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Two old maids who wanted to hire me had asked me to tea, so I’d treated my nails to a fresh coat of raspberry pink and put on a hat that matched and a Smith & Wesson that didn’t.

Usually clients came to my office, but this afternoon I was glad to escape downtown Dayton. People had gone nuts over the 1939 World Series, crowding around the Daily News building to wait for the wire service boys to lower a sheet displaying the latest score out a window. Ten minutes away, the tree-lined street where I’d parked my DeSoto was lazy with autumn. I went up the steps to a square red brick house and turned the doorbell. 

“Listen, you dope, you need to come back later,” the woman who yanked the door open said in a rush.

“Gee, people usually get to know me before they call me a dope.”

Her hand went to her throat. Her cheeks blossomed. She was tall, maybe five-foot-eight, with black hair cut in a bob. I’d seen nuns gussied up more. 

“Oh! I’m so—. You must be the - the private investigator. Miss Sullivan.”

“Maggie. Please.”

“I do apologize. There’s ... a neighbor boy who’s a pest. Won’t you come in? I’m Corrine Vanhorn.”

The tension in her manner seemed excessive for a pesky kid, and her gaze was fixed beyond my right shoulder. As I stepped inside I took a quick glance back. All I saw was a street so quiet I caught the thump of a black walnut falling.

Inside, a shorter woman with permed brown hair hurried to meet us with hand outstretched.

“Miss Sullivan, do forgive me. I had a phone call. Work. I’m Isobel, the one who spoke to you this morning.”

The parlor she ushered me into made it obvious the Vanhorn sisters didn’t have to pinch pennies. It didn’t shout wealth, but it conveyed substantiality. An upright piano in one corner glowed with polish. In front of a spotless fireplace, matching needlepoint sofas and a couple of chairs surrounded a low table. The other furnishings were arranged somewhat severely around the perimeter. To my way of thinking, it made the room feel uncomfortably large. Then again, I lived in a rented room and the only stick of furniture I owned was my dad’s armchair.

By the time I’d settled on one of the needlepoint couches and Isobel on the other, Corrine returned with a large silver tea tray. I was struck by the gracefulness of her movements. It wasn’t just the ease with which she carried the heavy load. She seemed to glide, back straight and head aloft, without glancing left or right. As she set the tray on the table between us, it was clear she owned this room. This was her domain. Like other pairs of spinsters, she was the sister who stayed home and kept house while the other one went out to work.

This pair was younger than I’d expected. Corrine was probably nearing forty and Isobel looked several years younger. When Isobel contacted me, she’d told me she kept the books at a furniture store where she got off at noon on Thursdays, but I doubted they’d come by a place like this on a bookkeeper’s salary.

“You may think it a bit odd, what we want you to do for us,” Isobel began hesitantly. “Some may even think harshly—”

The doorbell rang. The sisters looked at each other.

“You know who it must be,” Corrine said, struggling to hide her displeasure.

“You didn’t reschedule a student—?”

“Of course not.”

“Well, I’ll get rid of him.” Isobel sprang up.

Corrine set down a teacup she’d been about to fill. From the hall came the sound of an opening door, then Isobel’s voice, filled with irritation.

“What are you doing here? We told you this afternoon wasn’t convenient.”

“Convenient or not, I’m here to get Alf’s things. It’s bad enough you two threw him out of his own home—”

“His home? This place wasn’t fine enough for him, remember? He had to build that big monstrosity. Don’t expect me to feel sorry now that he’s lost it with more of his bad investments. We’re busy—”

“Too bad.”

“We have a guest. Neal, you can’t come in now! Let go of me!”

Corrine sprang to her feet. I was ahead of her. When we reached the hall, a struggling Isobel was kicking ineffectually at a good-sized man who held her by both wrists. She appeared more angry than scared, but she was a little of both.

“The lady asked you to clear out,” I said sharply. “I think you should.”

The man’s head jerked up. He was in his early forties with thin features. His eyes ran over me. They lingered more than they needed to in places.

“Yeah? Who’s going to make me?”

“Me, if I need to.”

“She’s a private investigator, Neal. A detective.”

Isobel fired the words with satisfaction. She used his stunned immobility to yank herself free. I watched comprehension seep into his eyes, followed by anger.

“You spiteful little harpies! You really did it.” He rounded on Corrine, who was moving protectively toward her sister. “This is your doing, filling her head with nonsense all her life — all because you couldn’t be Daddy’s spoiled little favorite any more, you pathetic old hag!”

Her mouth crumpled once at his final words, but her chin lifted.

“Get out, Neal. You can come back anytime this weekend to get Alf’s things. Or he can come himself.”

“I’m here now — and I’m sick of your run-arounds.”

He started toward the stairs that rose along the left wall of the hall. I stepped in front of him.

“The ladies asked you to leave.”

Lots of men sneered inwardly at the idea of a woman who stood five-foot-two posing any kind of threat. Neal was more open.

“Keep your nose out, toots, or it might get hurt.”

I hated to persuade him, but Neal seemed like one of those guys who needed taking down a peg or two. I gave him a quick little kitten jab in the snoot. Not enough to break it, just enough to start blood gushing down to his chin and get his attention. He howled like I’d attacked the family jewels, and clutched his nose.

I balanced on my toes in case I hadn’t convinced him.

“Don’t drip on the rug on your way out,” I said.

Neal decided not to test whether I could punch any harder. With a furious look he called me a name that wasn’t polite and sulked out, slamming the door.
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The corners of Corrine’s mouth gave an odd upward jerk that suggested delight.

“That was magnificent!” she said.

“He wouldn’t have hurt us.” Isobel’s voice wavered. “Neal’s our brother.”

Both Vanhorn sisters looked white as skimmed milk.

“Why don’t we go sit down so you can explain why you asked me here,” I suggested.

Corrine poured tea and we sipped it in silence. She moved a stack of small china plates from the tray to the table.

“It - it has to do with when we were children,” Isobel resumed. “Corrine was twelve and I was eight.”

I nodded and waited. The Vanhorn sisters needed time to recover. Corrine began to slice a fancy little cake she’d brought in with the tea, pivoting her knife at the center to make each piece precise.

“As I’d started to say when Neal interrupted, others may think our interest odd, or - or wrong. But it matters a great deal to us.”

Her sister handed the cake around on the china plates.

“What Isobel is trying to tell you is, we want you to investigate our father’s disappearance. It was during the flood. We think — we’ve believed for a long time — that he was murdered.”

“The flood?” I couldn’t remember anything that qualified as a flood. Then it registered. “The flood of 1913?”

I set aside the plate I’d just received, too stunned for politeness.

“By the man who became our stepfather,” said Isobel. “Alf Maguire.”

My mind staggered. The Great Dayton Flood of 1913 had happened the year before I was born. I didn’t even qualify as one of the ‘flood babies’ born nine months later. These two women were talking to me about looking into something that had happened a quarter of a century ago. Moreover, they believed a man who apparently had lived in this house until recently was somehow involved.

“You say he disappeared?” I was struggling to process it. “From what I’ve heard, a lot of people disappeared, swept away by the waters.”

“We’re aware of that,” Corrine said primly.

I drank some tea.

“You realize odds of finding out what happened to someone that long ago would be low, even under the best conditions.”

“Yes, of course.”

“And those weren’t the best of conditions.”

“No.”

“We didn’t feel we could ask anyone to look into it while our mother was alive. It would have upset her,” explained Isobel. “She died last year. It’s taken a while to - to sort out—”

“Our stepfather challenged her will,” Corrine said bluntly. “Two weeks ago the court finally ruled in our favor.”

“It was nothing but spite, Alf wanting this house. Mama left him almost everything else. The business our father owned, investments, a much bigger house. She left modest bequests to Neal and Corrine and me. And she left Corrine this house. Where we grew up.”

“She wanted to make sure I was provided for,” Corrine said. She sat erect and determined. “I earn a small income giving voice and piano lessons, which I couldn’t do if I had to rent rooms somewhere. And Mama knew that even apart from my age, few men would be interested in a blind wife.”

It robbed me of speech even more than their request to investigate something that happened during the Great Flood.

“Miss Vanhorn — Corrine — are you saying that you’re...?”

“Blind. Yes.” She looked proud I’d needed to confirm it. “I had measles when I was four.”

Her blindness explained why most of the furniture was placed around the edge of the room. I thought of how gracefully she moved. How confidently she’d managed the heavy tea tray. I realized, too, that she hadn’t been looking at something behind me when I arrived. Even now her unseeing eyes were fixed not on me, but a spot just beyond me.

“You sure fooled me,” I said awkwardly.

In part to recover, I moved to questions I needed answered to help me determine if there was any good reason to start poking around on the sisters’ behalf. As impressed as I was with Corrine, everything I’d learned so far made me suspect this was family grievances turned to imaginings, rather than anything involving an actual crime.

“Let’s forget the tussle over this house for a minute,” I said. “What makes you think your father didn’t get swept up in the water and drown? There were plenty who did. I’m pretty sure some were never accounted for.”

The sisters looked at each other. Except now I knew that Corrine couldn’t actually see her sister. It didn’t matter. Some invisible link connected them, communicating thoughts. Who’s going to tell it? this one asked.

“A year or so before Papa disappeared, Alf started hanging around and flirting with Mama,” said Isobel. “Making her laugh. Saying she looked pretty. He even brought her flowers a time or two, and sweets.”

“Your father didn’t object?”

“He and Alf were second cousins or something like that. I don’t think Papa cared much for Alf, but you know how it is when relatives drop in.”

I didn’t, actually. Both my parents had left kith and kin behind in Ireland.

“Sometimes, though, Alf would stop by when Papa wasn’t around.” Corrine put in. “One summer — we think it was the summer before Papa disappeared — we were playing in the yard after supper. Neal was off somewhere, so it was just the two of us and our little brother Jem. No sooner was Papa out of sight than here came Alf sauntering down the street like – like he’d been watching!”

So far I hadn’t heard anything to suggest murder. To buy me time to think what to say, I ate a bite of cake.

“A couple of years after Alf and Mama were married — it was summer again — Alf and this great pal of his who’d stopped in that evening came out in the back yard,” resumed Isobel. “Neal and our stepbrothers George and Franklin had built a big tree house. For days they’d been lording it over us, bragging how it was just for boys and not letting us in it. Corrie had hatched a plan how when everyone else was in bed, we’d climb down the trellis and spend the night in the tree house. We’d have a good laugh at them when they came out and found us there the next morning.”

“And you were up in the tree house?” I pictured a blind girl picking her way down a trellis, then climbing a tree.

Both women nodded.

“It must have been nearly midnight. We’d waited until we were sure everyone was asleep,” said Corrine. “Alf and his friend must have been here in the parlor, talking and drinking. They had a bottle when they came out, and they sounded a bit slurred.”

“We think they were discussing whether to make some sort of investment.” Isobel swallowed. “All at once we heard Alf’s pal saying ‘You didn’t mind taking a risk when we saw a chance to feather our nests or to make a widow of the woman you wanted.’ Alf told him to shut up, what if the neighbors heard.”

Corrine leaned forward, her cheeks aflame with excitement.

“The other man laughed. He said so what? There was no evidence; it had all washed away a long time ago.”

“That got us remembering,” Isobel said. “The night Papa went out and didn’t come back. We remembered how scared we were because he’d been gone for hours, and we didn’t know how high the water was going to get here. If it would come into the house. If we’d have to get on the roof. We wouldn’t leave Mama’s side, and all at once there was this pounding. It was Alf, and he was wild-eyed and – and almost chipper at the same time.”

“Talking too fast.”

“Yes. Asking were we all okay, did we need anything? Acting odd, almost like—”

Something crashed somewhere in the house. Something that shattered. The women across from me froze.

“The kitchen.” Corrine jumped to her feet. “Someone’s in the kitchen!”

Her familiarity with her surroundings still was no match for sight. Isobel, who had both, shot out of the room with me at her heels.

Running into the kitchen we both nearly stumbled on chunks from a thick white pitcher that matched dishes on a utility table next to the door we’d come through. Like the parlor furnishings, the table was flush to the wall. I flung my arms out to block Corrine as she caught up.

“Broken china all over the floor,” I warned quickly. The back door stood open. I headed out.

A wooden fence surrounded the back yard. At the far end, on the other side of the fence, a man in a hat was running away. I made for the gate. The lift-latch was oiled, with no trace of rust, but when I flipped it up and pushed, the gate didn’t budge. I put some muscle into the effort. No dice. Either the man had pulled something up to block the gate on the other side — a trash can, probably — or he’d come over the fence. Swearing mentally at the prospect of ruining my stockings, I hiked up my skirt and prepared to climb. A blood-curdling scream behind me froze me in place. 

I spun back toward the house. Somewhere along the way I’d drawn my Smith & Wesson. As I got closer, I saw Corrine kneeling in the grass beside some bushes.

“It’s Giles!” she shrieked. “Merciful lord, someone’s killed him! Murdered him! He’s dead! Sweet little Giles is dead!”
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She cradled a big yellow dog in her lap, a Labrador maybe. Its coat was matted with blood from the slash to the throat that had almost severed its head. Tears drenched her face. Aimless and wild and glistening with red, her hands moved from her mouth to the dog, up to clutch at her head in despair, then back to stroke the shape in front of her. 

From inside I caught snatches of Isobel phoning the cops.

“Please hurry ... intruder....”

“He’s dead! Someone’s killed him! Oh, there’s so much blood....” Corrine wailed.

She shook uncontrollably. All at once her arms thrust out. They groped. They hunted frantically.

“Isobel? Isobel?” she cried in panic.

I’d seen worse gore. I’d seen worse loss. Yet witnessing such frightened helplessness in a woman who moments before and against daunting odds had been in control of herself and her world hit me in the gut.

“Isobel’s inside,” I said.

Corrine shrank away from the sound of my voice.

“It’s Maggie,” I soothed. “Maggie Sullivan. I’d come to see you, remember?”

She lapsed into sobs and petted her dead dog while my thoughts raced trying to sort it all out. Someone had been listening when the two sisters told me about their suspicions concerning their stepfather. Whoever that was must have killed the dog on the way in, presumably to make sure it didn’t sound an alarm. But how had they managed to get that close? I wondered if it could have been brother Neal.

Isobel hurried out of the house.

“The police said they’d have someone here as soon as they could,” she said, more to me than to Corrine. She’d had the presence of mind to grab some flour sack towels. “I’m so sorry, dearest,” she murmured as she began to wipe the worst of the gore from her sister.

“I’ll have a look around, see what I can find,” I said.

Isobel nodded.

If anything caught my eye, I’d leave it undisturbed for the cops, but I wanted to make sure I saw it too. Whether this had to do with a man disappearing twenty-six years ago or the recent dispute over property, I had a feeling the Vanhorn sisters needed some help right now. The unnecessary viciousness with which the dog’s throat had been cut bothered me.

I’d been catching glimpses of bright blue beyond some old quince bushes that blocked the view on one side of the fence. I moseyed toward it.

A head tied up in a kerchief for cleaning bobbed up to greet me.

“Is everything all right?” asked the middle-aged woman standing on tiptoe. She sounded concerned rather than nosy. One hand held a wet rag.

“Someone killed their dog,” I said. That was enough information for now. “I was here visiting.”

“Oh, dear!” said the neighbor. “Poor Corrine! I thought I heard someone screaming. Giles was one of those special dogs, you know. For blind people. She went away for weeks and trained somewhere when she got him. He took her everywhere. On the streetcar.... Who would do such a thing?”

“I don’t suppose you saw anyone back here? Or heard anything?”

“Sorry, I was inside. Washing windows. I saw Neal come out and drive away when I was doing one of the front bedrooms, but that was quite some time ago.”

From the way she said it, she didn’t appear to think Neal might have been involved. We kept on chatting until I heard car doors slam. The cops were here. I headed inside.

*** 
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What I encountered in the parlor made my jaw clench.

Corrine sat on one of the needlepoint sofas, pale and trembling. There was still a smudge of blood on her chin and the front of her dress was stained. Her hands were kneading a lace-trimmed hanky, tugging so hard the lace, if not the fabric, was likely to rip. Isobel stood protectively at her side with a hand on her shoulder.

Two detectives in cheap suits stood nearby. At least one of them was a detective, a blond cop named Boike.

The other was the north end of a southbound horse that answered to Fuller. The last I’d heard, he’d been in uniform. He stood spraddled with fists on his hips looking cocky as all get out. The jerk was yelling.

“Lady, we’re a homicide unit!” he scolded Isobel. “You got us out here under false pretenses. Claiming there’d been a murder—”

“I never said—”

“Screaming about all the blood.”

“I said we’d had an intruder! And that someone had killed our dog.”

Corrine had a dazed look about her. She didn’t seem to be hearing.

“There’s a law against wasting police time, you know.”

“But—”

“We come out when people are killed. People, understand? Not mutts.”

Corrine sprang like a tiger, striking his chest with her open palms.

“He wasn’t a mutt! He was pure-bred, and he was highly trained. Anyway, why does it matter what kind he was? He was my friend! He made me feel safe. And someone killed him, do you understand that? Someone killed him!”

She hit his chest again. Not hard, just frustrated smacks. Her fine aim at someone she couldn’t see impressed me.

Fuller went six shades of red. He retreated half a step and stabbed a finger at her.

“You just bought yourself a charge of assaulting a policeman, missy.”

Boike cleared his throat. He was a placid man who ordinarily trailed his boss, the homicide chief, and didn’t get much chance to speak. “Officer Fuller—”

“Back off from her or I’ll show you assault,” I said stepping forward.

The little tableau noticed me for the first time. Fuller snarled.

Once at a party Fuller had waylaid me as I returned from the loo. I’d had to apply my knee where it counted to convince him I didn’t like his attentions. Right now my knee was itching to pop up again.

“Hope you’ve had your rabies shot, Boike, the way this boyo’s acting. You’re a disgrace to the department, Fuller. Can’t you see these women are terrified? They don’t need you adding to it by being a bully. I don’t know why you two got sent here, but I heard Isobel making the call. She may have said their dog was dead, but she never reported a homicide. Since you’re already here, instead of complaining maybe you could trouble yourself to go out back and have a look.”

I was mostly hoping Boike would take the suggestion. He did.

“Officer Fuller, you call dispatch and ask them to send someone from burglary. My apologies for the confusion, ladies.” Boike tipped his hat and made for the hall like he was relieved to escape.

“I’ll show them the way,” I said to Isobel. “You stay with your sister.”                        

I pointed Fuller toward the telephone on a little table in an alcove under the stairs. He was capable of walking right past it. Of all the cops on the force, he was the only one I had a beef with, not only because we’d tangled a couple of times, or because he’d once tried to frame me for murder, but because he did sloppy work.

“Those have been kicked around,” I said indicating the chunks of broken ironstone as Boike and I reached the kitchen. “Looked like the pitcher they came from set on that table. The three of us were in the other room and heard the crash.”

Boike nodded. He went out the back door.

“Vicious,” he said squatting to study the dead dog. “Way the head’s almost severed makes it look like a grudge.”

“Same thing occurred to me. I got a glimpse of a guy running, other side of the fence.” I pointed. “By the time I got there he was gone. Then I heard Corrine scream and turned back.”

“I don’t suppose you got a good enough look to describe him.”

“Just saw him from the shoulders up. Had on a fedora.”

Boike was eyeing the fence. “That looks like about five feet, so if you saw his shoulders, he’d be somewhere around five-ten. But as Fuller pointed out with such tact, it’s not a situation where we’ll be involved.”

He circled the dog again, frowning.

“Where’s Lt. Freeze?” I should get back inside before Fuller did any more mischief, but I was too curious. I thought I heard Boike sigh.

“Had to be somewhere else. And Graves quit, went to be chief of police in some podunk place near Columbus. So we’re making do with a couple of men who might be in line for detective — him included.” He jerked his thumb.

Shite. Mick Connelly wanted to make detective too, and he was as smart as they came. He worked three times as hard as Fuller. He was possibly even good-looking once you got past the reddish cast of his brown hair, but I wasn’t inclined to explore that particular question.

“Fuller couldn’t find his important body parts with both hands,” I said.

“I know,” agreed Boike glumly.

***
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A team from the burglary unit showed up. They were as courteous as Fuller was rude.

“Please — won’t you stay?” Isobel caught at my sleeve as I started to leave. “You may be better remembering details than we are.”

Corrine looked utterly drained now. Isobel was out of her depth and upset. After what the two had just been through, it seemed like sticking around for them was the least I could do.

The burglary boys asked their usual questions, but I knew as well as the cops did that chances of anything coming of it were low. As nearly as Isobel could determine, nothing had been stolen. The women themselves hadn’t been attacked. There was probably a law against killing dogs, but as undermanned as the Dayton department was, that sort of crime wasn’t likely to be a priority.

I added the details concerning the man I’d seen running. As soon as Isobel got back from ushering the second batch of cops out the door, I gathered my handbag and stood.

“I think Corrie and I are too worn out to talk any more just now,” apologized Isobel. “But please — will you come back tomorrow?”

I hesitated.

“Are you saying you still want to hire me?”

Isobel looked at her sister. Through that telepathy they seemed to possess, Corrine sensed it. She nodded listlessly.

“Yes.”

“To look into your father’s disappearance.”

“Yes,” they answered as one.

“I would have to bill you, even if I learned nothing at all.”

“We understand. We’ll pay in advance, if you wish,” said Isobel.

I thought for a minute. About the dog, for one thing. Like Boike, I saw something significant in the violence with which the animal had been killed. A quick, shallow slash of the knife would have silenced it just as thoroughly. For that matter, how would a stranger know there was a dog to be silenced until it started to bark an alarm?

The direction those thoughts led disturbed me. I couldn’t begin to guess what was going on, but I had no doubts that right now these two somewhat sheltered women needed someone looking out for them.
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The business with the Vanhorn sisters got to me. It wasn’t just the savagery of the attack on the dog. It was also the idea someone would deprive a blind woman of an animal so crucial to her functioning.

That morning I’d dropped off a bundle of clothes at Spotts’ Laundry, as I did every Thursday. On the way back to my office, I stopped to retrieve it, hoping the familiar routine and yakking with the counter girl would lift my spirits. It didn’t. Since Finn’s was a good place to brood, and to find the man who could maybe fill me in on a thing or two about the flood that had become a cornerstone of the city’s history, I headed there.

I’d been eighteen when my dad died. Two days later, bawling so I couldn’t see, I’d said good-by to the house where I’d grown up. Unknown to him, I’d had to sell it to cover the bills from his long illness. I’d walked to Finn’s where an old school chum who knew the score had given me an awkward hug. Finn, the owner, had drawn me a half pint of Guinness from a barrel marked Root Beer, repeal of Prohibition still being one year away. The pub had been the nearest thing I had to a home ever since.

“Hey, Maggie,” called a man at the bar that ran along the right wall as you came through the door. He drained the last of his stout. “Wee Willie here’s claiming he kissed you out on the playground when you two was in the fifth grade.”

“The only one likely to kiss Wee Willie in fifth grade was one of the nuns. He was their little darling.”

Hoots erupted. The man with the empty glass gave Wee Willie a thump on the back that almost knocked him from his stool. Willie Ryan, who’d gotten his nickname because of his tiny stature, waggled a finger at me. We’d been slagging each other since we were old enough to tie our shoes. We’d still be doing it until one of us died. Maybe longer.

After I’d yakked with Finn and he’d pulled me a pint and then let it rest until he could give it a perfect head, I carried it to one of the tables with mismatched chairs that occupied the rest of the place. It was the time of day when regulars drifted in after work, among them numerous cops with collars undone to show they’d come off duty. I’d gone to a Swedish massage place once and come away feeling like I’d been beaten up in an alley. Sitting here while a rhythm as predictable as my own pulse seeped into me and voices I knew engaged in arguments I’d heard a thousand times relaxed me a lot better.

Maybe I didn’t want to brood as much as I wanted to think. Somebody had it in for the Vanhorn sisters. Somebody well enough known to them that their dog hadn’t sounded an immediate alarm. Their brother Neal would be my pick. He didn’t appear to care what happened to anyone else, just what suited him.

Then again, couldn’t the same be said of my own brother?

I’d been ten and he was four years older when he took off. He’d known it would leave me to bear the brunt of our mother’s scalding resentment. Not that she didn’t lash Ger with the same criticism she poured on me. Occasionally, though, she’d managed a word of approval for Ger.

Maybe it was the shattered crockery in the Vanhorn kitchen that had shoved the past into my thoughts. Our small frame house. A smaller kitchen. A note wedged under the sugar bowl when the rest of us came out that morning. My father had spotted it first and picked it up. His stricken expression filled me with terror that he was having a heart seizure. Seeing it, my mother ran to him, and he held the note out. It was one of the few times I saw the two of them interact normally.

As she read it, my mother let out a scream. Dad put a protective arm around her shoulders. She shoved him away. With small, whimpering sobs she fled to the bedroom. My father’s eyes were flooding with tears. When he turned to dash them away, I picked up the note that had fluttered from Ma’s nerveless fingers. My brother’s words scrawled over the page

.

I can’t stomach any more of this hell hole.

Sorry, Sis. Don’t try to find me

.

We had tried, of course.

I took a swallow of Guiness. It was halfway down when I felt the same current that charges the air before lightening strikes.

“I’ve seen happier faces at wakes,” said a voice.

I looked up into steel blue eyes.

“Hiya, Connelly.”

I was hoping he wouldn’t sit, but he did. Mick Connelly had gotten it into his head that he was going to wear me down until I fell for him. I had to stay on my toes to make sure he didn’t. It was harder at close range.

Tossing his uniform hat in a chair, he savored a deep drink of stout. His gaze was like a camera lens, capturing every detail in an instant. Right now it was focused on me.

“Bad day, was it?” With a fingertip he pressed gently on the back of my hand to survey the bruise on my middle knuckle from punching Neal.

Under pretext of lifting my glass, I freed myself as casually as I could.

“Not as bad as it was for the guy on the other end.” I searched the length of the bar, though I already knew the answer. “Seamus didn’t come with you?”

“Billy shanghaied him into buying a ticket to some dinner Kate’s helping with at the parish. Seamus claimed the food would be worth the long-winded speaker, but I wasn’t tempted.”

I smiled. Officers Seamus Hanlon and Billy Leary were nearing retirement age. They’d been my father’s best friends, present in my earliest memories. Billy and Connelly were partners now that a bad knee kept Seamus mostly on desk duty. Seamus and Connelly palled around a lot, though, and as often as not came into Finn’s together.

Connelly had tipped his chair back, comfortable as a cat. The tiny cowlick that decorated the front of his reddish-brown hair was asserting itself.

“Is it anything I could help with?” he asked.

“Not unless you were walking a beat here twenty-six years ago.”

He chuckled. Connelly probably wasn’t past thirty. Not half a dozen years had passed since he’d left Ireland. Since he knew I was aware of it, my answer had stirred his interest.

“This have to do with the scraped knuckle?” he asked curiously.

I nodded. If we were going to be sitting here, talking work was safe turf. I told him about my afternoon with the Vanhorn sisters.

“Christ almighty,” he said when I got to the part about the blind woman’s dog. He rubbed at his chin. “Anyone know the two of them were expecting you?”

“Not when I was coming,” I said slowly. I saw what he was thinking. Nothing had been stolen. It could be because the intruder realized people were home, and searching for valuables would make noise. In that case, though, why not leave? The pitcher that had broken had been next to the exact spot where someone would stand if they were listening, or if they wanted to know why the women had hired a detective.

“What about the brother? Neal, is it?” Connelly asked.

“Making a stink seems to be more his style than running away. Besides, he seemed to have a pretty good idea what they were going to tell me.”

I’d already put checking what time Neal had returned to work on my list of things to do the next day. This added a slightly different reason.

“You haven’t heard the worst part yet,” I said. “Whoever took the call at the station heard Corrine screaming about a killing and sent the homicide unit. Which included Fuller.”

Connelly went still as a rock.

“Did you ever put in paperwork saying you want to be considered when a detective slot comes open?” I asked.

He took a slow drink of Guinness before giving a nod. His face betrayed nothing.

“Too early for me be considered much, though. I haven’t been on the force long enough, and I’ve no connections.”

His mildness could be deceiving, but it rubbed me the wrong way.

“So you’re just going to roll over? Watch that half-witted s.o.b. land a plum slot you’re better suited for—”

He sat up so abruptly his knees connected with mine. If I drew back, he’d know the contact affected me. Unfortunately, he probably realized that was how I was playing it. He leaned comfortably over his crossed arms.

“I believe I already I told you once, mavourneen, I don’t give up on things I set my mind on. Ever.” His eyes danced with amusement as they held mine.

My pulse beat faster than it should. How the devil could I face down bruisers with guns and then go dry-mouthed around this one man?

“If you’re inclined to cheer me after the bad news, though, or to think a bit how we might prevent Fuller from being a fly in the ointment for both of us, I was just about to see if you wanted to get a bite of dinner.”

“I can’t. I already promised to go with one of the girls.”

The advantage to rooming in a house with nine other women was you always sounded plausible if you claimed other plans. It would hardly even qualify as a lie if you found somebody to go with when you got home. That was nearly always possible, but mostly I didn’t bother.

Connelly closed one eye and gave me a look.

“That scared, are you?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” But I was scared, because he was the first man I knew I could fall for.

He drained his glass and stood. “Tells me that kiss on the Fourth of July affected you more than I realized.”

Bursting into a cheery whistle, he turned and walked out, spinning his hat on one finger. He’d gone half a dozen steps before the words sank in enough that I sprang to my feet.

“I did not kiss you on the Fourth of July!”

Indignation raised my voice more than was prudent. Several at the bar turned to look. Without so much as a backward glance, still whistling, Connelly strolled out.
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I got to McCrory’s lunch counter early enough the next morning to nab a stool on the end. As far as I was concerned, that was the prime spot. Sitting at the end meant getting cigarette smoke from only one direction.

“Thanks, Izzy,” I said as a scrawny little waitress slid a mug of tea in front of me. She set off to get me some oatmeal without even asking. On those rare occasions when I wanted something different, I had to tell her fast.

The rest of the dime store was still roped off, not yet open for business, but footsteps to and from the lunch counter beat a steady tattoo on the wooden floor. The familiar sound soothed me.

Had I kissed Connelly at that rollicking party we’d both attended on the Fourth? Parts toward the end were fuzzy, and the question had kept me tossing and turning all night. Irked that it had resurfaced, I sipped my tea and focused attention on how I intended to approach Alf Maguire.

As shaken as the Vanhorn sisters had been when I left them, I wasn’t quite clear on some of the details, but they’d seemed certain their stepfather could be found at a place on Haynes. An apartment, or maybe a duplex. There’d been something about a girlfriend. Whether she’d taken him in or whether he rented the love nest was one of the details that hadn’t been clear, but I had the address.

My theory was that Maguire would find it harder to give me the brush-off if I caught him at home with his paramour. He’d talk in front of her rather than face her questions later about why he hadn’t. He might lie through his teeth, but even lies yield grains of something useful if you sift them carefully enough. I made short work of my breakfast, eager to start.

As soon as I turned onto Haynes I began to get a bad feeling. I saw two police cars, another that I knew belonged to a hack from the morning paper, and Black Mariah, the city ambulance, which mostly arrived to find its intended passengers had died waiting. Sure enough, all the activity centered around the address I was hunting. I parked far enough back to be out of the way and walked up the street.

“What’s the excitement?” I asked a uniform.

“Morning, Miss Sullivan. Looks like some fellow turned on the gas.”

“Dead?”

He nodded.

“The guy have a name?”

He shrugged. It might mean he didn’t know. It might also mean he had the name but knew enough not to tell anyone.

I didn’t figure I’d get inside, but I started up the walk anyway. No harm in trying. The place was a duplex, light brick. Both front doors stood open. When I got about halfway there, Boike came out the door on the left and closed it behind him. There wasn’t much of a stoop to come down, just four or five steps. He reached the bottom before he spotted me. For a second or two he hesitated, gearing himself up before we met

“Alf Maguire, huh?” I said.

From the look he shot the uniformed cop, I knew I was right.

“Don’t worry, your boy at the curb didn’t spill anything. I was coming to see Maguire to ask him some questions.”

“My guess is he’s not going to be very chatty.”

“Stiffs are like that.”

Boike was casting a curious eye at the artificial flower pinned to my lapel. I didn’t usually bother with such things, but a girl never knows when a decorative touch may come in handy.

“Questions on what?” he asked.

“This and that.”

Before he could press me, the door he’d just closed opened again, flung back in anger. Two men clattered down the steps. One was Neal Vanhorn. His pal was a shorter man of similar age with a wee pointed chin like a Kewpie doll.

“...no business treating us like....” Neal was spewing. He broke off as he noticed me. “You!” he snapped. “You’re to blame! It’s your fault he’s dead — yours and those self-righteous sisters of mine. Driving him to despair—”

I slapped aside the finger he’d thrust in my face. Boike was watching intently. Both newcomers seemed unaware of the cop’s presence.

Neal’s companion was working himself to a question.

“Who are—?”

“She’s their private detective.” Neal managed to squeeze in plenty of scorn. “God knows what my dear sisters are trying to dig up now that they’ve dragged Alf through court. Infidelity? With his wife dead almost a year?” He laughed unpleasantly.

The eyes of the men looked damp, as though they’d been struggling with tears.

“Are you one of Alf’s sons?” I guessed.

“Yeah, he is,” Neal cut in. “And you’ve done enough damage. Clear out. You’re not welcome.”

“Gee, Neal, do you talk for everybody?” I’d used up what little patience I had sometime yesterday. “Maybe you should be a ventriloquist, get yourself a little Charlie McCarthy doll.”

Behind them, Lt. Freeze, the homicide chief, was approaching.

“Miss Sullivan,” he said.

As greetings went it was on the chilly side, but it was enough to make Neal spin around.

“If you gentlemen could get to the station without delay, there’s an officer waiting to take your statements,” he said. Neal and his pal had sense enough not to argue. They took their leave with hands shoved in their pockets. “Boike, get one of the uniforms and start talking to neighbors. We’ll meet you downtown,” Freeze continued.

I noticed a man trailing him the way his assistants tended to do. Mercifully, it wasn’t Fuller. This guy had olive skin and curly black hair.

“I don’t suppose you’d care to explain how you happened to turn up at the scene of a death I’m investigating?” Freeze’s gaze bored into me.

“Sure,” I said. “His step-daughters hired me yesterday. One’s the blind woman Fuller pushed around. Their own dad disappeared when they were kids. They wanted me to find out something about him. I was hoping Maguire might give me some names to start with. He and the father were shirttail relatives; spent time together.”

It was the last thing he’d expected from me, a straightforward answer. Detailed, too. Freeze frowned suspiciously.

“By you being here, I’m guessing he didn’t turn on the gas himself,” I said.

“How did—?” His eyes shot toward Boike’s retreating figure.
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