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ONE

April 1946

If I had a dime for every prospective client who’d told me their name was Smith or Jones, I’d be one rich private eye. The woman who entered my office with hesitant steps that fine April day had dark hair sprinkled with white, verged on dumpy, and was in her mid-fifties. On the phone she’d given her name as Dora Smith.

“I’m early,” this one said on a note of apology.

“That’s perfectly fine.” I came around my desk and offered my hand, along with a smile. “Maggie Sullivan. You’re Mrs. Smith, I take it? And this is...?”

She seemed to have forgotten the man trailing after her with placid attentiveness. He was carrying her purse, his wrist locked in that awkward curve men fall prey to when holding a woman’s handbag.

“Georgie,” he said. “I’m her son-in-law.”

He was solidly built, but without the muscles that went with being an athlete or tough guy. His face would have been at home on a basset hound, except that the jowls didn’t come from sagging cheeks but from natural contours. He settled her into the chair I offered and handed her the purse. Then, rather than take the other chair in front of my desk, he stood behind Dora “Smith” with his arms crossed like a throne room guard attending a princess.

“Please. Please! You have to help,” she burst out. Her lips began to tremble so she couldn’t continue.

I smiled again. “Take your time.”

The navy blue dress and matching jacket the woman wore had cost a bundle, and the cut of them said they were new since rationing had ended, but the hemline was matronly. Her modest blue pumps had modest little bows. Dora Smith, or whoever she was, was uncomfortable with attention. She wore a simple gold wedding band with a surprising band of what looked like sizable diamonds sparkling above it. The rings and simple gold ear rings were her only accessories.

Tears had started to squeeze from her eyes. Behind her, Georgie patted her shoulder.

“It’s okay, Mama. She’ll untangle it.”

A keening sob forced its way through her closed lips.

“I’ll just step out and get you some water,” I said. Retrieving a glass from the bottom drawer of my desk, I stepped out to the cooler in the hallway, leaving my door ajar. Through the opening I could hear Georgie murmuring soothing words. In all my years as a private eye I couldn’t remember a client coming to me in as much anguish as this one.

The glass of water I brought back interrupted her storm of emotion at least. She drank, drew a breath that threatened to break but didn’t, took a few more sips, then handed the glass to Georgie and dabbed at her eyes. The circles beneath them were as dark and as blue as her dress and the eyes themselves were filled with anguish.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice broke.

“Don’t be. You’re not the first person to sit in that chair and cry their eyes out.”

“I need help.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

“I... I don’t know where to...”

“Why don’t you start by telling me your real name?”

A gasp escaped her as if she thought I’d consulted a crystal ball.

“I can’t. You wouldn’t help me.”

Georgie stepped to the side, the built-in melancholy of his face relieved by kindness. “You’re going to have to, Mama.”

I raised my hand to keep him from pressing the point.

“We’ll skip the name for now. What sort of trouble are you in?”

“Not me. My daughter. That is, I’m afraid she’s in trouble.” She was becoming more composed. “She’s... She’s disappeared. I’m afraid something’s happened. She wouldn’t just go. It’s not like her. It’s been over a week!”

She stopped for a hiccuping breath.

“Have you been to the police?”

“There’s no point. She’s twenty-three, so she can come and go as she pleases. There hasn’t been a ransom demand, not for money or anything else, so it may not be a... a kidnapping. Even if there was, the police wouldn’t help for the same reason you may not, because – because of who my husband is. But that’s why you have to help! It’s not Adrianne’s fault. She had no choice who her parents were.”

“I think you’re underestimating the police. And me. Who’s your husband?”

Her lips pinched in on themselves. Georgie patted her shoulder.

“Nico Caras.”

An icicle gouged its way down my spine. I sat back in my chair. Nico Caras ran bookie joints, illegal gambling, and Satan knew what else. He was one of Dayton’s foremost denizens of the wrong side of the law.

“Mrs. Caras, your husband and I have had considerable differences.” He’d slapped me in front of a roomful of men. Sometime later, not in retaliation, but from necessity, I’d killed one of his men who was about to shoot a witness. “I don’t think he’d be very happy you came here,” I added.

Her expression grew puzzled. “But he’s the one who told me to come here, who said you might be able to help.”

Georgie nodded affirmation. “He says you’re smart and tough and don’t give up.” He cleared his throat. “Mr. Caras says if you’ll do what Mrs. Caras wants, you got his goodwill now and in the future.”

I stared at him. His sleepy eyes had taken in every detail of my office.

“And you’re not really her son-in-law,” I guessed.

“He most certainly is, and no one could ask for a better one!” Dora Caras reached for his hand and squeezed it, looking up at him with a sad, faint smile. “Please,” she repeated, returning attention to me. “Adrianne would never go away like this and not call. She’s a good girl. My husband... In his business he’s made enemies.”

“And you think one of them may have taken her?” Her sadness was so profound that I found myself asking against my will.

“Maybe. I don’t know. Her sisters don’t think so, but... a mother feels a connection. To her children. She... she feels it when they’re in trouble.”

I wanted nothing to do with Nico Caras or his family, yet his wife’s fear that no one would help her once they knew who she was had hit a sore spot. If someone without money or influence came to me for help because they couldn’t get it anywhere else, I would most likely give it. I had on several occasions. Did the woman before me deserve less consideration because she had money and a husband whose name brought suspicion and mistrust?

“This is Adrianne. She’s so kind, always thinks of others. Please.”

From her handbag Dora had produced a framed three by five photograph. She held it out to me as I suppressed a sigh. The girl looking back to me from the photograph was plain verging on homely. A thin, wide mouth; shoulder length hair lacking either curl or bounce. Her mother was watching my face for any hint of my thoughts.

I set the photograph down and looked at Georgie. Despite the downward slope of his features he was probably only somewhere around thirty. His manner suggested a man who was good at waiting.

“I need to speak to Mr. Caras before I decide. Is there a number where I can reach him?”

Georgie rattled one off. “That’s his private line. He’s got a little office in the house. The family number’s different.” He gave me that one too.

Caras picked up on the third ring. “Yeah?”

“This is Maggie Sullivan. Your wife says you had no objection to her coming to see me.”

“That’s right. I guess she’s explained. We need help.” He hesitated, a man accustomed to giving orders who now was asking for something. “Your kind of help. If you’ll come to the house, it will be easier on Dora. She can lay it all out and our other two daughters will be there to fill in and help answer questions. They’ve got some ideas of their own, but they don’t match their mother’s.” Again he hesitated.

“Look, I guess you’ve got good reason not to trust me, but I swear no one will harm a hair on your head. I’d rather you didn’t come armed, but no one will check. Bring a couple of people with you if you like.”

The breath I drew and let out again was a slow one. Only a fool would trust Caras knowing what he was capable of as I did. Yet there sat Dora, her face overflowing with desperate hope, her fingers clutched like a row of white bones on the clasp of her purse. I tried to recall what a normal breath felt like.

“All right. I’ll work out details with Mrs. Caras–”

“Four o’clock,” he cut in. “If you can manage it.”

“Right.”

“Georgie’s with her isn’t he? He can give you the address.”

Did he think his wife was incapable of telling me her own address? Irritation may have spilled into the way I replaced the receiver.

“You’ll do it?” Dora asked eagerly.

I inclined my head. “I’ll do it. I’ll need more information and I’ll need to ask you some questions. Would you rather do that here or at your house?”

“Oh, at the house. Nico said you could....”

“Yes, fine. Your husband seemed to think four o’clock would be a good time. Does that suit you?”

“It’s fine. Thank you. Thank you so much!” She shifted forward in her chair, preparing to leave.

“Before you go, I need you to give me five dollars. It shows that you’ve hired me.” What mattered to me was that it showed that she, not her husband, was the one who had hired me.

“Oh, but surely that’s not enough,” she said as she opened her handbag.

Georgie the basset hound bent his head to hers in reassurance. “It’s just a down payment, Mama. So’s everything’s on the up and up.”
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Looking down from my office window I watched my two visitors get into a car where a driver had been waiting. Was Georgie really Dora’s son-in-law, or was he a bodyguard? There was a softness in his manner toward her which suggested true fondness but that didn’t necessarily mean he was what he appeared.

I didn’t trust Nico Caras. A thread of worry in his voice had echoed his wife’s concern, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t playing some game of his own of which even she was unaware. My mind kept belching up the thought that taking this case might land me in something uglier than I had anticipated.

My solution for the moment was to call Minsky. She was my only close female friend, tough enough to run her own construction company even though she looked as though she were made of spun sugar.

“At four o’clock I’ll be taking tea in the drawing room of Mrs. Nico Caras,” I announced.

“How appropriate that your birthday falls on April Fools’ Day, which I might point out, is some days past.”

“It’s not a joke.”

“I assumed as much. Hence the aptness of my comment. I take it she’s either suspect or witness in something you’re pawing around in?”

“I’m not that much of a fool. She’s a client.”

A short string of profanity reached me from the other end of the line. “Please tell me it’s not a divorce matter.”

“I’m not suicidal. The fact I’m handling a case for someone in this particular family made me think it might be wise to let someone know my whereabouts, however.”

“You’ll telephone me afterwards?”

“Yes.”

“Is there a time at which you would like me to do something if I haven’t heard from you?”

“Midnight.”

I didn’t need her to spell out what ‘something’ was. I knew that she would move heaven and earth to find me. If necessary, blood would spill.

“I’ll expect a full description of their decor, and of la famile,” she said.

We then made plans to have a drink together at one of our favorite watering holes. It was our equivalent of a shared lucky rabbit’s foot.

After we hung up I returned to the window and stood looking down on Patterson. It was still too cool to open the window and let in sounds of the nearby produce market, and there were no freight trains on the elevated tracks in front of me to provide distraction.

All I saw was my own reflection in the window. It was a ghost image, the line of my face, the light brown curls secured behind my ears with combs, but not my eyes or mouth or nose. Maggie the woman who wasn’t there, prowling other people’s lives, learning other people’s secrets. It’s what I did. Yet seldom was I as ambivalent about my job as I was standing there, not only because it involved Nico Caras, but because I couldn’t shake the feeling it would lead to something terribly sad.

Thoroughly irritated by the mess I was getting into, I returned to my desk and kicked the metal wastebasket beside it. The metal container was barely two months old, and until that moment unmarred by as much as a scratch. Its predecessor had been in service since I opened my office, and had received so many blows by the time I replaced it that some of the dents had begun to rust through. I liked to think that Caras, not I, bore responsibility for this indignity to the new one.

Or was I every bit as responsible for taking on this case I didn’t want?

I knew what it was like to have a family member vanish. When I was nine, my older brother had hopped a freight and never been heard from again. The fact that he’d left a note and foul play wasn’t suspected did little to ease the pain it caused, the eternal wondering. Even now there were times when I imagined him out there somewhere, a soldier who had fought and died in Europe, or returning on a troop ship, or out of the blue knocking at my door even though he’d have no earthly idea how to find me.

Before Dora Caras arrived, I’d been reading about the sometimes violent labor disruptions taking place in Dayton and every other U.S. city in the seven months since the war ended. I picked up the paper again, but my mind kept skipping. Finally I tossed the folded page aside and put on my hat. Maybe, without letting the police know what I was working on, I could learn something relevant to the disappearance of Adrianne Caras.

***
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In the middle of downtown on Main Street sat a gingerbread building called Market House. It was where the top brass of the Dayton police, the detective section, and a few other special divisions were located. The third floor of the building housed a municipal courtroom. My destination was the area where members of the detective section ebbed and flowed around well worn wooden desks through air so thick with cigarette smoke it rivaled that at a four alarm fire.

When I was in sight of the building, but just beyond hailing distance, the two men I wanted to talk with got out of a car and went up the steps. One, of medium height with salt-and-pepper hair, was named Freeze. He was head of homicide for the Dayton police. Beside him was his right-hand man Boike, a blond who was built like a Frigidaire. Boike had a scarred cheek and part of an ear missing from the war. The fact I had caught them coming in rather than heading out at this time of day was a stroke of luck. It meant that unless Freeze was in a foul mood, I might wangle a quick chat.

A middle-aged desk sergeant waved me in and I climbed the stairs to the second floor.

“Well?” Freeze greeted, squinting at me through the haze of the Old Gold he’d just lighted.

He believed my appearance usually heralded complications in his otherwise happy diet of violence.

“Happen to have any unidentified stiffs on your hands this morning?” I asked, helping myself to the chair in front of his desk.

“You’re that hard up for clients, are you?”

“Just trying to give you a hand with your workload.”

“Did you have in mind a particular make and model of stiff?”

At the neighboring desk, Boike’s lips twitched with amusement. Freeze didn’t expect the men working with him to speak unless he asked them a question, but when Boike had been away fighting for Uncle Sam, Freeze had come to see how much he valued the younger man’s presence as well as his input. He now expected Boike to listen to conversations and even chime in occasionally.

“A girl in her mid-twenties hasn’t been home in a week,” I said. “Mama’s worried, but others in the family think she might have run away. You know what charmers returning G.I.’s can be.”

Freeze snorted in his assistant’s direction. I grinned.

“I felt compelled to cover all the bases.”

“Well, you just struck out.” Freeze tapped some ash into a metal ashtray. “Our only stiff at the moment is male and we know who he is. What we don’t know is whether he tripped and fell under a bus on his own, or whether he had some help from one of his sons or his wife, all of whom he used as punching bags on a regular basis. I don’t recall anyone reporting a young woman missing recently. Do you, Boike?”

“Nope.”

“They didn’t call the police. It’s not a case of a ransom demand or having any reason to think she’s in trouble.” Other than the fact her father’s a local crime boss. “But like I say, it’s been a week, and the mother’s starting to worry. The family thought having me look into it might reassure her.” It was the truth more or less. I did appreciate occasions when I could practically walk hand in hand with it.

“Thanks anyway,” I said. “If anything turns up you know where to find me.”

***
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The mail had arrived in my absence. Once again it held nothing from Heebs, the ragged paperboy I’d watched grow up sleeping in doorways and getting a meal at a soup kitchen when he could from the time he was eight or nine. His breezy optimism and some indefinable spark inside him made him stand out from the other boys peddling papers. Knowing he was on his own, I would toss him an apple, claiming I’d gotten two and didn’t want the second one, or I’d pay him a quarter to track down information from his pals on the street, even when I wasn’t sure I’d have enough in my bank account to cover my rent.

He had it in his head that he wanted to be my assistant. Then, when America entered the war, he was determined to enlist even though he was still several years too young. Eventually, when he couldn’t talk me into signing papers saying he was old enough, he found someone who would. He left without telling me what he had done. For the space of a year or so he’d written me letters, filled with spelling errors and bad punctuation, but also brimming with an understanding of people which few better educated than he was ever achieved. Now, for more than a year, there’d been nothing.

It was only as weeks wore on with no hint what had happened to him that I realized how fond I’d become of the sometimes cocky kid with the hint of a gap between his front teeth and hair like tousled straw. Was he lying in a grave somewhere in Europe? Had he fallen for a girl who was taking up all his time?

I paid some bills, threw out a couple of cheerful letters from outfits wanting to sell me things, and ate the lunch I’d brought from home. Better late than never, I thought to check with the answering service I’d just hired. No one had called while I was at Market House.

As soon as I hung up, someone did.

“This is Caras,” he said. “I’ve been thinking. If you could come ten minutes early, there’s a thing or two I’d like to tell you that might be useful.”

“Fine.”

I spent the next few hours making sure all my work for ongoing clients was up to date, and getting ahead where possible. If I took the Caras case, it was going to demand a big chunk of my time.

I was putting my hat on, ready to head out the door, when the phone rang. Thinking it might be Caras postponing or changing his mind, I answered.

“Hiya, Sis,” said a voice.

I gripped the receiver so hard it almost snapped in two. The little rascal was alive!

“Heebs! Is that you? Where are you?”

“Down here at the train station. Any chance you could swing by and give me a lift to the YMCA?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THREE


[image: ]




In the interest of time, I pulled up as close to the sprawling railroad station as I could get. After telling Heebs that I’d be right down to get him, I had tried to call Caras to let him know I’d be late, but his line was busy. On the short drive from my office to the train station I’d decided on what I hoped was the best course of action.

Heebs hadn’t told me where to meet him, but the crowd from the train he’d come in on had thinned and he was waiting outside the entrance. I jumped out and went to meet him as he hefted a good-sized duffel bag and settled it over his shoulder. He was taller than I remembered and his straw colored hair was cut so short it looked like a freshly mown lawn. His army uniform made him look older, and was by far the closest to new of any outfit I’d ever seen him in.

Then I noticed his left sleeve pinned up a hand’s width above where his wrist should be and my steps faltered.

“Heebs, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” I said around the lump in my throat.

“You too.” He sounded exhausted.

I gave him an awkward hug that was mostly a pat on the back. He was taller than I was now.

“Like some help with that duffel bag?”

“Nah, I’ve got it.” We walked in silence.

“Same car,” he said as we reached my DeSoto.

“Same car.” I raised the trunk so he could stow his bag. “Have a reservation at the YMCA, do you?” I asked as we slid into our seats.

“Nah, but they always have spaces.”

“Not now they don’t. They’re filled to the rafters and taking names on a waiting list. So are other places set up for fellows like you coming back and needing a place to stay. The papers have been talking about it off and on for weeks.”

“Honest?” He looked more uncertain than he ever had as a kid on the streets.

“Cross my heart. If you don’t mind sleeping on a daybed, you’re welcome to the one in my living room until you can find something better.”

He slumped against the passenger window, lips flickering with the attempt at a smile.

“Bailing me out first thing. It’s just like old times.”

“The only thing is, I’m supposed to meet a new client at her house at four o’clock, so I don’t have time to drop you at my place first. Can you manage tagging along and waiting in the car for an hour? I shouldn’t be any longer.”

“Closing my eyes for an hour sounds good, to tell you the truth. I didn’t get much sleep on the train.”

Since the bridge I intended to use to cross the river was close to the YMCA where he’d meant to stay, I drove casually by so he could see the No Vacancy sign that was prominently displayed.

“Where’d you get on?”

“Bethesda. Walter Reed. Spent almost six months there. I’m sorry I didn’t write, Sis. I just couldn’t seem to.”

“It’s okay.”

Traffic was at a standstill at the Robert Boulevard bridge. I decided to continue a block to the larger one on Salem Avenue. An even worse tangle of cars waited there.

“Listen, Heebs, I expect you’re beat from the trip, but you’ll need to come in and meet the man who owns the house were going to before you go out to catch forty winks in the car. He’s, uh, someone with unsavory business interests, and it’s safer for both of us if he knows you’re hanging around.”

“A criminal?” He twisted in his seat to squint at me as we oozed our way across the Great Miami. “Used to be you chased those instead of working for them.”

“It’s his wife I’ll be working for, assuming I’m still willing to do it after I’ve heard more details. It’s a family matter.”

“Oh.”

It wasn’t just part of his arm he’d lost in the war. Something bright and eager was also missing.

***
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The Caras home was two blocks east of Salem Pike in an area where lots were large and homes ran to Tudor style, some all brick and some half timber. The address I was hunting turned out to be a half timber. Though no larger nor more ostentatious than its neighbors, it sat on a lot four times the size of those around it. Surrounding it were islands of trees that had been there for hundreds of years.

The better to muffle a gunshot, my dear.

For the first time I felt a twinge of uncertainty over bringing Heebs, but some of his energy seemed to return as I pulled to the curb and he looked the place over. We were ten minutes late when I rang the doorbell. Heebs had settled his uniform cap on his head. I was wearing my bright blue Robin Hood hat, which in view of how Caras earned his money, seemed ironic.

“Mr. Caras is in his study,” said the beefiest looking butler I’d ever met. Forest green carpet softened our footsteps as we followed him down a hall to a door near the rear of the house.

Caras sat at a walnut desk with a narrow border of light and dark wood just below the top of it. Two men who I thought might have been with him the first time we met lounged against the wall. Just inside the door Georgie, the son-in-law who had accompanied Dora, stood with his arms crossed. Another man, slender and well dressed with classic features and wavy blond hair, rested one arm on a file cabinet that matched the desk.

“You’re late,” Caras said. He didn’t stand.

“I got a last-minute call that my friend here had just come in on the train. He’s going to catch forty winks in the car while we see to our business but I thought you should know he was here.”

Caras tipped his head.

“Considerate. I appreciate it.” He looked Heebs over. “Did you serve in Europe or the Pacific?”

Heebs wasn’t standing at attention, but he was plenty upright.

“Europe. France and Belgium mostly.”

“You boys did a heckuva job over there.”

“Did what we had to.”

Caras motioned to the two men leaning against the wall. “Take him down to the kitchen and see that he gets a sandwich. A splash of whiskey too, if he wants it.”

Heebs looked at me for guidance.

“Suit yourself, Heebs.”

As they filed out Caras raised his chin at the blonde.

“You and Georgie go check on the girls. Miss Sullivan and I have a couple of things to talk over before we join you.”

An ivory paperweight the size of a lemon sat at the front edge of Caras’s desk. As the door closed behind the departing men, he folded his hands on it the same way he did on the walking stick he habitually carried and gave me a long look.

“You and I have had our differences. I’m hoping we can let bygones be bygones.”

I met his gaze without response. He shrugged.

“You already know our daughter went missing a week ago. It’s like she dropped off the face of the earth. I didn’t want to tell you this in front of my wife and the girls, but it’s possible somebody snatched her to get at me. They could be using her.”

“Whether that’s the case or not, you have men who could look for Adrianne if they haven’t already. Why bring me into this?”

“I don’t want anyone ham-handed. I want finesse, someone who knows how to do this. You’re good at what you do, and I think I can trust you. Also...” He hesitated. “I’m in the process of getting out of the parts of my business that involves rough stuff. I’ve let most of my men go.”

“Any chance that could have something to do with her disappearance?”

“I don’t know. What I do know is that Adrianne doesn’t deserve to suffer because of what I am. Her mother doesn’t deserve to suffer. If you’ll look for Adrianne, I’ll pay half again your usual fee to compensate for the fact it’s me you’re working for.”

“Actually, it’s Mrs. Caras I’ll be working for. Remember?”

His mouth tightened. Nico Caras wasn’t used to being contradicted, especially by a woman.

“Right. It’s her you’re working for, but I’ll pay you. Cash.”

“I only take checks. My accountant insists.”

Since I did my own accounts, I could insist whatever I wanted.

“Suit yourself.”

“So everything will be out in the open, it’s going to be two hundred for my fee and expenses to start, more if the time required warrants it. Now, I’ve kept Mrs. Caras waiting too long as it is.” I stood up.

He’d told me once that I needed taking down a peg. He was probably thinking that now.
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The Caras family, save for Nico and his missing daughter, were gathered in a living room that managed to be both comfortable and impressive. Furniture in the Empire style with striped silk upholstery made room for an overstuffed sofa and a matching chair and ottoman that bore imprints from daily use.

Dora jumped up from the Empire sofa and came to meet us with hands outstretched. She caught my hands and squeezed them warmly.

“Oh, Miss Sullivan, thank you so much for coming. Please. Sit down.”

She’d been pretty when she was young. She might still be except for the strain in her face and the deep shadows under her eyes. She had on the navy blue dress she’d worn to my office. Despite its fine quality it was too matronly for a woman who still had a nice figure. She continued to hold my fingertips as I made my way an to upholstered chair without arms, the better for taking notes when the people around me became relaxed enough for me to take out my steno pad.

“What a lovely room,” I said.

The artwork took my breath away. A bas relief that looked as though it might have come from a Greek temple hung on one wall. It depicted a line of women, two playing flutes and one a lyre while others in the procession carried baskets. Another wall held a lovely painting of the Three Graces.

“That one’s nice, isn’t it? I got it because it reminded me of my three girls,” Caras said. “You’ve already met Georgie.”

Georgie ducked his hound dog face in greeting. He stood next to a dark-haired young woman who shared the stiff Empire sofa with Dora.

“That’s Stephan, my other son-in-law.” Caras indicated the blond who’d been with him earlier and now stood with one elbow propped on the mantelpiece in the general vicinity of an equally fair-haired woman whom I took to be his wife and who looked to be around thirty .

“I expect I’ll have a few questions for you both later,” I said with a smile. “Right now, the sooner you gentlemen scoot, the sooner I can talk to the ladies and be on my way so I don’t interrupt your evening. Shall I stop in to see you before I leave?” I asked Caras.

For a moment the occupants of the room were as frozen as the carved figures in the procession. Uneasy expressions flitted across the faces of the women. I didn’t think it was uneasiness at the prospect of being alone with me. Rather, it came from uncertainty how Caras would react at being told what to do.

“I’ll be expecting you.” His words were as abrupt as the way he departed. Georgie and Stephan, who, judging by his manner, fancied himself a gift to women, hurried after him. I moseyed along in their wake and closed the door.

“Thank you for rearranging your schedules to come here,” I said to the two daughters.

“Our sister is missing. We want to do anything we can to help find her,” said the blonde. Her voice, her looks, everything about her conveyed cool composure. A salon coiffure created three perfect waves above a striking oval face with a hint of remoteness. Behind the waves the rest of her hair was swept up in a French twist. Her baby blue suit was nipped in at the waist and the latest style. She sat on one of the striped silk chairs, turned slightly sideways to display her legs to best advantage.

“I don’t believe your father introduced us,” I said.

“He didn’t,” sighed Dora Caras. “He forgets his manners at times. This is our oldest daughter, Lucinda.”

“But we call her Cinda,” said the one with the riot of ebony curls.

“And this is Faye, our youngest.” Dora gave her a fond smile and patted her hand.

“We already know your name’s Sullivan, and that you’re a private detective and Pop hired you.”

“Actually, it’s your mother who hired me. As far as I’m concerned, she calls the shots.”

If my words conveyed anything to Dora, it didn’t register in her expression.

“May I give you some tea? The men were drinking whiskey if you’d rather—”

“Tea’s fine.”

“That’s a great hat,” said Faye. Kicking her shoes off, she tucked her feet up under her. A decade younger than Lucinda, she was plump and pretty and gave the impression that merriment was her most common mood. “Why did you send the fellows out?”

I took the cup of tea her mother handed me before I answered.

“Because, whether it involves my work or not, I’ve discovered women feel freer to talk without men around. When they’re more at ease, they remember more.”

“Oh.”

“My husband said you’d probably want a picture of Adrianne. Here’s one you’re welcome to keep. It’s a copy.”

It was the same one she’d shown me in the office.

“This one was handy and I thought you might want to see it too. To... to help you get a sense of her.” Dora’s fingers trailed across the glass of a photograph that had been hidden from my view by the ornate silver tea service. She passed it to me. In this one all three Caras daughters were together.

My first reaction was a stab of pity for the girl I’d been asked to find. Wedged between her elegant, poised older sister and her vivacious younger one, Adrianne with her limp hair and thin lips seemed to have been shortchanged when it came to physical charms. Yet her mother’s love for her overflowed as she watched me.

“That helps,” I fibbed as I handed it back. She needed to hear it. I gave her what I hoped was an encouraging smile.

“All I know at this point is that Adrianne’s missing, and has been for a week. As I understand it, there’s been no ransom request, no contact at all to suggest foul play.”

“But—”

I held up a finger to forestall Dora, who was growing distressed.

“Start at the beginning. Tell me everything you know about what happened.”

“She met a friend for lunch, a girl she’s known for years. Then she did some shopping — she’d told me she was going to. Then... she just disappeared.” Dora pressed a hand to her mouth to control her emotions. A tear slid over her gold wedding band.

“They had lunch downtown.” Lucinda sipped some tea, balancing cup and saucer with effortless grace. “At the Hotel Miami, I think Melba said.”

“Melba Alexander, that’s her friend,” clarified Dora.

“And she did go shopping, in the baby department at Rike’s and then at Elsie’s. That’s a little place on Second, not very far at all,” said Faye.

“I take it you checked with those places?”

“Oh yes,” said Dora.

“The next day, when she hadn’t come home,” said Faye. “She’d told Mama she needed to pick up a gift for a baby shower. We thought she’d probably go to Rike’s for that, so Cinda went there and checked and they remembered her.”

“Melba suggested a few other places my sister liked to shop,” Lucinda said. “My father checked those.”

“Your father?” It startled me.

“He was beside himself,” Dora said.

“That’s how we know that she went to Elsie’s,” finished Lucinda. “But after that...” She raised a hand in a gesture of helplessness. “No one around there remembered seeing anything suspicious.”

I wondered if that comment Caras had made about not wanting ham-handed men involved was because some of them already had tried and failed.

“What do you think happened?” I asked the oldest girl since she was the one who’d been talking. “Can you think of any reason Adrianne might have gone off voluntarily?”

“Thank heavens you’re going to be open-minded.” Approval made a brief appearance on her face.

“I wouldn’t be worth much as a detective if I wasn’t. I take it you have an idea?”

Lucinda cast a look at her mother. “Sorry, Mama, but I do think you’re upsetting yourself more than you ought to.” She turned to me now. “I think it’s quite likely my sister ran away with a boyfriend, or just to get attention. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“No. She wouldn’t worry me like this. Something’s happened,” Dora insisted.

“What do you mean she’s run away before? That’s a lie!” Faye swung her stocking feet back onto the carpet. Her round cheeks flamed.

“Of course she has.”

“When Thea Fisher’s family invited her on that weekend trip with them and Pop said she couldn’t go and she went anyway? Mama and Pop knew perfectly well where she was – and she got punished.”

“That wasn’t the first time.”

“Not the... No. Tell me you’re not counting the time she hid in the attic all night because she didn’t want to go to Sylvia What’s-her-name’s birthday party!”

“Stop it! Your sister is missing,” Dora pleaded.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Faye hung her head.

“The point is...” Lucinda took a deep breath. “Adrianne is both strong-willed and impulsive. She is quite capable of running away with a boyfriend, possibly even eloping, and regretting it later.”

“She wouldn’t. She’s a nice girl.” Dora looked at me in silent appeal. “She knows it would hurt us.”

Faye collapsed back on the sofa in frustration. “She doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

With scant attempt to hide the effort patience was costing her, Lucinda left her chair to circle the sofa and take a cigarette from a china box that looked like a book.

“Of course she has a boyfriend.” She flicked a tabletop cigarette lighter that sat next to it. “That one with the motorcycle.”

Her good humor already restored, Faye grinned. “He hasn’t been around for years.”

“It was in high school,” Dora explained to me. “A boy she met in Saturday cotillion.”

“He came around all one summer,” said Faye. “I thought he was nice.”

“I suppose... He may have been very nice, but we didn’t know his family. We... He seemed a little bit wild. We were afraid he might be a bad influence. We told Adrianne we didn’t want her to see him again. And that was the end of it.”

With an exasperated huff Lucinda returned to her seat.

“How do you know that was the end? Maybe he went away to school. Maybe they’ve reconnected since then.” Sinking onto the edge of her chair, she fixed her sister with a superior stare. “You don’t live here now. Can you honestly swear Adrianne hasn’t slipped out of the house without anyone seeing her in the last month? The last two weeks?”

Faye’s gaze faltered. She squirmed.

“She goes out doesn’t she?” Lucinda resumed her attempt to reason with her mother.

“Yes. To – to movies, and with friends. Sometimes.” Dora’s eyes were downcast. Her fingers pleated her skirt. She spoke to me now. “Adrianne doesn’t have a lot of friends. She’s never been very popular.”

Despite a rosy smile, Faye was shaking her head. “Okay, maybe, maybe she’d run away.” Faye covered her mother’s hand with her own. “I’m sorry, Mama, but that would be better than somebody snatching her, wouldn’t it? But if she did go off on her own, it wouldn’t be because she was taking off with a boyfriend.”

“Why, then?” I asked.

Faye gave the sort of grin that said she knew her next words wouldn’t be popular.

“So she wouldn’t have to marry the guy Pop and Mama had picked for her.”

Her mother and sister erupted with disapproval.

“She never said anything, not a peep,” Dora objected.

“Maybe she did, and you didn’t listen.”

“Alex is a wonderful catch!” Lucinda’s face was hard with anger. “She should have been thanking her lucky stars that someone like him would marry her. A girl who’s twenty-four, and let’s face it, not much when it comes to looks.”

“Lucinda! Your sister has other–”

I put my hand up to head off the argument.

“Before we discuss the merits of Adrianne’s, ah, engagement, does the young man with the motorcycle have a name?”

“Sure,” said Faye, “but I don’t recall what it is. I only met him a couple of times before Pop scared him off.”

“Mrs. Caras?”

“I... I don’t remember his name either. Adrianne introduced us, and he reminded me who he was the next time he came, I think. He was very pleasant, I’ll give him that. Polite. Your father didn’t scare him off, Faye. He just had a talk with him and told him it would be best if he didn’t come around again.”

I looked at the oldest Caras girl. She gave her hand an impatient flick. “I wasn’t even living here. I am married, you know. I don’t think I met him more than two or three times, once as I was going out the door. He came roaring up on his motorcycle with Adrianne riding behind him with her arms around him like – like–”

“I take it you don’t know his name.”

“Correct.”

“And the one she may have run away from?”

“That’s ridiculous,” Lucinda cut in.

“I think she means she wants to know his name,” clarified Faye.

“Alex. Alex Valli,” said her mother. “He’s very nice. Quite good looking. Older than Adrianne, but that’s good in a marriage.”

I turned to Faye. “What would Adrianne object to about him enough to make her take off?”

“Well...”

Faye plucked at the edge of the sofa. Lucinda, watching her, smirked.

“Well, it’s only speculation she might’ve done that. Alex seems okay, but we don’t really know him either. His uncle used to be some kind of rival to Pop, but now I think they’re working on some sort of business deal, the uncle and Pop.”

“Faye!” Her mother was aghast. “It’s not your place to be talking about your father’s business.”

Another minute and I would find myself in the middle of a family squabble. The ill will it stirred up was guaranteed to keep me from learning things I needed to know.

“You’d probably like some time to unwind before you have dinner,” I said. “I have enough now to get me started, so I’ll be on my way. I’ll want to talk to some of Adrianne’s friends, so if each of you would make a list – without discussing it with each other, please, and phone numbers would be appreciated. I’ll stop by in the morning to get them. I’ll have a few more questions by then, too, so would ten o’clock be okay? A kewpie doll to anyone who remembers the name of the young man with the motorcycle.”
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Heebs was dead to the world when I got back to the car. I seized the opportunity to really look at him. His face still showed the softness of youth, but something had changed in it. His mouth had a bitterness to it that hadn’t been there before. Hoping that would fade, I breathed what might have been a silent prayer of gratitude that he was home safely.

When I started around to my side of the car, he snapped to instant alertness.

“You doing okay?” I asked.

“Yeah. Closing my eyes felt good.” His words were thick with sleep.

“Those two muscle boys of Caras’s treat you okay?”

“Just fine. Took me back to the kitchen and the cook there gave us all sandwiches, roast beef with some kind of spices sliced real thin, with cucumber that was just as thin on top of it. It was first-rate, but halfway through I had to excuse myself and come out to the car so I didn’t fall asleep with my face in the plate.”

“Well, I’m glad to know ‘a sandwich’ really meant a sandwich.” I started the engine.

“Yeah, me too.”

We chuckled together.

***
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Rich kids had playhouses bigger than my little bungalow, but the sight of it, especially now with yellow parrot tulips waving and the rosebush greening up, always lifted my spirits at the end of the day.

“You’ve done real well for yourself, Sis,” Heebs said as he gave it the once over. “You live with one of those old cops who used to come around to see you, right?”

“Seamus, the tall one. He put up half the money when banks wouldn’t give me a loan. The attic was finished off for a bedroom, and he claimed that. It’s the yard he dotes on, though. That’s probably where we’ll find him.”

I was right. When Heebs had dropped his duffel bag by the daybed, we went out the tiny kitchen and found him watering rows of string beans and spinach almost ready to harvest in the garden that was his pride and joy.

A retired cop, he had been my father’s close friend. I had known him all my life. Yet until I watched his craggy face glow with delight the first time I showed him the yard, I’d never realized how much he missed the small Irish farm of his boyhood.

“Hey, Seamus, look who’s come for dinner,” I called.

He looked up and came toward us, a gaunt man whose beautiful head of wavy silver hair was hidden under a straw sun hat.

“It’s Heebs, as I recall.” Seamus stuck out his hand, which he’d given a quick wipe. “Welcome back, lad.”

“Thanks, sir.”

I found it interesting that Seamus rated a ‘sir’ and Nico Caras had not. Seamus hadn’t appeared to notice Heebs’s injury, but I knew from the wave of sadness that passed through his eyes that he had.

“He’s going to stay with us until he can find a place.”

Seamus nodded. “Glad to have you.”

“Maybe you could find him a towel and washcloth and get out the sheets for the daybed while I change.”

When I came out, the sheets were on the daybed that occupied the back wall of our sitting room. After a quick call to Rachel to let her know I was safe, I added a pillow and blanket to the daybed, then went out the back door to join the men in the yard. Seamus was pointing out his rabbit hutch and the grapes growing on the fence.

“The smell of that stew on the stove is making me hungry,” I said. “Let’s have supper. I expect Heebs might be glad to hit the hay early. He had a long trip on that train.”

By the time we finished the meal, Heebs’s eyelids were drooping. He mumbled thanks, and Seamus and I carried our coffee out to the back stoop to give him some privacy while he turned in.

“That’s an awful shame about his arm,” Seamus murmured, his voice barely audible.

“Yeah, it is. I’m sorry I didn’t phone to warn you I was bringing him. He called from the station right when I was on my way to meet somebody.” On the drive home I’d cautioned Heebs not to mention where I’d gone. Seamus never pried in my business, and seldom expressed disapproval, but I knew he’d worry if I had anything to do with Nico Caras.

“You know it’s fine by me. Seems like the least we can do after what him and lots like him have been through.”

Seamus’s little white cat, whose interest in the outdoors ended at the porch steps, nudged open the screen door and came over to hop onto Seamus’s knee. I reached across to rub her nose and was rewarded by a purr. After a day that began with the family troubles of a crime boss and progressed to a youth who’d had another lousy break in a lifetime of them, I sort of envied the cat.

***
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On my first visit to the Caras house I’d parked on the street. The following morning I tried one of the concrete driveways flanking the house. Presumably, those who used the driveways on a regular basis knew which was for coming and which was for going. I chose the one on the right.
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