Sam smoked constantly.
Effie gave up on reading and turned off the light, leaving the apartment illuminated by a glow from the kitchen and the streetlights outside, filtered through fog. It was warm in here after walking through the city from the restaurant. They had spent a few nights together, maybe four, and so far they all went like this. A late-night dinner somewhere quiet and empty – a chop house, lots of alcohol, somewhere that ignored the anti-smoking laws. Then a walk through the damp night to Sam’s place where he would immediately excuse himself to the bathroom and shave. Effie found this kinky and exciting at first, but it was a meaningless prelude. Strange, interesting conversations, lots of innuendo, but no open lips, no bared skin, no nothing. Maybe chastity was his fetish. Yet somehow she doubted Miss Wonderly got the same treatment.
He was still humming, still shaving. She picked up a heavy book from the coffee table and laid across the end of the bed, resting it in a square of light there: Celebrated Criminal Cases of America, by Thomas A. Duke, Captain of Police, San Francisco. It looked like something in Grandpa’s attic. Sam had a lot of nice old books. She opened it to the Preface.
While this volume will show that in some instances fabulous sums of money have been unlawfully obtained, it will also show that retribution invariably overtakes the professional criminal and brings with it untold misery and degradation.
Although there are isolated cases where the perpetrator of an atrocious crime succeeds in escaping the iron hand of the law, there is one court he cannot escape, and that is the one whose findings are incontrovertible and whose sessions are held in the chambers of his own heart.
The dread of discovery is constantly with him by day and by night, and who can doubt but that he finally concludes that even an ignominious death on a scaffold would be preferable to such a miserable existence?
“That Duke spins a mean fairy tale.” Sam stood above Effie. She remained facedown on the bed, not looking at him, but she could hear him patting his clean-shaven jaw.
“You don’t share his point of view?” she asked.
“What – that crime doesn’t pay? Sure it does – sometimes. It’s a gamble, like cards, like dice, like lots of things.”
“What about the idea here that the worst punishment is a criminal’s own guilt, whether or not he’s ever brought to justice?”
Sam rolled a cigarette and brought it to his lips, bowing his head and lowering his eyes as he brought his hands up to his mouth and cupped the cigarette and lighter. She peered over her shoulder at him. He looked for a moment like a man in prayer.
“Guilty conscience?” he said. “Not based on the punks I see. They don’t seem to spend too much time worrying about whether they’re good boys or bad.”
“So what happens if you – or the cops – don’t get them? They’re off the hook, scot free?”
“Nah,” Sam said, sitting down beside her on the edge of the bed. “We always get ‘em. Eventually.” He winked at her and took another drag.
“Aren’t you confident.”
“It’s not about confidence, babe. It’s about…” he leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and thought for a minute, his shirt pulled taut over his muscular shoulders. “It’s about time. How long it takes for the guy to screw up. Give ‘im enough time, he’ll always come through. It’s what makes my gig possible. There is no perfect crime.”
Sam moved toward her, slowly, and Effie felt herself stop breathing as his face neared hers. He stretched out his arm, then moved around her, picked up the book and stood up. She exhaled.
He walked away toward the window, leafing through the pages and every now and again raising his eyebrows at something, chuckling at another. She slumped back on the bed and watched him pace as he read aloud. Watching Sam was better than kissing most other guys.
“The Murder of Addie Gilmour, Whose Head Was Found in the Bay, I heard about that one,” he said as he scanned the Table of Contents. “Alfred Parker, Who Murdered Five Fellow Prospectors in Colorado, Stole Their Money, and Ate Their Flesh. Egad. That’ll spoil your supper.”
Effie murmured her agreement. Hidden inside his suits all day it wasn’t so noticeable, but here late at night with his tie removed and shirtsleeves rolled, Sam’s brute physicality was impossible to miss. It was as if he became a different person at night, like a werewolf. Effie felt a pleasing tingle near her garter belt.
“Now here’s one I remember: the Nora Fuller case.” Sam seated himself in a maroon armchair and rested the book on his lap. “Captain Duke had his hands full with this one.”
“What happened?” Effie’s attention returned to the conversation and she sat up. She moved over toward the coffee table and helped herself to Sam’s tobacco and papers as he continued.
“Case of a guy faking his own death. Little Nora’s boyfriend was in a bit of trouble, so they figure if he turns up dead, end of trouble. Except it’s not him that’s dead, it’s her other boyfriend. Long story. Took the cops a while to put it all together, but they did.”
“And? What happened to the boyfriend?”
“He got his way, in the end. Didn’t have to fake it after all.” Sam grinned and stubbed out the end of his cigarette. He closed the book with a thud. “Whatcha doin’ there, kid?”
Effie held up a perfectly-rolled cigarette.
“Talents undreamt-of, Miss Perine. Where’d you learn to roll a gasper so well, the Little Girls’ Wing at San Quentin?
“Yep. Vocational training program,” Effie said, flashing back to the thousands of joints she’d rolled on The Farm. “Typing, needlepoint, and cigarette-rolling.”
She walked over to him and put the cigarette in his lips and then lit it for him.
“Tell me another one of your stories, Sam.”
He put his arm around her waist and pulled her onto his lap, moving the book aside. His head rested a few inches from her breast.
“Oh, I got lots of stories,” Sam said, tracing the silk trim at the collar of her blouse. “Or a lot of variations on the one and only story there is. Someone’s desperate, does a stupid thing, mucks it up somehow, then me or some copper comes in for the cleanup. But there’s always a few who get away.”
“What happens to them?” Effie asked.
“What happens to them is they disappear, that’s all. They’re just gone.”
“Tell me one of those stories, then.”
“A story without an ending? That’s not a proper story at all, it’s just…”
“Life?”
Sam laughed softly. “Sorry, doll, but that’s got an ending, too.”
He lifted Effie off his lap and walked to the window. He opened it an inch and let in a misty breeze. Just like Sam to cool things off, Effie thought. The low blare of a foghorn got a little louder before it faded again. The phone rang, a loud clang just like the phones in the office. She still hadn’t found a way to turn their volume down.
“You gonna answer that?” Effie asked after four rings. It was hard to ignore.
Sam shook his head. “Nah. It’s probably Miles, looking for advice.”
“You don’t have any to give?”
“Oh, I got plenty. But the kid’s gotta grow up sometime.”
Effie waited for an answering machine to pick up, but none did. Eventually the ringing stopped.
“Where were we?” Sam asked.
“You were supposed to tell me a story.”
“I don’t trust stories. Everybody wants a happy ending.”
“I don’t.”
Sam stared at her from across the room with a look of amusement that was becoming familiar to her. “Now what kind of girl doesn’t like a happy ending? What were you, raised by wolves?
“Something like that. I just don’t like false optimism, that’s all.”?“It’s the only kind there is. Or so I hear.”
“I guess that makes us a couple of cynics,” Effie said.
“Cynical? I’ve been called worse. I prefer ‘realistic.’ Something I learned a long time ago, when I was about your age. Not to expect anything – bad or good. The Flitcraft Principle.”
“The what?”
Sam stubbed out his cigarette on the windowsill and deposited it in a brass ashtray next to Effie’s chair. “I’ll tell you about it sometime. Not now.”
“Hmph. So what do we do now? No story, no Flitcraft Principle…”
Sam extended his hand and pulled Effie up, then led her to the bed in the middle of the room. “Come here, wolfling.”
He patted the bed and she sat down. His touch was electric but she tried to stay calm, composed. It was the only mode he operated in. Sam sat down next to her, thigh to thigh, and lifted her hair away from the back of her neck. He leaned in and she could feel his breath against her skin, then his fingers on the clasp of her necklace. He took it off and set it on the table next to the clock.
“Soft hair,” he said. “Like silk. How do you get it so soft?” He stroked it and she remained still, waiting.
“The usual,” Effie whispered.
“Water?”
“Mm-hm”
“Shampoo?” he asked, massaging her neck.
Effie nodded. She closed her eyes.
“Do you brush it every night before you go to bed?”
“I try.”
“Do you have a brush with you?”
Effie opened her eyes. “With me?”
“In your purse?” Sam leaned to the floor and picked up her grandmother’s alligator bag. He began to open it and Effie snatched it away.
“I’ll find it.”
She pulled out a small Mason Pearson hairbrush out and handed it to him, securing the catch and her cell phone and other private items inside.
Sam took it from her and nodded. “Yeah, natural bristles. Close your eyes.”
She closed her eyes and felt Sam’s hand on her shoulder, holding her steady by pulling her body toward his. Then he started brushing her hair. Slowly, softly, the way a woman would, knowing to start at the bottom and work up to avoid tangles.
“I’m not hurting you, am I?”
Effie shook her head.
“Good. Such pretty hair. Sand and gold.”
Effie’s face flushed. Pressed up against Sam, feeling the heat of his body through their clothes, smelling his aftershave and the cigarettes, the bristles of the hairbrush were both hypnotic and erotic. Strange, but erotic.
“Lie down,” he said, and pulled her down onto the bed beside him, spooning her. He laid the brush on the pillow and stroked her hair, his mouth next to her ear. He curved his arm around her and pulled her toward him, cocooning her shape in his. “You like bedtime stories?”
Effie nodded, knowing he could feel every movement she made. Her eyes were still closed in the dark, warm room. Her head felt heavy leaning on Sam’s bicep.
“Close your eyes now, sweetheart,” he said. “I’m gonna think of something good.”
Through the Looking-Glass
Somewhere a phone was ringing. A very old, very loud phone. Somewhere close –a steel bell vibrating inside a Bakelite case. Get the phone. The bed shook, something fell to the floor, then it stopped.
Effie was vaguely aware of Sam’s voice, then silence again. He sat on the edge of the bed.
“What is it?” Effie asked, mostly asleep.
“Nothing, kid. I gotta go out for a little while.” Sam swiveled toward her and pulled the covers up around her with a quick caress of her shoulder as he did.
“Shut ‘em tight, now. need to turn on the light.” He passed his hand over her eyes and then flipped the switch, shocking the room into color. Effie caught a quick glimpse before turning away, the afterimage burning: Sam standing barefoot in green and white-striped pajamas, already smoking. She was still clothed herself, except for her shoes which were lined up next to the bed.
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