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  Death Wears a Beauty Mask




  June 1974




  The Pan American Clipper began its final descent into Kennedy Airport at 8:00 A.M. Janice pressed

  her forehead against the window as she tried to peer through the grayish clouds. Mike leaned over, fastened her seatbelt, gave a quick pat to her thigh and said, “You won’t be able to

  see your sister from here, honey.”




  He stretched out his legs, which felt too long and cramped in the meager space allotted by the airline as suitable for tourist-class passengers. At thirty, Michael Broad, a deputy district

  attorney in Los Angeles, had retained the muscular leanness of his college track-team years. His brown hair was already showing liberal streaks of gray . . . a hereditary manifestation which

  secretly delighted him. His low-key personality didn’t fool the discerning for too long. His gray eyes had an almost constant expression of quizzical irony. Defense witnesses being

  cross-examined had come to fear the steely, penetrating quality of those eyes. They would not have believed the expression of tenderness he invariably showed when he looked at the girl sitting next

  to him.




  Janice, his twenty-two-year-old bride of three weeks, was tanned, slender, narrow-hipped and long-legged. Her dark blonde hair stopped three inches past her shoulders. They had met a year ago

  when she escorted him to the stage at the University of Southern California, where he had been invited to lecture on student safety.




  She smiled at Mike as she settled back in her seat. “You can’t see a darn thing,” she complained. “It’s so cloudy or smoggy or whatever. Oh, darling, I just

  can’t wait to see Alexandra. Do you realize it’s been nearly a year and she’s the only relative I have in the whole world?”




  Mike pointed to his brand-new wedding ring. “What about me?” he said dryly. She grinned at him, then restlessly turned back to the window again. She knew it was hard for Mike to

  understand her eagerness. With a mother, father, two brothers and two sisters, he had always been surrounded by family.




  With Janice it had been different. Her mother died when she was born. Her sister, Alexandra, older by six years, had taken over as substitute mother. Alexandra left Oregon and went to New York

  when Janice was twelve. For a long time she had managed to get home every few months. But then as her modeling career zoomed, the get-togethers became more and more scattered. The last one had been

  in New York when Janice had spent ten days with Alexandra last summer.




  Alexandra had planned to attend Janice’s college graduation from USC. But she’d phoned to say that she had to go to Europe to do a commercial. When Janice told her that she and Mike

  had decided to have a small wedding—Mike’s family and twenty of their close friends—at the Church of the Good Shepherd church in Los Angeles right after her graduation and use

  Mike’s vacation time for a honeymoon, Alexandra made Janice promise that they’d spend the last week of it with her. This was the ideal time to visit. Mike would be going back to work

  and Janice would start her master’s degree in English in July. Since she was a child she had known she wanted to be a teacher.




  “I’ll be at the airport with a brass band, darling,” Alexandra had said. “I’ve missed you so much. This damn, rotten job . . . I pleaded with them to delay the

  shoot but they can’t. I want to see you so much and meet Mike. He sounds wonderful. I’ll show you New York.”




  “Mike knows New York inside out,” Janice said. “He went to Columbia Law School.”




  “Well, I’ll show you places you just don’t go to when you’re a student. All right, darling . . . that’s June 24. I’ll be at the airport. Just look for the

  brass band.”




  Janice turned back to Mike. “I can’t wait for you to meet Alexandra. You’ll love her.”




  “I’m anxious to,” Mike said. “Although I must say I haven’t exactly missed having other people around the past few weeks.”




  They’d spent the past three weeks in England and France. Janice thought of the out-of-the-way inns in Devon and Brittany with Mike’s arms around her. “Neither have I,”

  she admitted.




  Thirty minutes later they were at the head of the line. An inspector studied their passports and stamped them. “Welcome back,” he said with a hint of a smile.




  They hurried to the baggage area. “I know ours will be the last to come in,” Janice lamented as she watched bag after bag tumble onto the conveyor belt. She was almost right. Theirs

  were the next to last to arrive. Finally, as they came to the doors of the main terminal, Janice raced ahead. Friends and relatives of their fellow passengers were gathered in small welcoming

  groups.




  Alexandra would have stood out in the crowd. In one this small it would be impossible to miss her. But she wasn’t there.




  Janice’s look of anticipation wilted. Even her shoulders sagged as she said, “I guess the brass band got held up in traffic or something.”




  Mike replied good-naturedly, “Lateness seems to run in your family.” Her habit of being at least fifteen minutes behind schedule everywhere had improved only slightly after a series

  of lectures when she’d kept him waiting.




  The suggestion restored some of Janice’s equanimity. “Alexandra always is a little late,” she admitted. “She’ll probably be along any minute.”




  But half an hour passed . . . then an hour. Three times Mike phoned Alexandra’s apartment. An answering service volunteered to take a message. He got coffee for them and they sipped it

  from paper cups, afraid to leave the area. At noon Mike said, “Look, honey, it doesn’t make sense to keep waiting. We’ll leave a message for Alexandra here and take a cab to her

  apartment. We can probably get the superintendent to let us in.”




  Alexandra lived in an apartment building bordering the Henry Hudson Parkway on 74th Street. She had a private entrance and a terrace. Janice described it to Mike in the cab. “It’s

  just gorgeous. Wait until you see the views of the Hudson.”




  The decision to go to the apartment had obviously picked up her spirits. Mike nodded encouragingly when Janice said that undoubtedly Alexandra had gotten stuck on an out-of-town modeling job and

  had probably sent a message they didn’t receive. But he had already sensed something could be very wrong.




  When the cabbie reached 74th Street, Janice directed him around the back of the building where the private entrances faced the river. “Maybe she just got back from Europe and

  overslept.”




  When Mike rang the bell, a short, stocky woman opened the door. Her hair was tied in a knot at the top of her head. Her blue eyes flashed like searchlights anchored in her plump face.




  “You’ve got to be the sister,” she said abruptly. “Come in. Come in. I’m Emma Cooper.” The housekeeper, Mike thought. Janice had talked about her. Last year

  when she’d been in New York to visit Alexandra, the housekeeper had been on vacation, so they had never met.




  Janice hadn’t exaggerated when she’d enthused about the apartment. Lime walls and carpeting made a subtle and elegant background for fine paintings and obviously expensive

  furnishings. Mike whistled softly. “Too bad you’re so homely, honey,” he said. “I’d send you out to model too.”




  Janice wasn’t listening. “Where is my sister?” she asked the housekeeper eagerly.




  A frown that might have been disapproval or worry added creases to the other woman’s forehead. “I don’t know,” she said. “I know she got in Monday evening but she

  didn’t come home and didn’t call. She was looking forward so much to your visit and talked about nothing else. I don’t know what she expects me to do. She redid the guest bedroom

  for you. The painter was here two days ago. ‘Was this the right shade?’ he asks me. What am I supposed to say? I told him to go ahead. She’ll probably decide it’s all wrong.

  Phone’s driving me crazy. Every ten minutes it’s been ringing. I stopped picking it up. Let the answering service have the job. Yesterday, Mr. Wilson, the agency guy, was practically

  shouting at me.”




  “You mean my sister arrived in New York three days ago and you haven’t heard from her?” Janice demanded.




  Emma shook her head. “She was due in from that Beauty Mask trip Monday evening. When that Wilson fellow called, he said that they all arrived on the chartered plane but separated at the

  airport. He told me Miss Alexandra was supposed to be driven home by the owner of the charter airline. He hasn’t seen her since. Nobody has. Not that that’s so unusual. Sometimes when

  Miss Alexandra has had enough of all the fuss, she takes off and gets a rest. One time it was to Cape Cod, another time to Maine. Then she shows up like it was yesterday she took off. A little

  inconsiderate when she’s doing all this decorating.”




  Mike stopped the flow of words. “Is it possible Miss Saunders went on another job?”




  Emma shook her head. “That Beauty Mask thing was all she was doing these past couple of months. Lots of pictures for magazines and them commercials.”




  “Has she been reported missing?” Mike asked.




  Emma shook her head vehemently. “Course not.”




  “What are you trying to say?” Janice demanded.




  “Nothing. I’m trying to say nothing. Please don’t go ’round reporting Miss Alexandra missing. Like I said, she sometimes ups and takes off and no explanations given or

  asked. . . . She don’t like anyone messing around her with questions.”




  Janice turned to Mike. Her eyes seemed even larger when they were frightened. “Mike, what should we do?”




  “First, get the messages from the answering service. See who’s been calling.”




  The answering service at first refused to give any information about Alexandra’s phone messages. “Even though you are her sister,” the authoritative voice of an operator said,

  “we always give the messages directly to her. She has told us never to give them to anyone else who claims to be calling in her name.”




  Mike took the phone from Janice’s hand. “This is Alexandra Saunders’s brother-in-law. She has not been heard from for three days and her family is terribly worried. Answer

  this, has she phoned in for her messages in these past three days?”




  There was a pause. “I really don’t know if we should share that information—”




  Mike interrupted. “If you don’t share it and if you don’t give me what messages she received, I am an attorney and I will get a court order to get them. Miss Saunders is

  missing. Can you understand that? She is missing! I am calling from her phone. You can call me back to verify that I am in her apartment.”




  There was a notepad and pen by the phone. Less than a minute later he was jotting down names and phone numbers.




  When he put down the phone, he said, “Grant Wilson called on average three times a day. So did a Larry Thompson—about the same. And several calls from a Mark Ambrose. Most of the

  others seem to be invitations to charity dinners, salon appointments, etc.”




  Emma knew who the men were. “Grant Wilson. He’s the owner of the Wilson Modeling Agency that books Miss Alexandra. Larry Thompson, he’s the guy who does all those photo shoots

  and the commercials. Marcus Ambrose, he owns the charter plane service that took them over and flew them around in Europe.”




  “We’ll start with Wilson,” Mike decided.




  “Don’t worry about your bags,” Emma said. “I’ll put them in the guest room.”




  “I don’t know what salary arrangements you had with Alexandra, but I want to make sure—”




  “Don’t worry,” Emma interrupted, “I’m paid through the end of the month.”




  Twenty minutes later they were at the General Motors Building on Fifth Avenue. As they stood at the entrance, Mike looked at it appreciatively. “They were just building

  this when I was in law school.”




  Janice smiled forlornly. “When I was here six years ago, Alexandra took me to lunch at The Plaza.” She stared at the impressive old hotel across the street. “It was such fun;

  celebrities kept coming up to our table.”




  Grant Wilson sat behind the massive desk in his corner office. The windows commanded a breathtaking panoramic view of Central Park. The office was furnished like a living room: deep blue

  carpeting, sofa and chairs covered in the same expensive brocade as the draperies; good paintings, a well-equipped bar, bookcases. It was the kind of office that signified top-of-the-ladder success

  in the Madison Avenue world. Grant had been successful. He’d come to New York twelve years before when he was twenty-eight. In those years he’d worked himself up to executive vice

  president in one of the most important modeling agencies in New York. Three years ago he’d opened his own agency.




  Grant had a high-bridged nose, light brown eyes, the trim build of a man who works out frequently at the Athletic Club and a head of graying but abundant hair.




  Right now he was badly frightened. He’d been at lunch at the Four Seasons. His meal had consisted of salmon with a salad and two gin martinis. The martinis were to calm his nerves. When he

  got back to his office, his secretary gave him several messages. The first was that Alexandra’s sister and her husband were on the way to see him. What did that mean? He’d forgotten

  Alexandra had said her sister was married. He had thought she was some college kid. What kind of questions would she ask about Alexandra? How should he answer them? He’d tell her he

  couldn’t understand how the hell anyone as familiar as Alexandra could just disappear. He’d say that you couldn’t open a magazine without seeing her face. And all those guest

  appearances on Johnny Carson and Merv Griffin. Surely somebody would notice her somewhere. But she might as well have fallen through a crack in the earth.




  There were other messages. Ken Fowler from Fowler Cosmetics, the company that owned Beauty Mask, had phoned three times. He still hadn’t paid the last invoices they’d submitted. If

  they didn’t immediately reshoot that last commercial in Venice, he would refuse to pay any of the outstanding invoices.




  The intercom  on  his  phone buzzed.  It  was  the receptionist. “Mr. and Mrs. Broad to see you. Mrs. Broad is Alexandra Saunders’s sister.”




  “I know who she is,” Grant snapped. “Bring them in immediately.” He slammed the phone down, rubbed his hands together to dry them and waited.




  When his secretary came in with his visitors, Grant stood up, every inch the welcoming, gracious executive. He took both of Janice’s hands in his. “My dear, I’d have known you

  anywhere. You’re the image of your sister.” Then he shook Mike’s hand warmly.




  He was, as a matter of fact, thrown off base by the appearance of the young couple. God knows what he’d expected—a pair of lunatic college kids with shaggy haircuts, flowers on their

  toes and granny glasses. But this Mike Broad was no lightweight kid. And as for the sister, he studied her carefully. What a knockout; not that ethereal look of Alexandra . . . more of a healthy

  kind of beauty. A bit taller . . . probably five or six pounds heavier but it looked good. He’d been warning Alexandra that you could overdo the stringbean look.




  Janice was protesting. “Oh, I’m nothing like Alexandra. Well, there’s just no comparison.” Next to Alexandra’s chiseled beauty she had always felt like a peasant.

  “Do you know where my sister is?” she demanded.




  As she finished the question, she realized that simultaneously Grant Wilson had been asking one of her. He’d said, “I hope you’re bringing news of Alexandra.”




  Grant studied the narrowing of Michael Broad’s eyes, the crushing disappointment in the girl’s face. He felt the muscles in his own throat constrict.




  “Let’s all sit down.” He waved his hand toward the sofa. They sank into it and he decided to jump right into the subject they’d come to discuss.




  “I’m not going to pull any punches,” he said. “I’m worried about Alexandra. I wasn’t at first . . . for reasons I’ll explain. Quite frankly I thought it

  was just possible that she’d made arrangements to join you, my dear.” He nodded to Janice.




  Mike leaned forward. “Mr. Wilson, when was the last time you saw Alexandra?”




  For an instant Grant had the feeling he was on a witness stand. There was something professional about the way the question came. He looked directly at Mike.




  “Three days ago, on Monday evening, a group of us returned from Venice on a chartered plane. We had gone to Europe to do television commercials and photography for a very important new

  campaign featuring Alexandra. As you may know, Fowler is one of the largest cosmetic companies in the world, on the level of Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubenstein. Beauty Mask is a new product of

  the company. Very simply, it’s probably the most exciting new product in the cosmetic industry . . . which I might add is a multibillion-dollar business.”




  He nodded to Janice. “As this young lady will probably verify, some days a girl just doesn’t look her best. She may have circles under her eyes from being out half the night or

  studying late, or she may have tension lines in her face. There are any number of creams on the market to hide those lines and shadows. Beauty Mask is different. It simply eliminates them. Facial

  masks are usually messy to put on and have to stay on for half an hour at least to be effective. Beauty Mask comes in a jar. You rub it on your face, as you would cold cream, and it hardens in

  seconds. Leave it on while showering, wash it off with warm water and a cloth, and your face will look as though you’ve spent a week at Maine Chance. I can’t be sufficiently

  enthusiastic.”




  “But what has this to do with Alexandra?” Janice demanded.




  Grant’s tone suggested he was not used to being interrupted. “Very simply this. In an unusual arrangement, my modeling agency was chosen to provide the models and to oversee the

  implementation of the Beauty Mask introduction. We’ve prepared a saturation series of magazine ads and television commercials. The client deferred to my suggestion that Alexandra be the model

  for the entire campaign. In terms of television residuals alone, the booking is worth a fortune to her. However, because of the amount of money Fowler has allocated for this campaign, the Beauty

  Mask people are incredibly demanding. We’ve already had to redo several of the commercials at great expense. The one we just completed in Venice was quite difficult. We had weather problems .

  . . camera problems . . . and Alexandra just doesn’t look that great in it. As a result, Alexandra was very tired and rather uptight when we got off the plane. I was rushing to a dinner

  engagement. My baggage came out first. I grabbed it and ran. When I heard she was missing, I thought she was someplace like Gurney’s in Montauk relaxing for a few days. But I don’t

  believe that anymore.”




  “What do you believe?” Mike asked.




  Grant Wilson turned the paperweight on his desk. “I don’t know. I simply don’t know.”




  “How did you know she’s missing?” Mike persisted.




  “She was supposed to be at my office on Tuesday morning with the director of the commercials and the photographer to go over the footage but she never showed up,” Grant replied.




  Janice tried to keep her voice steady. “I understand you’ve left many urgent messages for my sister to phone you. Why?”




  Grant’s expression became grim. “Because the client has not approved the commercial we did in Venice. Because the great probability is that we’ll have to redo it. Alexandra

  looked fabulous in the three other commercials, but she doesn’t look that good in the final one. All the others are a buildup to it. That’s why she can’t look tired and drawn in

  it, when it’s the climax of the Beauty Mask effect. We’ve got to reshoot immediately. Fortunately, we have enough Venice background that we can redo it in New York. The campaign is due

  to break in the August issue of Vogue and that will be published in a few weeks. We can’t use anyone except Alexandra because she’s in all the print ads and in the other three

  commercials. But the client insists that they okay the Venice one before they pay the final invoices. The progression of the publicity campaign has her photographed in New York, Paris, Rome and

  finally Venice.”




  “What will happen if you don’t locate Alexandra in time to reshoot?” Mike asked.




  Grant stood up. Unconsciously he was gripping the edges of his desk. “The client is threatening to scrap the entire campaign, to introduce its product for Christmas with a new agency and a

  new model . . . and in that case would refuse to pay us one cent more.”




  Mike stood up too. With one hand under her elbow, he drew Janice to her feet. “I think it’s time we called the police,” he said.




  “You can’t do that!” Grant said violently. “Do you realize what a scandal would do to this campaign? Can you see what Suzy or Rona Barrett would do in their columns with

  a juicy item like Alexandra Saunders being listed on a missing persons bulletin? As I told you, she has been known to disappear for a few days when she needed a break.”




  “If that is the case,” Mike said slowly, “I would say that Alexandra will be showing up very soon. There’s no doubt that she wanted to see Janice and was planning to be

  here to meet us.”




  “That remains the single shred of hope,” Grant agreed.




  “Then, against my better judgment, we’ll wait another twenty-four hours before we call the police,” Mike said, “but no more.”




  Janice thrust her hand out. “Good-bye, Mr. Wilson,” she said, turning toward the door as she spoke. She desperately wanted to get out of this office. She wanted to be alone with

  Mike, to have a chance to think.




  “My friends call me Grant.” He attempted a smile. “I am very much in love with Alexandra and have been pressing her for some time to accept an engagement ring from me. She and

  I are right for each other. She has always said that she wasn’t ready to marry. Frankly, I think your marriage might have started her thinking. I asked her again in London and in Venice. But

  that’s another reason why I didn’t worry too much when she bolted. I knew she’d want a little time to herself . . . to test her feelings. I honestly think this time she might be

  ready to say yes.”




  Mike said, “I see why you’ve hesitated to take action. Let’s leave it at this. We’re in Alexandra’s apartment. Call us there if you learn anything or hear from her

  . . . and of course we’ll do the same.”




  “Agreed.”




  They turned to go. For the first time Janice noticed that a large portrait of Alexandra was hanging on the wall by the door. She was wearing a pale green Grecian-style gown. Her long, blonde

  hair was hanging loosely to her waist. She looked enchantingly lovely. Grant studied it with them. “Alexandra posed for that several years ago. Larry Thompson took the pictures. He’s a

  great photographer and a very good artist and drew this portrait from the stills he’d taken. He did one for himself. I saw it, and at my request, he did one for me.”




  Larry Thompson, the photographer. He was the next name on the list of people Mike and Janice had decided to see. He was the director who had filmed all the Beauty Mask commercials.




  They said good-bye to Grant, walked down the long corridor and made a right turn toward the elevators. Mike stopped just as he was about to push the down button. “Honey, wait a minute. I

  just want to check something.”




  “What?”




  “Nothing much. Be right back.” He hurried back to the office they’d just left; the door was slightly ajar.




  He could see Grant Wilson standing in front of Alexandra’s portrait. With both hands he was grasping the frame. He was staring at Alexandra’s face. Then with a gesture of futility he

  clenched one hand into a fist and slammed it against the wall.




  Mike hurried back and rejoined Janice at the elevators. “What did you want to check?” she asked.




  “I wanted to ask what exactly is the last date they have to reshoot the Venice commercial. But I decided not to ask him now.”




  As he took Janice’s hand with a reassuring smile, he wondered what impression was seared most on his mind . . . the beautiful smiling face of Alexandra in the portrait . . . the face so

  like Janice’s . . . or the despair-ridden eyes of Alexandra’s would-be fiancé as he stared at it.




  Outside the building Janice expected Mike to signal for a cab. Instead he steered her across the street to The Plaza Hotel. “We haven’t had any lunch. That pre-landing breakfast was

  pretty small,” he said firmly.




  An hour later they were reading the very small nameplate above the bell of Lawrence Thompson’s 48th Street town house. Together they studied the exterior of the

  brownstone, noticing the graceful lattice-work around the windows and the small upstairs balcony which was bordered with geraniums.




  “This is the Turtle Bay section,” Mike told her. “One of the lawyers who lectures at Columbia has a place here. Only he’s on the next block. Calls it mock Turtle Bay.

  This house would probably sell for twenty or thirty thousand dollars.”




  “I wouldn’t be the buyer,” Janice said. “I think it looks gloomy.” She pushed the buzzer hesitantly. No one answered. After a moment she looked at Mike. He

  shrugged, turned the handle and opened the door. They went into a small, stark, untidy reception room. A rickety desk strewn with models’ pictures was at an ungainly angle in one corner. Camp

  chairs stood folded against a wall. A few others had been opened haphazardly and were the only available seats. A large sign announced: MODELS ARE SEEN ONLY BY APPOINTMENT. PLEASE

  DO NOT RING THE BUZZER. LEAVE YOUR COMPOSITE. WE’LL CALL YOU.




  Janice said, “I can tell you already I won’t like Larry Thompson.” Leaning over the desk she pressed the buzzer firmly. From inside somewhere she heard the faint sound that

  assured them it was working. Through thick double doors that led to the next room they could hear children shouting and a dog barking.




  Minutes passed. No one came. “If at first you don’t succeed,” Mike murmured. He reached past her and firmly thumped the buzzer again.




  One of the double doors opened slightly and a distracted-looking fortyish woman with large owl glasses poked her head through.




  “For heaven sake, can’t you read the sign?” she demanded. “Just leave your composites. We’re in the middle of a shoot and no one’s going to see you

  now.”




  “This is certainly our day for welcomes,” Janice whispered.




  Mike stepped forward. “We want to see Larry Thompson,” he told the woman. “We’ll wait till midnight if necessary. It has nothing to do with modeling.”




  The eyes behind the owl glasses narrowed thoughtfully as they looked at each of them and then fixed on Janice.




  “You look familiar. Ever work for us?”




  Mike said, “Please tell Mr. Thompson that Alexandra Saunders’s sister is here to see him.”




  Even with the racket coming from behind the partly opened door, the woman’s gasp was distinct. “I thought . . . You can tell.” She looked at them shaken. “I’m Peggy

  Martin. Of course Larry will see you. We’ve been moving heaven and earth to find Alexandra. Look, why don’t you just come in here if you don’t mind and sit in a corner until we

  finish this blasted shoot.”




  She opened the door wider. “We’re doing a floor wax ad and it took the whole damn morning to wax the set with the product. Then one of the kids spilled a bottle of milk on it before

  she was supposed to. The dog knocked it out of her hand and we had to start all over. Took two hours to redo the floor. . . . It was all gummy from the milk. We’d no sooner finished when the

  dog peed on it. God, what a day.”




  They followed her inside. The studio was a huge, cavernous room. At one end cameras were gathered around a simulated kitchen. Four little boys and three girls in rain gear and boots were

  scampering around the edge of the set. An energetic-looking Saint Bernard was racing back and forth, barking furiously.




  Peggy waved them to chairs and hurried across the room. “Now look, kids,” she said firmly. “Larry wants to get this shoot finished. Come on, all of you. Calm down!”




  Four women were sitting in a corner near the cameras. One of them got up and started toward the children, a washcloth in her hand. From behind a camera a shout came. “What do you think

  you’re doing, lady?”




  The woman turned. She threw back impressive shoulders and jutted out her jaw. “Harold’s face looks dirty. I thought I’d give it a wipe with the cloth.”




  Peggy blocked her way. “Mrs. Armonk, please. Harold is supposed to look dirty and muddy in this shot. The whole idea is that no matter how many kids or dogs come through your kitchen, your

  Superb-Waxed floor shines on. Which of course is a lot of hogwash. Look, why don’t you and the other kids’ mothers wait in the dressing room . . . all of you.”




  Disgruntled, the woman turned and Janice and Mike watched as she and her companions reluctantly went out a small door behind the set.




  “Lights okay, Larry.” A gray-haired man with a creased face and an eyeshade made the statement with resignation in his voice.




  The camera was facing the set, and the man behind it was standing directly opposite Janice and Mike. He was wearing a sports shirt. Dark brown hair framed a classically handsome face. About six

  feet tall, he had a sinewy build that combined with a determined jaw to give an unmistakable impression of latent strength.




  “Okay. Hey kids, no more horsing around. This time we’re really going to get the shot. Now, all of you go over to the door, and when I yell, come running across the kitchen floor and

  make sure that mutt is on the side near the camera. Harold, you hold his leash. Kathy, you carry the milk bottle and don’t drop it again.”




  “Okay, Larry.” The chorus of treble voices sounded cheerful. For an instant there was dead silence, then one of the little girls called, “Larry, is it okay if I go to the

  bathroom first?”




  “God . . .” the lighting man sobbed.




  Larry climbed out from behind the camera. “Honey, if you just hold it for another five minutes, I’ve got a great prize for you, that teddy bear you like so much.”




  “Then I’ll wait,” she promised.




  He squinted into the camera, made a tiny adjustment, then shouted, “All right, ready . . . RUN.”




  Shouting and pushing, the models ran across the set, the dog under their feet barking furiously. Janice and Mike watched as Larry Thompson repeatedly clicked the button in his hand.




  “Great,” he yelled, “you’re great. Now come back from the other side. Faster. The dog . . . get him on your right, Harold. Kathy, drop the bottle now . . . okay . . .

  good . . . that’s it. You’re all swell kids. Now get out of here.”




  He turned to his assistant. “Remind me never to buy any of that lousy wax for myself, will you.”




  Mike leaned over to Janice. “Right now I’d like to be prosecuting a truth-in-advertising case.”




  Janice smiled fleetingly, then tensed. Peggy had gone over to Larry Thompson and was whispering to him.




  It was interesting to Mike how the news that Alexandra Saunders’s sister was present could make so many people so disturbed. Larry Thompson straightened up, glanced hurriedly in their

  direction and just as quickly turned away. He strode through another door out of the studio without looking at them again. Peggy Martin came back to them.




  “Larry will be right with you. He’s supposed to be at a meeting at the agency in a couple of minutes and has to make a phone call.”




  They watched as the model children came out from the dressing room. Peggy Martin hurried over to them. “Mothers, don’t forget to sign releases,” she ordered. “That will

  be for . . . let’s see . . . what time were you booked . . . eight this morning . . . that’s eight hours at thirty dollars an hour.”




  One woman said, “Scott’s rate is forty dollars an hour.”




  “Yes,” Peggy reminded her briskly, “but on this booking we set a limit of thirty because we knew it was going to be an all-day job. Check with your agent. She okayed

  it.”




  Then they were gone. As the children passed, they gave Janice and Mike a friendly wave. “Two hundred and forty bucks,” Mike muttered. “I worked a construction job all week

  every summer through college and law school and thought I was a big deal making one hundred a week breaking my back. And they made that in eight hours . . . my God.”




  “Don’t forget Scott’s usual rate is forty an hour,” Janice pointed out. “His mother’s disappointed he didn’t make three hundred and twenty.”




  Mike shook his head in disbelief. Peggy was hurrying back toward them. Without the children and the dog the huge room felt suddenly quiet and empty. She took off her owl glasses as she flopped

  in a chair next to them. “Your sister is one of my favorite people in this whole world,” she said.




  Janice leaned forward eagerly. “Do you know her well?”




  “Oh, sure. Larry uses Alexandra all the time. He does loads of high-fashion ads as you may know. Now he directs a lot of television commercials. He’s been going abroad with the

  Beauty Mask bunch, and Alexandra is their model for their big campaign. She is the nicest person. Most of the gals in this business who do well begin to take themselves too seriously, but not

  Alexandra. But where the heck is she now? I’ve got to warn you; Larry’s doing a slow burn. They need to do a retake on the commercial they did in Venice. The client is screaming. Grant

  Wilson is a wreck. Larry’s got a boiling point of minus two where work is involved.”




  Janice glanced at Mike. “I think we’d just be wasting Mr. Thompson’s time seeing him. I was hoping he could tell me where my sister might be.”




  Peggy looked alarmed. “For Pete’s sake, don’t go until you’ve seen him. He’ll have a fit. Let me check and see how long he’s going to be.”




  As she reached for the extension phone, the intercom buzzer sounded. “There’s Larry now.” She spoke into the phone. “I’ll send them right up.




  “Larry’s waiting,” she said. “He lives on the upper two floors. Better take the elevator. The stairs are steep.”




  The elevator was in the foyer. They stepped into it and Peggy reached over and pushed one of the buttons. “I’m going to scram,” she said. “This has been one hell of a

  day. Tell Larry he can get me at home if he asks you where I am. And give my love to Alexandra when you see her.”




  Larry Thompson finished the last of the sandwich that was his belated lunch. He braced himself as the whine of the elevator informed him that his visitors were on the way up.

  He was sitting in his study, and it was a far cry from the frenetic confusion of his studio below. Oak floors glowed with a soft patina. Dark brown bearskin rugs lay in front of the fireplace.

  Gothic windows opened onto the balcony. The massive armchairs had a Spanish motif. White walls served as a quiet background for oil and watercolor paintings. Most of them were Larry’s own

  work. The one over the fireplace was of Alexandra.




  The elevator stopped moving. The door slid open and the young couple stepped out. Larry felt as though he’d been hit by a thunderbolt. He’d hardly glanced at them sitting in the

  corner of the studio, but now he could see that this girl was breathtakingly like Alexandra. That hair, and those eyes and the straight nose . . . but there was a difference. She had more of a

  vibrant quality. Her skin tone was not better than Alexandra’s, just different. They both were beautiful women.




  Larry realized he was staring. He jumped to his feet. “I’m sorry. But when you think your eyes are playing tricks on you, it doesn’t help your manners much.” He extended

  a hand to Mike. “Larry Thompson.”




  Mike shook his hand. “Mike Broad. Janice Broad, my wife. Janice, as I guess you know, is Alexandra Saunders’s sister.”




  Larry smiled tightly. “If I’d met her in Hong Kong, I wouldn’t need to be told that.” He motioned them to a seat.




  Larry remembered Alexandra had said a few weeks ago that her kid sister was getting married. They would be on their honeymoon. Young love. And if they were real lucky, they might be happy a good

  six months, he thought bitterly. “Okay, what’s the deal with Alexandra?” he demanded. He could swear the look on the girl’s face was genuine. Sheer astonishment. The guy,

  Mike Broad, was cagey. His expression didn’t change.




  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mike asked quietly.




  Larry realized his hands were clenched, almost into fists. He knew Mike Broad was scrutinizing him as though he were a bug under a microscope. What was he seeing? “It’s supposed to

  mean that I assume you have some message from Alexandra . . . or at least know where she’s hiding. . . . From all she’s ever said about you”—he looked at

  Janice—“I know you’re very close. Did she let you in on whatever is bugging her?”




  Before Janice could answer, Mike asked, “Why do you think something was bugging her?”




  Larry looked weary. “Mike . . . It is Mike, isn’t it? I’ve known Alexandra for ten years, ever since she came to this town. The Dorothy Lohman Agency sent her to the studio

  where I was working, and I got the job of doing some test shots of her. I could tell she was lying when she said she had experience. I’ve always been able to tell when she’s faking it.

  And I can tell you now that the last time I saw her in that airport three days ago I knew she was upset about having to do the retakes. She looked exhausted. If I’d had the brains to follow

  my hunch, I would have driven her home myself.”




  “Where do you think she went?” Janice asked, her voice rising.




  “I thought she might have gone to a spa for a few days to get some rest and calm down. But that doesn’t explain why she hasn’t called anybody.”




  “But why would she run out on anything that important?” Janice sighed.




  “Because she never should have accepted that booking in the first place,” Larry snapped. “Fowler Cosmetics has a terrible reputation in the business. They offer big money, but

  they’re never satisfied with the results. Then they pick a fight with everyone—agency, talent, production company, PR firm—everybody who is associated with the campaign.




  “Alexandra was doing fine. She didn’t need this job. It was all about Grant Wilson’s ego and desire for big commissions. He strong-armed her into doing it. Because of the bad

  deal they agreed to, Grant Wilson and the ad agency will be paid only a fraction of the money they spent producing the commercials until they’re all okayed. Now he’s worried about

  losing his fees, to say nothing of the fact that Alexandra’s reputation will be badly damaged if they dump the campaign.




  “We’ve been given an ultimatum. Either we reshoot the last commercial or we forget the whole damn deal . . . and what’s more, we have to do the shoot by next Monday. The one

  good thing is that we have enough background footage of Venice that we can finish it in New York.”




  “But Alexandra must realize that,” Janice protested. “Don’t you know her well enough to believe she’d never walk away from that responsibility?”




  Larry stood up and looked at Alexandra’s portrait. A moody frown creased his forehead. “I turned your sister from a high school kid from small-town USA into a top model. The first

  day I met her, she knew all the dumb tricks in the book and thought she was so smart. She still thinks she learned to pose in front of a mirror.”




  Irritably he turned the dial on the air conditioner. “I recommended her to editors. I took her around, introduced her to people, got her on the right accounts, kept her away from the

  sleazes, and she was doing great until . . .”




  “Until what?” Mike asked.




  “Until she got involved with the biggest sleaze of all, Grant Wilson. Three years ago her agent retired and Wilson persuaded her to go with him.”




  Janice sprang up. Larry Thompson’s words seemed to be beating against the sides of her head. “We’d better go, Mike,” she said. “It’s obvious Mr. Thompson

  doesn’t know where Alexandra is. It’s equally obvious that although he’s worked with her for ten years, he doesn’t know that she’s incapable of letting anyone down.

  She’d die rather than have that happen. We’re just wasting our time here.”




  Larry Thompson reacted as though she had slapped him. “Perhaps, Janice,” he said defensively, “the reason I choose to believe that Alexandra is deliberately staying away is

  because I don’t want to face the alternative.”




  Janice’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”




  “That’s enough, Thompson,” Mike snapped.




  “It would seem obvious that you’ve just put your finger on what I mean if we accept the premise that Alexandra would rather die than let her friends down.” Larry’s

  expression changed, became bleak. His voice was suddenly husky. “I keep asking myself if there was any reason she was looking so exhausted, even unfocused, those last days in Venice. She

  looked terrible. A year ago some nut was stalking her. Leaving messages on her phone. Pasting notes on her front door. They never caught him. Was she afraid that he was shadowing her again? And if

  so, why in hell didn’t she turn to me for help?”




  Emma was just getting ready to leave when they arrived back at Alexandra’s apartment. She looked at them and said, “You don’t know where Miss Alexandra

  is.” It was a statement of fact. After a brief hello to her, Janice headed to the bedroom. Mike suspected she was close to tears.




  “Seems sort of foolish to come in every day when Miss Alexandra isn’t here.” Emma sighed. “But that’s the way she wants it. Today I did all the windows and took the

  brass fixtures off all those tables and the desk and shined them up. They look real nice. Place always looks good. Then she has a party and some of those friends of hers . . . I’ll tell you.

  Cigarette ashes all over and spilled drinks.”




  Mike studied the woman carefully. She’d obviously been trying to pass the working hours by doing unnecessary housework. He made his tone conversational. “I guess Alexandra has lots

  of friends,” he said.




  “Some might call it lots of friends. I call it a lot of leeches.”




  “Well, surely there are some close friends. . . . Grant Wilson?”




  “He’s a mean one.”




  “Mean?”




  “Treats a person like dirt under the feet. Heard him tell Miss Alexandra she should have a bell to ring for me to come running. A bell. Bet the only bell he’s used to is a cowbell.

  Comes from some hick town . . . so does Miss Alexandra. But at least she don’t act like she was born in the White House. He’s a phony.”




  “Who would you consider a close friend? Maybe someone she would turn to if she was upset?”




  “Oh, let’s see. She’s got dozens of friends. The kind you read about in the gossip columns. But she wouldn’t go to any of them, I don’t think, with a problem.

  They’re not the kind you tell your secrets to.”




  “Emma, think. There has to be someone,” Mike insisted.




  “Oh, sure, she has women friends—real friends. Why shouldn’t she? But the one she was really close to . . . That would be Nina Harmon, and she got married last year and lives

  in London,” Emma responded.




  “There’s no one else in particular?” Mike pressed.




  “Let me think about it,” she replied.




  “Who else is here often?” Mike asked.




  “Mark Ambrose. He owns that plane they chartered for all these Beauty Mask commercials they done this year. Fact he owns a bunch of planes. Has one of those charter airlines, it’s

  called Executair. Miss Alexandra said he could probably buy and sell the lot of them. He’s sweet on her, that’s for sure. But she’s not interested. At least if she is, I

  haven’t noticed it. But on the other hand, you never know. Miss Alexandra is very private.”




  “How about Larry Thompson? Does he come here much?”




  “Oh, he’s around. They go out to dinner. What a good-looking guy! He used to be a child actor, you know. He’s a funny one. Not a big talker but takes everything in. Looks bored

  when he comes to parties. Did a beautiful sketch of Miss Alexandra last year. Gave it to her. She started to rave about it. Then he said that he wanted to capture her before the wrinkles got too

  deep. She started to cry and threw it at him. Then he started making apologies. Said he was just teasing. That she had to realize he was just joking. He said, ‘Just look in the mirror, for

  God’s sake, Alexandra!’ ”




  Emma shook her head. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. You didn’t say nothing about dinner. But if you want, I’ll stay and fix you something.”




  Mike shook his head. “No. We’ll be going out. Thanks.”




  After Emma left, Mike phoned Executair Airlines. The office was at Kennedy Airport. He was told that Mr. Ambrose would be returning from Chicago late that afternoon and would be in the office

  until between seven o’clock and seven-thirty. The receptionist was very definite that she knew Mr. Ambrose would want to see Alexandra Saunders’s sister.




  “We’ll be there at seven,” Mike said.




  He went into the guest bedroom. Janice was lying on the bed. As he’d expected, her eyes were swollen with tears. She tried to hide them from him. He sat next to her and put his hand under

  her chin.




  “Something in your eye?” he asked.




  Her arms went around him as she threw her head on his lap. “Oh, Mike. Something’s happened to Alexandra. You believe it too.”




  He bent down and kissed the back of her neck, then deftly unzipped her dress. Tenderly he massaged her back. “Baby, something’s wrong, that’s for sure. But it may be as simple

  as the fact that Alexandra took off because she’s not sure about wanting to marry Wilson or that she’s worried that she can’t ever do that repeat commercial to the client’s

  satisfaction. If we don’t hear from her soon, as I said, we’ll contact the police and report that she is missing. But in the meantime I want to see the guy who has been flying them

  around. According to Emma, he’s pretty crazy about Alexandra. Maybe he can tell us something. We don’t have to leave for the airport until six-thirty. But right now what you need is a

  shower and a nap and . . .”




  Janice turned over and looked up at him. She smiled faintly. “And . . .”




  Mike pulled her up. “Guess,” he whispered, his lips against hers.




  They drove to the airport in Alexandra’s blue Lincoln convertible. Mike had talked the garage attendant in the building into letting them have it.




  “You’re very persuasive, Counselor,” Janice said. “I never thought he’d give it to you.” She sat very close to him.
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