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Chapter One

 

 

Michelle Talmadge hesitated at the office door. She should have called. But after so many refusals and fruitless appointments that she hoped would pan out, and hadn’t, she wanted a face-to-face confrontation instead of a phone call. Joshua O'Malley’s reputations was one of reliability. The insurance company she worked for used him repeatedly. Of course she’d never met the man.  She hoped hiring him for personal business didn’t constitute a conflict of interest with work.

Opening the door, she stepped into a small waiting area. There was no one behind the desk. Glancing at her watch, she saw it was just shy of five o’clock. She’d left work early to see the man. Had his secretary also left early?

“Hello, is anyone here?” she called.

The door to her right snapped open and a tall man filled the space, surveying her from head to toe.

“Looking for someone?” he asked.

She nodded, amazed at his height—easily several inches over six feet. When her gaze traveled up, she noticed he was topped by hair as black as midnight, with eyes as blue as the Irish sea. His face looked as if it had been hewn from the Irish cliffs themselves, all angles and planes. Not particularly handsome, but arresting.

Intriguing.

Fascinating.

Instantly, she wondered how he made a living as a private investigator. She couldn’t envision Joshua O’Malley creeping around incognito spying on cheating spouses or eavesdropping on criminal planning. He was too conspicuous. 

Not to mention a bit intimidating.

Maybe a telephone call would’ve been better. 

But she was already here, too late for would-have-been.

“I’m interested in hiring a private investigator to find someone,” she blurted out, already regretting she hadn’t made an appointment first. 

He lifted a dark eyebrow. Glancing around the office, he frowned. “Where’s Joyce?”

“Who?”

“My secretary cum office manager.” 

Scowling, he strode to the desk, snatched up a paper and read it quickly.

“Well, blast it all. She quit. She threatened it, but I didn’t think she meant it.” 

Running his left hand through his hair, he left it messed and falling across his forehead. 

Michelle tightened her grip on her purse to keep from giving in to the surprising urge to step closer and brush it back into place.

Had she lost her mind? She hadn’t come here to indulge in some sort of instant, unexpected attraction to a stranger. She needed a private investigator and he was the last one on her list. 

She’d shied away from contacting him at first—because of his association with the insurance company she worked for. She didn’t think there would be a conflict of interest, but wasn’t sure.

After being refused by a half-dozen other agencies in New Orleans, she’d run out of names. Private investigators were supposed to be discreet. If he took her case, she'd rely on his keeping quiet as to the nature of her request. And it didn’t involve any kind of connection with her company.  Not that she held much influence with the large firm.

“There was no one here when I came in,” she offered.

“I had a secretary. She stormed out a couple of hours ago. So it looks as if she wrote her note and walked out.” 

He looked to the door along the wall to the left which stood partially ajar. There was no one in that office, though following his glance, Michelle saw it was larger than the reception area, with two desks and a bunch of computer equipment.

“Guess they're both out,” he said.

“Who?”

“The two operatives who work for me.”

“Oh.” 

She tried to follow the conversation, but it wasn’t getting to the point of her visit.

“Mr. O’Malley,” she began. “I wish to retain your services to locate a missing person.”

She’d been through the drill now six times. She knew it by heart.

He looked at her. “File a report with the cops?  They usually handle missing persons situations for free.” 

She shook her head.

“Why not? ”

“Well, I’m not sure he’s precisely missing—I just don’t know where he is.”

He glanced at his watch. “I’d love to hear about a missing person who isn’t missing, but I have to pick up my daughter at day care and I need to leave now. If I’m not there by six, she's history with them.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t want to know, lady. Come back in the morning—but not before nine. There’ll be someone here then. I hope.” 

He turned back into his office.

Dumbfounded, Michelle remained where she stood. He wasn’t even taking the time to listen to her. At least someone at each of the other agencies had listened. 

One investigator had even agreed to help her. The proposed estimated expense had proved too prohibitive, however. 

Would she find that the case here as well?

Joshua reappeared in only seconds, shrugging into a sports coat.

"Since neither of my operatives are here, I need to lock up,” he said, opening the outside door and clearly waiting for her to leave.

"But I want to discuss hiring you,” Michelle protested. It had taken a lot of planning to get here before five; she didn’t intend to be dismissed so easily. Normally quiet and shy, she was growing more and more frustrated with how difficult it was to hire an investigator and that made her more determined than ever.

"Not today. I need to get to the preschool.”

"Where is it? I’ll ride along,” she said recklessly. She couldn’t take time off from work in the morning. She’d already taken a lot of time off to do her part in settling her grandmother’s estate and getting the old antebellum home ready for sale. 

Her boss had been understanding, but there was a limit.

Joshua looked at her in surprise. "I don’t do business in my car.”

Planting herself directly in front of him, Michelle stared up into his face. She was determined for him to at least listen to her.

Joshua looked at her, noticing for the first time how tall she was. She had to be five foot nine or ten. Most women made him feel like Gulliver in Lilliput Land. Not this one. She came to his chin and for one crazy moment he realized how easy it would be to kiss her—no contortions like he normally needed with the shorter women he dated.

When he dated.  

Which hadn’t been often in the last year.

Of course, if he’d met someone like this before, he might have been inclined to make more of an effort.

He shook his head. He didn’t have time for such idle speculation—he had a deadline to meet. Any interest in a new case came second to his little girl.

“What’s your name?’’ he asked.

“Michelle Talmadge.”

“Well, Michelle Talmadge, I have a kid to pick up. I can’t be late. Not again. If you would call in the morning—”

“Maybe I should just try elsewhere,” she said sharply.

Joshua took a deep breath. He needed the money. Things hadn’t gone smoothly over the last year because of all the changes in his life with the arrival on his doorstep of his daughter Penny. He couldn’t afford to turn away work.

But neither could he afford to be late again. The day care center had been extremely clear about that.

“Come on, then, Michelle Talmadge. Ever consider a career in private investigation? You’re tenacious enough to qualify.”

Michelle shook her head as she followed him down the hall and struggled to keep up with his long, impatient stride. 

Joshua wasn't going to slow down. She could keep up or come another time.

When he stopped beside a beat-up old vehicle, she looked at it in surprise.

“This is your car?” 

He smiled sardonically and opened his door. “Climb in, it’s not locked. Who’d want to steal this wreck?”

Almost nodding in agreement, Michelle opened the passenger door, wincing at the loud screech it emitted. Gingerly she slid onto the seat. Surprisingly the inside of the car was immaculate. Ignoring the screech, she pulled the door shut with a strong thump.  

He started the car, the engine turning over instantly, almost purring. Cool air was soon blasting from the vents.

“Sounds all right, anyway,” she murmured, buckling her seat belt.

“Camouflage,” he muttered. “Some of the places I go I don’t want people to notice me. Who pays attention to a beat- up old car? But she has a top-notch engine.”

She held on for dear life as he roared out to the parking garage as if to prove the prowess of the engine. Minutes later they were embroiled in New Orleans’ rush hour traffic. They crawled along Magnolia Street, inching through four traffic signals before turning onto Canal Street.

Joshua wasn’t the most patient of men. He beat a rough tattoo on the steering wheel, muttering under his breath and checking his watch at least once a minute.  It might be faster to just get out and walk.  

Michelle cleared her throat.

“About my hiring you,” she said.

Joshua looked at her. “Okay, babe, let’s hear the scoop.”

Michelle winced. 

Joshua slammed on brakes just missed crashing into the back of the car in front of them. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw her wince again.

“I want you to locate my father,” she said, staring out the windshield, as if afraid to take her eyes off the traffic. Maybe she wanted to brace herself for an impact. 

“Name?”

“Sam Williams.”

“Age?”

“I don’t know exactly.” She needed to explain to the man she didn’t remember her father, that he’d left when she’d been just a toddler.

“Have a birth certificate?”

“For him?” she asked.

“No, for you.”

“Yes.  My sister has it with other family papers. I can get it.”

‘‘His age and place of birth should be on that. Unless your mother didn’t name him as the father.”

Michelle drew herself up, turning outraged eyes on the man.

“Of course my mother would have listed him as the father. They’d been married for years by the time I came along.  They were very much in love.”

Joshua snorted, and leaned on the horn as a motorcyclist tried to cut in. The man shot a look at Joshua and accelerated between two other cars, weaving his way through traffic.

“I should get one of those,” Joshua muttered.

“Mr. O’Malley.”

“Call me Josh, and I’ll call you Michelle. So how long has your father been missing? And why don’t you know how old he is?”

“He left Baton Rouge when I was two. That’s twenty- three years ago.”

He turned and looked at her. “Any reason for the delay in looking into this? I mean twenty-three years is a lot of time to sit on a missing person report. Didn’t you notice he was missing during that time?”

“Actually, I’m not sure he considers himself missing. There were extenuating circumstances regarding his leaving. In fact, until just a few months ago, we thought he'd left voluntarily. Then we discovered he hadn’t.”

She twisted the straps of her purse and cringed when he pulled around a slow car, accelerated strongly then slammed on the brakes. They’d gained about fifty feet. Now traffic ahead of them was at a standstill.  

“Blast it.” Joshua pounded the stirring wheel again. 

“Is there a problem?” Michelle asked, wondering if she’d made a tactical mistake in insisting she go with him. His driving skills were frightening. Maybe skills was too strong a word. She hoped she survived the experience long enough to reap any of the benefit hiring a private investigator might provide.

“I can’t believe the traffic!”

‘‘It’s always bad at this time of day. I used to drive to work, but switched to walking and public transportation. It was easier.” 

And a lot less stressful, but she didn’t think she should mention that at this particular moment.

When he looked at his watch again and frowned, she had to ask, “Are we under some kind of time deadline?”

“You got it in one, sister. If I don’t get my kid out of the day care by six, she’s history.”

“You mentioned that before. I can’t believe the facility would be so inflexible as to enforce such a ruling. Surely parents are a few minutes late from time to time.”

He shot her a glance and grinned. “Probably. And they were good about it the first dozen times. But it’s chronic with us.”

She cleared her throat. “Can't your wife pick up your child?”

“Nope, been dead for more than a year.”

She opened her mouth to ask another question, but he raised his hand. “And before you start on another line of inquiry, I’ll tell you so far I haven’t been able to keep a housekeeper any longer than I can keep a secretary.”

Michelle darted him a dark glance. Somehow she wasn’t surprised to hear that. He about drove her crazy and she’d met him less than an hour ago.

“About my father,” she said, changing the subject. 

“Can’t do it. Try the police,” he said.

Disappointed, she considered her other options. At least he wasn’t trying to charge enough money to pay off the national debt. 

“I don’t think the police will help. I just want someone to locate him.”

“And do what?”

She blinked. She hadn’t even thought that far ahead which she acknowledged. “Just locate him and tell me where he is. We’ll take it from there.”

“Who’s we?” he asked.

“My sisters and me.  We just found out a couple of months ago that he didn’t abandon us as we were always told.  Now we want to try to find him.”

“After twenty-three years? That might not be so easy. What have you got for me to go on?”

“His name and if I get his age from my birth certificate, I can give you that. I do know he worked as an oil wildcatter twenty-three years ago. The company he worked for might still be around.”

“Did you try asking them?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know which company he worked for.”

“Great.”

He pulled off the jammed street onto a quiet one, winding his way through the modest neighborhood. He slammed to a stop by a colorful building which held the pre-school. A little girl dressed in denim overalls, white shirt, with a small baseball cap on her brown hair sat forlornly on the front steps. In her arms were papers and paintings and one ragged teddy bear. Beside her stood an older woman.

Michelle knew by the tight-lipped expression on the woman’s face that Joshua had missed his deadline.

He checked his watch.

“Ten minutes late! You'd think they’d give me ten lousy minutes.”

He thrust open the car door and strode over to the little girl.

Michelle watched as the child popped up from her step and raced to her father. Rolling down the window, letting out the lingering air-conditioned coolness and feeling the rush of sticky humid air, Michelle strained to hear what she was saying.

“I haff to take all my stuff,” she said, offering her father the stack of papers, but retaining hold on the teddy bear.

The older woman walked down the sidewalk. “Mr. O’Malley. I’m sorry, but the center just can’t allow this. We have been more then lenient with you. More so than any other parent in our group. But it is unfair to continue to expect us to bend the rules for you. I’m afraid you’ll have to find other arrangements for Penny.”

She handed him a large manila envelope.

“This contains her records. Good luck.” 

She gave Penny a quick hug and said something to the little girl. Michelle was relieved to find the woman could smile. At least she didn’t leave the little girl thinking she was mad at her.

When she looked at Joshua, however, her heart skipped a beat. For such a large man, he looked curiously vulnerable. He squatted down near the little girl. Even so he still seemed huge. Reaching out an arm, he scooped her up and began walking slowly back to the car.

When Penny caught sight of Michelle, she ducked her head close to her father.

“Who’s that?” she asked, studying Michelle warily.

“That’s Michelle.”

“Is she my new baby-sitter?”

“No, she’s—” Joshua looked at her and shrugged. “She’s just Michelle.”

He made sure the little girl was buckled in the car seat in the backseat before he climbed behind the wheel.

Leaning back against the seat, he stared out the window.

“Let’s go, Daddy, I’m hungry,” Penny said.

“We have to drop Michelle back at the office so she can get her car,” he said.

“I can find my own way back,” she said. 

It’d probably be safer than a return trip with Joshua’s wild driving. 

He'd made his position clear on her request, so there was really no need to continue this farce of a meeting. Tomorrow she’d have to go through the phone book again and see if there were any other agencies she could try. She was not giving up!

“We’ll take you back.” He started the engine.

Joshua hated having to fight his way through the traffic again to return to the office. But he still had to get to that side of town to go home. Maybe while there, he could find something for Penny to snack on. If he picked up some files to take home, he’d be that much farther ahead in the morning. With no baby-sitter and no day care for tomorrow, he’d be stuck at home with Penny while he looked for someone to take care of her.

“There are other day care facilities,” Michelle said softly.

“I know, we’ve been in most of them.” 

He wondered if the first one would give them another chance. It had been almost a year.

‘‘What you need is a housekeeper who’d be able to watch your daughter at home. Then you wouldn’t have to worry about quitting time or meeting deadlines.”

He looked at her. “What insight.” 

He shook his head, “Don’t you think I’ve tried that route? What I need, Miss-Michelle-Talmadge-with-a-father-missing-for- twenty-three years is a wife. Someone who’d be there for Penny all the time, not just during the day. Someone who could cook decent meals so we don’t eat out so much at fast food places, and someone to keep clothes washed, hair trimmed. And someone who couldn’t quit at the first sign of trouble.” He glanced in the mirror, angled to see his daughter. She was talking to her teddy and seemed oblivious to the conversation in the front seat.

“Maybe you should consider that, then,” Michelle said.

“Nope, tried that once—it didn’t work.”

It seemed unfair that the traffic on the return was much lighter. Joshua drove calmly. Michelle wasn’t scared once. She was even a bit reluctant to say goodbye when he stopped near her car.

She shut the screeching door, and looked over the roof of the car when Joshua stood on his side.

“You’ll be all right?” he asked.

“I may call again about your locating my father.”

“First I need to locate someone to watch Penny. There’s a lot you can do on your own. Try your birth certificate first. Then the company where he used to work if you can find out which one it was, or call around to the ones still in business. No sense wasting your money if you can discover the answer on your own.”

“Thanks for the suggestions.” She hesitated, but there was really nothing else. “Goodbye,” Michelle said, wishing she didn’t have to leave. There was something about the man that continued to intrigue her.

Joshua’s words echoed that evening while Michelle prepared a light supper. Frustrated not to be able to hire anyone, she paced her small kitchen while she waited for the gumbo to heat. She was finding it much more difficult to hire a private investigator than she expected.

Either they weren’t interested, like Joshua, or they wanted half of Fort Knox as an up-front retainer—with no guarantee they could come up with anything.

It’d been four months since her older sister, Caroline, had discovered that their father had not abandoned them as children as they had been told all their lives by their grandmother, Eugenia Talmadge. He had, instead, been forced away from his wife and family by Eugenia’s machinations. She’d wanted a different alliance for her only daughter and had done her best to bring that about.

Michelle wondered what would have happened if her mother hadn’t died so soon after her father had been threatened with a bogus murder charge and driven from the family home in Baton Rouge. Would her mother have found the strength and courage to search for her husband, or would she have given in to the demands of her strong-willed mother and turned to the man whose family fortune and historical lineage had been so important to Eugenia Talmadge?

It didn’t matter. Her mother had died long ago—shortly after Michelle’s younger sister’s birth—leaving her three daughters to be raised by Eugenia.

Now her grandmother was dead and in dying had revealed the shameful situation to Michelle’s sister Caroline. When her sister had discovered proof of her grandmother’s interference, she’d been thrilled to learn that their father hadn’t abandoned them.

Of course, Caroline’s reconciliation with her husband, discovering she was pregnant, dealing with the estate and planning a new wedding had totally taken her focus off searching for their father. 

Now living in the Garden District of New Orleans, renovating and restoring a huge old house she and Brandon had bought recently, and trying to get established in real estate in New Orleans, Caroline’s life was totally full.

And happy.

Michelle didn’t resent her sister’s delight in her husband and the longed-for soon to arrive baby, but she was a bit envious.

And her younger sister Abby had her new job. She’d branched into trauma nursing, taking additional courses, working in the emergency room of one of New Orleans’ busiest hospitals. She rarely spoke of the father who had left before she was born. And Michelle didn’t bring him up often. 

She ached to know what had happened to the man she didn’t remember, but had missed all her life.

Giving the gumbo a stir, she vowed she wasn’t going to stop now. She’d try Joshua’s suggestions and see what she could find. And if needed, she’d approach him again. Or go back to the phone book and check out another agency. Maybe branch out to Baton Rouge or another city.  She was determined to find someone willing to take on the assignment. Even if her father was dead, she wanted to know where Sam Williams had lived and what he’d done with his life.

 

 

Friday morning Joshua poured another cup of coffee and swallowed a mouthful. It burned all the way down. He didn’t notice. He’d been on the phone for hours over the last two days, trying to find a day care with an opening for Penny.

It looked as if he’d run out of options.

His operatives had called a dozen times. One client had called, tracking him down at home, because of an error in the billing. And of course, he had no secretary to look into it. Joyce had probably invoiced the wrong amount, but he’d have to go to the office to get it straightened out.

And what would he do with Penny?

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it!” Penny’s voice called out as he heard her racing for the door.

“No!” he yelled. 

She loved to open the door, but caution made sure he always knew who was there before letting her. Most of his cases were innocuous, paper tracing, but one never knew these days when some nut would seek him out for an imagined slight.

He looked through the peephole and then leaned his head against the door.

He didn’t need this.

Opening it, he stared at Michelle Talmadge. Standing squarely in the center of the doorway, he wanted to block any attempt at entry.

“Hello, Joshua,” Michelle said brightly. “I’ve come to discuss the case.”

“There is no case. I thought I told you a few days ago I couldn't help you.”

“Please, I’ve taken time from work I can hardly afford.” She grinned and shrugged. “I told them I was sick. I got the information you told me I could find. I forgot to tell you that we found someone not too long ago who actually knew our father. You can ask her questions we didn’t think of.”

“You can handle that yourself.” He held Penny back when she tried to insert herself between him and the door jamb.

“At least listen to what I’ve found, please. Finding my father is really important to me.”

“Yeah, well, so’s keeping my kid important to me, and I don’t think either one is going to happen.” He turned and swept Penny up in his arm and made to shut the door.

“Wait.” Michelle stepped inside, crowding against Josh and Penny. Her behavior was diametrically opposed to what she was used to doing, but she was getting desperate.

Joshua glared at her and then softened his expression as he looked at his daughter. “Why don’t you get your bear and head back for your room? As soon as Michelle leaves, we’ll have lunch.”

“Okay.” The little girl ducked her head and looked at Michelle with wide, curious eyes.

“She wears a baseball hat even in the house?” Michelle asked.

“Yes, do you have a problem with that?” His tone was belligerent.

Michelle smiled at Penny and shook her head.

When the little girl ran off down the hall, Joshua leaned against the hall wall and crossed his arms over his chest.
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