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ONE

I was lying around the house like a lox.

Lying around the house like a lox!

For the outlanders: explanation.

House, in the seaport town of New York, is colloquial for abode, any abode, be it a one-room folding apartment near the Battery or a glass mansion on the very easterly edge of the chic East Side. Lox, in the seaport town of New York, is colloquial for smoked salmon. Smoked salmon, in the seaport town of New York, lies about in shameless display, belly-side up and inert, in the front windows of the appetizing stores. An appetizing store, in the seaport town of New York, is not at all a store that is appetizing. Appetizing store, in the seaport town of New York, is a store that trades in a type of comestible which purports to give one an appetite for the further comestibles of a civilized meal. Generally, it does not give one an appetite. Generally, it gives one heartburn in the schmaltz region. Heartburn in the schmaltz region, in the seaport town of New York — 

Oh no!

Please!

Let us start all over again.

Me, I was lying around the house (which is a three-room apartment with a terrace on Central Park South) like a smoked salmon in an appetizing store, belly-side up and inert. I was lying around like a smoked salmon because I was bored. Even private detectives — and all you aficionados may now rise in high dudgeon and scoff in low moans — get bored. I was bored with skip tracings, and bill collectings, and tracking erring husbands, and untracking erring wives — I was bored with the routine of my racket. Nothing of real interest had happened for months, and I’d had it — right up to the gullet. So this day I had packed up and gone home. I had told my secretary that I was going to lazy the day, that I would be at home, and that I was not to be disturbed unless it was something special.

Turned out it was something extra, extra special.

I was lying around, in comfortable briefs, lapping up the scandal of the tabloids — when the bell rang. Unthinking, I shoved out from beneath the newspapers, crawled off the couch, ambled to the door, opened it, and felt myself grow reverently rigid at the pulchritude so unexpectedly delineated in my doorway.

“Mr. Chambers?” she inquired.

“Mr. Chambers,” I replied.

“I am Sophia Sierra,” she declared.

Sophia Sierra, so help me. That was the name.

“Please come in,” I said. She crossed the threshold, and I closed the door, but I held on to the knob for succor. “I don’t quite understand …” I began.

“The lady in your office,” said Sophia Sierra. “She told me I would find you here.”

“Yes, yes,” I mumbled. “The lady in my office …”

Ah, secretaries. Ah, the impishness in the impish hearts of the ladies of the office in all the offices all over the world. Ah, the devious twists in the peculiar psyches of staid secretaries. Ah, ah, ah. A hunk of stuff turns up that is enough to rock you on your heels and start you talking to yourself, but the lady of your office, in perverse abandon, and knowing full well it is perverse abandon, does not even lift a finger to ring you on the phone in order to warn you of the impending onslaught of an emotional blockbuster. But she had not sent her away! She had sent her through! And just for that, if for nothing else, the lady of the office was entitled to a substantial increase in salary come Christmas (triggered now, but an increase which had been scatteringly contemplated prior to now).

And suddenly, hanging on to a doorknob and ogling a Sophia Sierra, I realized I was utterly unclad except for the skimpiest of shorts.

“Forgive me,” I said, relinquishing the doorknob and making a grotesque effort at a gentlemanly bow. “I … I didn’t expect company. I … I’ll go … make myself presentable.”

“You’re presentable,” she said. “Quite presentable. Quite, indeed.”

“I am?” I said like an oaf, and I stood there, and we ogled one another, and I do not know what thoughts she had, but the thoughts I had might make themselves too obviously apparent, so I waved her to the living room, scampered to the bedroom, donned a T-shirt, slacks, socks and loafers, and scampered back to the living room — but not before I had had a fast glance at the mirror and a fast comb at the hair. She was out on the terrace.

It was warm for the time of year and she had removed her coat. She was leaning on the balustrade — elbows resting and hands clasped — looking out upon the city: which gave me a moment to look out upon her.

She was something to look out upon.

Her close-fitting dress was black, her high-heeled pumps were black, her stockings were the sheerest of jet black nylon. Her flesh was cream-soft white, the dress so cut that much of the cream-soft whiteness was enticingly exposed. It was a sleeveless, clinging, knitted black dress, cut deep in front, deep in back, and deep at the arms.

She turned, suddenly, from the balustrade, and paced slowly, regarding me. She regarded me — I regarded her.

I insist: she was something to be regarded.

Black and white. That was the picture. Flesh white, all else black. Her hair was curl-heavy black worn long behind small ears and falling below the nape of the neck; eyes wide and black, so black the pupils merged with the irises; eyebrows black and bold and long; black and white — except for the glistening red of a pouting full-lipped mouth. She was tall, with an absurdly exaggerated figure, but not too absurd not to be taken most seriously: protruding breasts; tiny cinched-in waist; firm, round, ungirdled buttocks; long powerful strong thighs; sturdy calves and slender ankles. Snap judgment, she was either a neck-moving elbow-pointing modern-type dancer, or a rump-moving nipple-pointing specialty-type stripper, or a showgirl with Cadillacs waiting at the stage-door.

“I’m a messenger,” she said.

“Messengers like this,” I said, “should happen to me the rest of my life. Your name really Sophia Sierra?”

“Sophia Sierra,” she said. “I’m Cuban.”

“But you speak English perfectly.”

“Oh, I was born here. I mean I’m of Cuban extraction.”

“Like a drink?” I said, touching her elbow, moving her back to the living room.

“No, thank you.” And in the living room she stood stockstill, long-fingered hands on her hips, eyes moving over me. “I’ve heard about you,” she said. She had a voice that came from deep in her throat, soft, smooth and pitched low. “So?” I said.

“Heard you’re kind of a ladies’ man.”

“So?” I said.

“Nothing,” she said, “except that, kind of, I can understand it.” Her smile showed high square teeth and there was suddenly a curiously wicked expression around her eyes. Almost defiantly, she strode to me, moved close. “I eat ladykillers,” she said. Her face was inches away from mine, but parts of her were touching me; she was built like that.

“I’m willing to be devoured,” I said.

“Crazy, huh?” she said.

“What’s crazy?” I said.

“People going for people, bang, just like that.”

“What’s crazy about it?” I said. “Happens all the time.”

I reached for her. She moved away.

“I’m a messenger,” she said.

“I got that message. I’m getting other messages.”

“Skip that for now, will you?”

“Only if you promise a raincheck.”

“I promise,” she said. “I’m really here with a message.”

“From whom?” I said.

“George Phillips,” she said.

“Who?” I said.

“George Phillips,” she said.

“I don’t know any George Phillips,” I said.

She went to her handbag, took out a yellow sheet of paper, and brought it to me. It was a telegram addressed to S. SIERRA, 11 EAST 45th STREET. It said: PLEASE CONTACT PETER CHAMBERS AT ONCE. HAVE HIM GET IN TOUCH WITH ME. TELL HIM WHERE. I MUST SEE HIM IMMEDIATELY. HE IS A FRIEND. G. PHILLIPS.

“Maybe I am a friend of G. Phillips,” I said, “but you wouldn’t know it from me. Honest, I never heard of a G. Phillips in my life.”

“Ever hear of a Gordon Phelps?”

“Gordon Phelps I heard of.”

“George Phillips is Gordon Phelps.”

“Gordon Phelps!” I brushed past her and lifted one of the tabloids, turned to page three, and pointed. “This Gordon Phelps?” I said.

“That’s the one,” she said.

The prize item on page three had to do with the death of Vivian Frayne. Vivian Frayne had been a hostess in a dance hall called the Nirvana Ballroom. There was a photo of Vivian Frayne, a theatrical photo of a lush blonde revealingly swathed in diaphanous veils. Vivian Frayne had been murdered. She had been found early this morning in her two-room apartment attired in lounging pajamas. Five bullets had penetrated the lounging pajamas, indenting Vivian Frayne. Three of the bullets, although lodged in attractive sites, had been of no lethal consequence, but either of the other two — one just above the heart and the other in the region of the stomach — had served as the proximate cause of her decease. A gun had been found on the premises but the newspaper did not elaborate on its significance, merely making the bald statement: “A gun was discovered in the apartment.” The last paragraph reported: “The police are seeking one Gordon Phelps, millionaire playboy, in connection with their investigation.”

“Gordon Phelps,” I said, laying away the paper, “is G. Phillips?”

“Uh, huh,” said Sophia Sierra. “And he sent you to contact me?”

“Just like it says in the telegram.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Why not?”

“Couldn’t he contact me himself?”

“Cops are looking for him. You just read it in the paper, didn’t you?”

“He could have called me on the phone, couldn’t he? I’m in the book, both office and home.”

“He couldn’t have called you.”

“Why not?” I said. “He’s got no phone.”

“Gordon Phelps? No phone? Gordon Phelps owns a thirty-room mansion on Fifth Avenue. Thirty-room mansions generally have phones.”

“If the cops are looking for him,” she said, “he doesn’t figure to be in his thirty-room mansion, does he?”

“Check,” I said. “But there are phones outside of thirty-room mansions.”

“There’s no phone where he is.”

“Where the hell is he?”

“In a little hideaway he’s got — that only a few of his intimate friends know about.”

“You one of his intimate friends?”

“Let’s say I’m one of his … good friends.”

“Okay, good friend, so where’s this hideaway?”

“Down in the village. 11 Charles Street. Apartment 2A. He’s listed as G. Phillips. And that’s where you’re supposed to go.”

“Okay, I’m going,” I said. “So how come there’s no phone there?”

“Because it’s a hideaway.”

“Hideaways can’t have phones?”

“Not this hideaway.”

“All right,” I said, “the hell with it. Now what about — our raincheck?”

She went for her coat, slung it over one shoulder.

“I’d like,” she said, “if you’d like.”

“I like, I like,” I said. “How about this evening?”

“I’m working this evening.”

“All right. How about after work?”

“How about during work?” she said.

I lifted my eyebrows for her. “What kind of work do you do?”

“Just like Vivian Frayne,” she said. “Pardon?” I said.

“I’m a hostess at the Nirvana Ballroom.”

“I’ll be there,” I said. “That’s a wild business, isn’t it?”

“You have your freedom,” she said.

“What’s that mean?”

“Once you’re a regular, it’s kind of like piece-work. You show up whenever you feel like it. You throw on an evening gown and you’re working — at fifty percent of whatever the suckers contribute. I mean, you’ve got anything else to do, you just don’t show up.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“Swell,” she said. “For you I’ll wear my red gown.”

“Special, the red gown?”

“Wait’ll you see me in it. You’ll die.”

“I’m dying right now,” I said.

She smiled her wicked smile, waved, went to the door and opened it.

“I’m looking forward,” she said. “I’ll cancel the G. Phillips if you say so.”

“I’m not saying so. Bye, now. I’m looking forward.” She was already outside the door when I called, “Oh! About Vivian Frayne. Did you know her? Vivian Frayne.” She stuck her head back. “I knew her,” she said. And she closed her door behind her. And I was left with the faint musk of her perfume.





TWO

I undressed, showered, and re-dressed for Gordon Phelps. Gordon Phelps was not a friend. The term “friend” is tossed about as loosely as shredded lettuce in a salad pot. Gordon Phelps was an acquaintance, a guy I’d run into in the night clubs, a guy with more loot than he could possibly spend, and a guy for whom I had done a few favors, for a fee. He was a sixty-year-old runabout who still had plenty of vitamins jiggling inside of him. He had, I had heard, an austere society-type wife who kept a rather slack rein on him. I had not heard as to what rein he kept on her. He had, aside from a society-type wife, a fabulous town house on Fifth Avenue, a fabulous beach house on Fire Island, and a fabulous country house in Palm Beach — but I had never heard of his having a hideaway which, of course, is the basic meaning of hideaway — you are not supposed to hear of it. The fact that the cops were looking for him coupled with the fact that he was looking for me spelled out a simple equation with a single solution: business. For me. And since Gordon Phelps was inordinately generous in the matter of fees (he could afford it) I was quite as anxious to see Gordon Phelps as Gordon Phelps was to see me.





THREE

The cab delivered me to 11 Charles Street which was a new house in an old neighborhood, a squat, wide, five-story job on a clean quiet street in Greenwich Village. In the lobby, a neat bracket alongside a neat button showed me G. PHILLIPS. I pushed at the neat button alongside the neat bracket and received a quick click in response. Inside, a plush elevator, push-button style, lifted me to 2, and at the door marked A, I applied pressure to another neat button. The mirror of a mirror-faced peekhole disappeared and a blinking eye replaced it. Then the round mirror fell back and the door swung open.

“Hail and welcome,” Gordon Phelps said. “And it’s about time.”

“I made it as soon as I could, Mr. Phelps.”

“What held you up?” he said. “The sultry Sierra?”

“No, but she could have, if she’d had a mind to.”

“Terrific piece, that one, eh?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Phelps.”

“But you just look out there, sonny.”

“Because why, Mr. Phelps?”

“Because she’s exactly the opposite of what she looks like. That little gal is all mind and no heart, and it’s a mind concerned with one thing — gold, pure and simple. Gold, gelt, loot, dinero. But come on now, make yourself to home, young fella. We’ve got a hell of a lot of talking to do.”

He led me through a small round foyer into an enormous exquisitely furnished living room, its floor moss-soft with thick rose-colored carpeting. Rose-colored drapes covered all of the walls from floor to ceiling, slit for windows at one wall, and cut out for a gold fireplace at another. Above the fireplace hung a huge oil of a rose-colored nude, the only picture in the room. A rose-colored ceiling sprouted an antique gold chandelier, warm light pouring from its crystals. The furniture — desk, chairs, couches, tables, bar, lamps, hassocks — was all black. The wood was ebony, the fabrics and adornments all gold. That was the room: rose and black and gold in such artistic ensemble as to take your breath away. “Just beautiful,” I said.

“Would you like to see more?” He had a cultured, somewhat high-pitched voice, like a coloratura soprano who drank too much. “And by the way, that fireplace really burns wood.”

“Love to see more,” I said.

He motioned me to a bedroom which was bleak compared to the dazzlements of the living room. The ceiling was all mirror. One wall was all mirror. The other walls were papered green and there was a green carpet. There was a large walnut four-poster, a walnut dresser, two walnut bed-tables, two lamps with green silk shades — and nothing else, not even a picture on a wall.

He showed me a bathroom with gold plumbing, and a kitchen with all the equipment including a deep-freeze, and back once again in the living room he made drinks.

“I could live here for months,” he said, “without going out once. There’s enough food and drink — for months.”

“Is that the way you’d like it?” I said.

“Pardon?”

“Not going out for months.”

“That’s the way I’d hate it,” he said. “That’s why you’re here.”

“Why am I here, Mr. Phelps?”

He paced with light steps. He was tall and slender and rather graceful, muscular for his age. He had white wispy hair neatly parted in the middle, a pink face, and a delicate nose.

“I want to get out of here,” he said, “and I want to get out of here soon. And I want you to get me out of here.” He went to his desk, brought out an oblong metal box, extracted a number of bills, counted them and brought them to me. “Here,” he said. “Money of the realm.”

I counted the money of the realm. It amounted to five thousand dollars. I pocketed the money of the realm, sighed, squirmed, took up my drink.

“Whom did you murder?” I said.

“I didn’t murder anyone,” he said.

“Five thousand bucks is a lot of money for not murdering anyone, not even Vivian Frayne.”

“I did not murder Vivian Frayne.”

“Do you know who did?”

“No.”

“Then why are you holed up?”

“Because, a little bit, I’m mixed up in it.”

“And you want me to un-mix?”

“Precisely.”

I sighed again. “Sit down,” I said, “won’t you? Refill our glasses, please, and sit down. Let’s talk up a little storm, huh? But I’m telling you right now, any way it turns out, I keep the fee.”

“Any way it turns out,” he said, “you keep the fee.”

“I mean even if it turns out you.”

He had blue eyes and they grew narrow as he smiled, sadly. He shrugged, lifted the glasses, brought them to the bar, re-filled them, came back and sat down beside me.

“Drink hearty,” he said and he handed me my glass.

“A vôtre santé,” I said.

“I’m ready for the inquisition,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “Let’s start with right here. What’s with a hideaway? What’s with no phone?”

Demurely he said, “Hideaway? Let’s call it … retreat. Doesn’t sound so … er … quite so illicit” He smiled his sad smile again.

“Okay,” I said. “Retreat. So why a retreat without a phone?”

“That’s the point of a retreat, isn’t it?”

“Is it?”

“I mean,” he said, “somewhere to get away, to be alone without risk of outside interference.”

“Alone?” I said, subtle as a spanking in the woodshed. “Either alone, or with very special company.”

“And a phone spoils that?”

“A phone is a means of communication with the outside world. Here, I prefer to be out of communication.”

“Suppose you got sick?”

“I could always crawl out and knock on a neighbor’s door, or go out into the hall and yell. If you’re too sick to do any of that, you’d be too sick to use the phone, wouldn’t you?”

“The rich,” I said, “can afford to be eccentric.”

“All right,” he said, “let’s leave it at that.”

I cast my eyes about the room, let them rest for a moment on the rose-colored nude, brought them back to him. “Who, please,” I said, “knows about this place?”

He shrugged, delicately. “Not too many.”

“How many, Mr. Phelps?”

“I don’t quite know, Mr. Chambers, but those who do, they know me as George Phillips, not Gordon Phelps. I had my attorney — whom I trust implicitly — find this place for me, arrange for the lease and all that. I used a decorator to furnish — as George Phillips, of course — and I paid him in cash.”

“Does your wife know?”

“No, and she wouldn’t like it if she did. Matter of fact, I think she’d hate it. There’s a thing called … over-stepping the bounds.”

“I’ve heard,” I said.

“It’s a relative term, of course. There’s a good deal of over-stepping bounds that my wife forgives, as long as such activity is discreet. This sort of thing isn’t exactly discreet. If it were found out, my wife’s friends might giggle at her. My wife doesn’t like to be giggled at.”

“That all you’re worried about — that she might be giggled at?”

“When she’s giggled at — when she’s made a show of — she can become quite fierce.”

“And you’re afraid of her when she’s quite fierce?”

He pinched the point of his nose. “Not afraid, physically. But you see, my wife controls with me, jointly, a good deal of my … er … how shall I say … my fortune. Her becoming fierce could prove embarrassing to me, quite embarrassing. As is, we have rather a harmonious relationship — she understands my quirks, I understand hers. Quite harmonious. But I don’t think she would approve of anything quite so un-circumspect as a … er … a retreat.”

“Then why do you do it, Mr. Phelps?”

The blue eyes regarded me steadily but reprovingly. One eyebrow arched and a latticework of fine wrinkles appeared on his forehead. “Why do any of us do any of the things we shouldn’t do, Mr. Chambers?” Now the eyes studied me, despairingly. “We have needs, compulsions, desires — ”

“Speaking of desires,” I said. “How about Sophia Sierra?”

“Yes?” he said.

“She knows that the George Phillips with the hideaway is the Gordon Phelps with the retreat.”

“Yes,” he said.

“Doesn’t that worry you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I think,” he said, “the word is empirical.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“She’s known for some time that George Phillips is Gordon Phelps. She’s done nothing about it, made no threat or suggestion of threat. I admit, at the beginning, I was worried. Now — empirically — I’m not worried about Sophia. It was Vivian Frayne I was worried about.”

“Let’s finish Sophia first. Who told her? You?”

“Of course not.”

“Do you know who?”

“Yes. Steve Pedi.”

“Who?” I said.

“Steve Pedi.”

“And who in hell is Steve Pedi?”

“Steve Pedi owns the Nirvana Ballroom.”

“And did you tell Steve Pedi?”

“No, I did not.”

“Then who, please, told Steve Pedi?”

He raised both hands at me like a symphony conductor trying to hold down the kettle-drums. “Look, please, Mr. Chambers,” he said, “let’s do it right side up, shall we? Let’s try to do it — one thing at a time.”

“Yes, yes,” I said. “It began with Sophia Sierra. It’s just that I was interested in Sophia Sierra.”

The eyebrows came down in narrow crags above the blue eyes that suddenly twinkled. “Were interested — or are interested?”

“Is that a crack, Mr. Phelps?”

“It is that, Mr. Chambers. Precisely.”

A chuckle rumbled out of me — there was something about the man, almost a childish directness, a sort of winning wistfulness, a naive-naughty little-boy attitude which, in its innocent astonishment, makes a knave of an attempted critic. I was reminded of the story of the kid who had urinated in mama’s wash because he had heard that an acid content makes the clothes whiter. Poor Mama. Poor me. I liked the guy. I could not help myself. I would hate it if it turned out that he had murdered Vivian Frayne.

“Did you?” I said.

“What?”

“Kill her?” I said.

“No. But let me tell you something. In the interests of self-preservation — my self-preservation — I’m going to do my darndest to implicate anybody with the slightest reason to have wanted her dead.”

“Did you want her dead, Mr. Phelps?”

He leaned forward. A parched smile came to his face, and went away. For the first time, his eyes avoided mine as he said, slowly, “Yes. Yes, Mr. Chambers. Yes, I think I did.”





FOUR

I refilled my own glass. I sipped and set it away. I lit a cigarette and walked around a bit. He remained where he was, seated quietly, his hands together, palm to palm, between his knees. I smiled at him, tentatively, and he returned the smile. The only show of his nervousness was the pressure of his knees on his hands. They were tight together, like a frightened virgin’s. I sat down near him. I said, “Let’s begin at the beginning, shall we?”

His knees eased up. He rubbed his palms together. “At the beginning,” he said, “there is I.”

“Very Biblical,” I said, “but I don’t get it.”

“I must explain myself to you first. I mean, a little bit about myself.”

“Sure,” I said. “Explain.”

He grabbed at his drink, gulped, put it aside. He ran the point of a fingernail through his hair.

“We’re all human,” he said. “Let’s put it that way, we’re all human.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “At the beginning there are always platitudes.”

“I like girls,” he said. “Hooray for you,” I said.

“I like girls who are young, strong, beautiful, vital.”

“You’re not alone,” I said.

“I don’t like the people in my own sphere. I don’t like the thinking ones, the cerebral ones, the mush-mouthed ones with their stiff fathers and mothers. I — how shall I put it — I seek out, sort of, the lower depths, the physical, passionate people of a world other than my own. Perhaps I have a need to feel superior, perhaps my emotions need the whip of — ”

“Okay,” I said, “with the abnormal psychology. I dig. Let’s move it from there.”

“I am a frequenter of dance halls — low, cheap, masturbation types of dance hall. In such environment, I am most superior.”

“Like how, Mr. Phelps?”

“There are few millionaires in cheap dime-a-dance places.”

“How about the girls, Mr. Phelps?”

“Surprisingly beautiful, sir. Kids earning a living — kids without any special talent, except youth and beauty. An old bird like myself, I’m a character in dance halls. I get acquainted with charming young girls, I move slowly, I don’t frighten them. But most of all in my favor, I have a good deal of money to throw around — and basically these kids have one prime need: money.” His smile was momentary. “Like that, and in that element, I can compete with my younger brethren.”

“What’s wrong,” I said, “with call-girls?”

“Nothing, except they’re not for me. My needs involve an emotional entanglement — I can’t just be buying a body. If it is a purchase, purely a purchase, I have no reaction, no feeling, no desire — quite the contrary, I’m repelled.”

“I dig,” I said. “Get off the couch, Mr. Phelps. I’m not here as a psychoanalyst.”

“The hell with you,” he said.

“Mutual,” I said. “I take it you hit the Nirvana Ballroom in your quest for non-call-girl call-girls.”

“It was about six months ago. I went there as George Phillips, of course.”

“But of course.”

“Originally, I was attracted to Sophia Sierra.”

“I cannot blame you in the least,” I said.

“But that one was too coldly mercenary for me. She was right on top of the ball all the time.”

“What did you expect? That she’d fall in love with you? Why, you can be her father, for Chrissake.”

“I smell maleness,” he said, “and I smell youth, and male ego, and a definite interest in Sophia Sierra. I smell Peter Chambers on the hunt, and I warn Peter Chambers right now. Take it from an old friend, Peter — not your youth, nor your maleness, nor your definite interest will carry you one whit with Sophia Sierra. That one, at this moment in her life, is whore, all whore, period.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said. “I got you off the couch, now come off the lecture platform. What happened with Sophia Sierra?”

“I took her out, showed her the good side of town. I bought her a few frocks, a few dinners, lent her a little money on long-term loans, if you know what I mean. I let her know that papa was well-heeled and charitably inclined.”

“Did you make it?”

“No.”

“Could you have?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I got close, but I didn’t get where I wanted to get. A peculiar girl, straightforward on one hand, conniving on another.”

“Let’s start with straightforward,” I said.

“She told me, quite quickly, that she knew I was Gordon Phelps.
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