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I KNEW IT WAS GOING TO BE A BAD DAY when Neva Jean called that early in the morning.

“Callahan?” she said hesitantly.

“What is it now, Neva Jean?” She’s one of the best housecleaners I have working for me, but you wouldn’t believe the shit that happens in her personal life.

Neva Jean hesitated again. “No use lying. You’ll find out anyway. Me and Swanelle were on our way to Valdosta Friday night when we got in a big fight. You know Swanelle’s temper. Well, he got so mad at me he pulled into a Waffle House outside Macon, put me out of the truck, and took off and left me standing there. Me with nothin’ but a bottle of Mountain Dew in one hand and the Danielle Steel paperback I was readin’ in the other. Left me standing there in the middle of the parking lot wearing my house shoes.”

I sighed, loudly. “Where are you now, Neva Jean? And how much money do you need to get back here right away? I’ve got you scheduled to work every day this week, and two of the other girls are already out sick.”

There was extended throat-clearing at the other end of the phone. “I’m still in Macon, honey,” she wailed. “Some of the girls working at the Waffle House have been taking turns putting me up, and they let me clean up there in return for meals, but my purse is in Swanelle’s truck, and if I know him, he’s gone off on a toot. You reckon you could wire me bus fare back to Atlanta? You know I’m good for it.”

I scrabbled on the kitchen table and found my checkbook. My balance had been lower, but not much. “Will twenty-five dollars do it, Neva Jean?”

“I reckon it’ll have to,” she said resignedly.

“Fine,” I snapped. “Get somebody to give you a ride to Western Union, and I’ll have Edna wire it to you. Make sure you’re here by eight A.M. tomorrow. You’ve got the Mahaffeys and the Greenbergs, and you know they don’t like anybody but you in their houses.”

Just as I banged the phone down—hard—the front door slammed. Into my kitchen, which also serves as office and headquarters for the House Mouse, Atlanta Central Division, a cloud of cigarette smoke preceded a five-foot-two-inch woman in her early sixties. The blue hair was teased and tormented into an unnatural-looking winged creation I call her Hadassah do. It was Edna Mae Garrity, my live-in office manager and three-pack-a-day mother.

She set the morning paper down on the old oak kitchen table we share as a desk and sniffed the air.

“No coffee made?”

“I thought that was your job,” I said, pointedly waving away the smoke she blew in my direction.

She deliberately shot a stream toward me, then turned toward the coffeepot. “You wanna tell me why you’ve got your panties in a wad so early on a Monday morning?”

I flipped open the daily appointment book and showed her a full day’s worth of bookings penciled there in her own rounded, looping handwriting.

“We’ve got a full day’s work, one big new client, and Jackie and Ruby are out sick. On top of that, Neva Jean just called; she’s stuck in Macon with no money and can’t possibly get back until tonight at the earliest.”

Maybe I should explain here about the House Mouse. Jesus I hate that name. It’s a cleaning service, actually. After I left the Atlanta Police Department last year, I had the hot idea of becoming a private detective. Lots of guys I know have done it after leaving the department. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but I overlooked one thing—my sex. Once I got my license, I found out fast that unless you’re a man and latch on to one of those high-priced corporate-security consulting gigs, most private detective work is just nickel-and-dime skip-tracing and divorce work. Which I detest.

About then, Edna talked me into buying this cleaning service. Easy money, she’d said. She could get her longtime cleaning lady, Ruby, and some of Ruby’s friends to come to work for us. And with all her contacts, neighbors, and friends, people she knew from the beauty parlor she’d managed for twenty years, we’d be in high cotton. She kicked in some money she’d been putting aside, and I took ten thousand out of my police pension fund and bought the business.

And since the stationery, brochures, and even the pink Chevy minivan that came with the deal all said HOUSE MOUSE, it was cheaper to keep the old name. Which I hate.

We operate out of my little bungalow in Candler Park, a nice tree-shaded neighborhood here in Atlanta. The business has grown steadily, I’ll have to admit. I had no idea how many yuppies there were in this town who can’t bring themselves to scrub their own toilets but who would gladly pay me or my girls $75 a half day to do it for them.

The downside is that every week some fresh disaster strikes. Either a heavy-duty vacuum cleaner burns out a motor, or one of the girls (most of whom are at least fifty) throws out her back, or some old biddy calls to complain we waxed her no-wax floor. Kind of makes you long for a nice clean Friday-night domestic knifing.

The disaster du jour on this particular Monday was three clients who expected the House Mouse to show up this morning, and there I was with most of my mice out of commission.

Edna pulled the appointment book away from me and squinted at it through her bifocals. She’s too vain to admit she needs glasses, so she makes do with these $4.99 K-mart specials. She tapped a pencil against her teeth, a sign of deep thought.

“OK, look, Jules,” she said patiently. (She knows I hate to be called that.) “The Eshelmanns and the Browers can be switched to Wednesday. I’ll call them and explain and offer to throw in a free window-washing for their trouble.” (We usually charge $25 extra for windows.) “We can move Dr. Zimmerman too.

“But now these new people, the Beemishes, I hate to disappoint. Florence Foster recommended us to them. He’s that big developer, you know, and their place over on Paces Ferry is huge. I quoted Mrs. Beemish one hundred seventy-five a week for the heavy cleaning, since they have a maid who does the light stuff, and she didn’t bat an eyelash. If they like the House Mouse, they could set us up with a lot of those rich Northside clients, and then we could quit dicking around with these penny-ante fifty-dollar condo jobs.”

I shot her a look for her dirty language, but she ignored it. Twenty years in a beauty parlor, and you pick up some amazing expressions. Anyway, even before my dad died and she went to work, Edna was never what you’d call a Southern Magnolia.

“Well, who do you suggest we get to do the Beemishes?” I asked.

She stared at me and sipped her coffee. “I’d go myself,” she said, “but you know how my arthritis is. And they have stairs. Two flights. That’s why I jacked the price up so high.”

“I guess that leaves the head mouse.”

“I guess it does,” she agreed, pushing an appointment sheet across the table at me. “Here’s our contract, with all the specifics on it and the address. Better take an antihistamine before you go; the place is thick with dust. And remember, this time vacuum the refrigerator vents and clean the tile grout in all the bathrooms. The last time we sent you out you forgot to do it, and Ruby had to go out the next day to finish up.”

I glared at her, but she was busily filling out the crossword puzzle in the paper and didn’t look up. I grabbed the assignment sheet, and she lifted her head and swept her eyes over my torn T-shirt and jeans.

“You’re not going to the Beemishes like that, I hope,” she said. “The uniform service delivered some clean smocks and pants on Friday. And don’t forget to put on a pair of white shoes. These rich people like to have the help dress like help.”
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AS I PULLED ONTO PACES FERRY ROAD, I suddenly snapped out of the coma I usually fall into when I drive. Ten years as a cop in Atlanta, and in some parts of town I automatically go on autopilot. Buckhead was one of those places. I’d been a patrol officer in Zone 2 for four years, so the billowing white dogwoods, rolling green lawns, high wrought-iron fences, and Italianate mansions were ancient history to me. I sniffed the air for a whiff of my favorite spring scent, new-mown grass. Instead I got a lungful of eau de carbon monoxide. Glancing in the rearview mirror I saw black smoke roiling from the van’s tailpipe.

Damn. I had no clue what was wrong. Since I’d bought the van along with the other House Mouse equipment three months ago—it was an ’85—I’d already put $800 into it. Now the thing probably needed a ring job or some other faintly sexual-sounding and equally expensive repair. We’d need at least two or three decent new accounts to pay for that smoke.

The fence in front of the Beemishes’ house was actually a pink stucco wall with an elaborate wrought-iron gate set into it. I pulled off the street and stopped at a contraption that looked like an old speaker from the Twilight Drive-In. A red button glowed and a static-broken voice said, “May I help you?”

I suppressed the urge to order a double Wendy’s with chocolate shake, no fries. The gate swung open noiselessly. I noticed the wrought-iron curlicues actually formed interlocking B’s. In the corners, iron bumblebees hovered over dogwood blossoms. Nice.

As the van chugged down the driveway, I saw the smoke getting thicker, and now I heard a clunking noise coming from under the hood. Excellent. Now I could not only act like poor white trash, I could look the part.

It was a short but scenic trip to the front of the house. Spanish Revival from the ’20s, I’d guess, with graceful balconies on the second story and a massive carved wooden front door. The drive circled around the front of the house, past a round rose garden in full bloom. A slim blond woman dressed in tennis whites was deep in discussion with an ancient black man in a straw pith helmet. I followed the drive around to the side, where a worn pickup truck was parked beside a vintage Cadillac. The help’s cars, I guessed. A pink stucco garage held a white Mercedes station wagon with a vanity tag that read PEACH.

I pulled into a slot beside the pickup, shut off the ignition, and winced as the engine continued knocking.

The blonde rounded the corner, trailed by her gardener. She was like any other woman you might see bounding around the courts of the Piedmont Driving Club on a spring day. About 5 foot 7, the hair artfully teased and sprayed into the artificial windblown look uniformly adopted by that genus and species known around Atlanta as “Buckhead bitch.” She was deeply tanned, her thin arms sprinkled with freckles. The shirt was white cotton, tucked neatly into a little white pleated skirt that reminded me of a high school cheerleader uniform. I’d bet she wore lace-trimmed spanky pants under it. The outfit was finished off with brand-new white Avias.

This had to be Mrs. Beemish’s tennis outfit for gardening. In Buckhead, casual wear means tennis wear. The women have tennis outfits for shopping at the A&P, tennis outfits for driving carpool to Westminster Academy, the tony private school where they send their kids, even tennis outfits for tennis.

She stopped in front of me, put her hands on her hips, cocked her head, and let out a tinkling laugh.

I put out my hand. “Mrs. Beemish. I’m—”

She shook her head and laughed again. “Julia Garrity, what on earth are you doing working for a cleaning service? Is this some kind of undercover operation?”

OK, she knew me from before, obviously from college days, when I still used my first name instead of my more businesslike middle name, which I’d adopted in the training academy.

“Actually, no, I’m no longer with the police department,” I said coldly. “I own the House Mouse. Look, do we know each other?”

She laughed that laugh again. It did have a familiar ring, come to think of it. Then she held out the hem of her short skirt and did a little pirouette. “Take a good look. Think fifteen years younger, forty pounds fatter, dishwater-brown hair, and the Tri Delt House at Georgia.”

Christ on a crutch! “Oh, my God,” I blurted out. “Lilah Rose Ledbetter! I never would have known you. Don’t tell me you’re Mrs. DuBose Beemish?”

She grabbed my hand and tucked it under her arm. “None other. Mama always said it was just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as with a poor one. So I shopped around until I met Bo at a Temptations concert at Chastain Park. We’ve been married eight years now. Wait until you see my two precious children!

“What about you, Julia, you never did get married, did you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Didn’t need one obviously. The old Tri Delt hotline had probably already informed her of my long-term spinsterhood.

All this time, Lilah Rose was walking me around toward the front. Before going inside, she turned to the gardener, who was still trailing us.

“Cut about a dozen more of those Pink Perfections, Lester, then bring them around to the kitchen and put them in a bucket of warm water, OK? I want them to open up before the luncheon tomorrow.”

She went through the front door of the house. The floors of the wide hallway were pale pink marble, the walls painted the same pale pink shade. A mammoth crystal chandelier hung overhead. On one wall a gold-leaf console table was topped with a large Venetian glass mirror. The other wall was dotted with a collection of third-rate English landscape oils. (OK, I took art appreciation in college. I wasn’t born a cleaning lady.)

We made a sharp right turn into a room that obviously served as the study. The walls were lined with pickled pine bookshelves loaded with the kind of leatherbound books interior designers buy by the inch instead of the title. There was a fireplace with a mantel of the same pickled wood and two huge overstuffed sofas covered with a black flowered chintz. The tables were littered with little snuffboxes, jade figurines, and silver picture frames. I hope Edna planned to charge the Beemishes extra for all the dusting we’d have to do.

Overhead was a huge brass chandelier, each candle arm topped with a tiny black lampshade. I could see the cobwebs from where I stood, and I didn’t much like the idea of hauling a ladder in there to clean the damn things. This house was going to be a bitch. And even worse was the idea of cleaning toilets for a former sorority sister. Oh, she’d pay, all right.

Lilah Rose plunked down in one of the sofas and pointed to the one opposite. “Sit down, Julia. Let’s catch up on old times before we get down to business, all right?”

Actually, I didn’t have many fond memories of old times with Lilah Rose Ledbetter. I hadn’t much liked her when she was homely back in college, and I liked her a damn sight less now that she was skinny, blond, and rich. She was part of a phase of my life that I found amusing and totally inexplicable: the sorority house, the rush parties, the whole thing. I’d joined because my favorite aunt had begged me to and insisted on paying for it. And, as Edna had pointed out, the Tri Delt house was a far nicer place to live and eat than anywhere she and Dad could have afforded. So I’d done the Greek thing for four years, and at the end I’d walked out of that life and into another one. That was all there was to it.

“Now, Julia,” Lilah Rose was saying.

I interrupted. “It’s Callahan now. Sounds more businesslike, and I like it better anyway.”

“Sure, sugar,” she said. “Anyway, I just remembered. I saw Noreen Deal at Junior League a couple months ago, and she said you’d left the police department to become a private investigator. So how on earth did you get into housecleaning from being a private eye?”

“I guess Noreen didn’t hear I got out of security consulting.” (Noreen Deal’s mother is an old pal of Edna’s.) “Earlier this year I had an opportunity to put some of my equity from the security business into this cleaning business. My accountant swears by diversification, you know.”

OK, she didn’t need to hear that my accountant was also my mother. And that I’d folded the private investigation business before it got me any deeper in the red than I already was.

Lilah Rose waved a hand. “Lord, don’t I know about diversification! Bo has so many businesses I can’t keep up with them all.”

Before we could get any further into the girly-girl chitchat, a child’s high-pitched scream erupted in the next room, followed by a wail, followed by the clatter of little feet headed our way. Suddenly two small children shot into the room and stationed themselves in front of Lilah Rose.

The older, a boy of about six, with sandy blond hair, pale blue eyes, and white-blond lashes, was dressed in one of those ridiculous short-all outfits. Long skinny legs stuck out from the shorts and ended in black cowboy boots. He was holding a wooden train engine in his hand and attempting to land a blow with it on the head of the other child, obviously his sister. She was about four, with the same eyes and hair, only her bob was topped by an enormous taffeta bow. She was dressed in a hand-smocked buttercup-yellow frock, with little white anklets and white kid shoes, with which she was delicately trying to kick her brother in the crotch.

“I’ll kill you, you damn pest!” the boy shouted, clonking the girl over the head with the engine. The girl screamed in anger and pain and butted him in the stomach with her head. The two fell to the pastel dhurrie in a heap and started an all-out brawl.

Lilah Rose clapped her long acrylic-nailed hands together ineffectively. “Carter DuBose Beemish, stop that, you hear me? Meredith Ledbetter Beemish, get up right this instant!” The children, now engaged in trying to gouge each other’s watery blue eyes out, ignored her.

“Stop it. Stop it right now,” Lilah Rose shrieked, to no avail. Finally, she knelt down and slapped the boy’s bare leg smartly with the palm of her hand. He screamed but quit trying to kill his sister and stood up.

“Mama,” he said indignantly, “you know we don’t hit. You hurt my feelings.”

Tears welled up in Lilah Rose’s eyes. “Oh, sugar, you’re right. Mother is sorry, but she wanted you to stop hurting each other. Mother doesn’t like her children to be angry at each other.”

I fixed the children with a stare. Little beasts. I’d never had any children, probably wouldn’t either, at this rate, but if these two had been mine, I’d have slapped them into the next county if they acted that way.

The little girl rose slowly and straightened her dress. “Mama,” she wailed, though dry-eyed, “I’m feeling neglected and unhappy.”

Lilah Rose gathered the children into her arms, stroking their mussed cornsilk hair. “Of course you are, sugar booger,” she crooned. “Mother knows.” She gave the children a final dose of effective parenting and a parting hug. “Scoot along now to Kristee, my loves. Mother wants to talk to this nice lady.”

The boy blinked. “Kristee isn’t here, Mama. We haven’t seen her all morning.”

His mother looked at the thin gold watch on her wrist. “Of course she’s here, precious. She’s probably out in the kitchen fixing you a snack.”

The little girl stopped picking her nose and shook her head slowly. “No, she’s not. She’s not in the kitchen and she’s not upstairs in her room and she’s not out in the playhouse. Me and Carter looked. And her clothes are gone from her room. Mama, maybe Kristee ran away.”


Lilah Rose sighed. “Excuse me, Callahan. Kristee is the children’s nanny. She’s Mormon, you know, from Utah. They are really so marvelous with children. She’s supposed to take the children to a birthday party today. Let me just hunt her up and I’ll be right down. Or, if you like, you could get started in the kitchen. Mrs. Garrity did say you do kitchens, right?”

I nodded and headed out the front door for the van, where I kept a rolling trolley full of cleaning supplies.

It took a few minutes to double-check the supplies and wrestle the vacuum cleaner out of the built-in rack in the side of the van and onto the bottom shelf of the trolley. I looked around past the garage and saw a door that looked to be the kitchen, so I headed that way.

Inside, Lilah Rose was talking into a white wall phone, in a voice that said she wasn’t talking tennis dates. The freckles on her face stood out in relief, and the tan had turned a greenish shade.

“Yes, goddammit, I’m sure, Bo. I tell you she’s not here. Her clothes are gone from her room…. No, the Mercedes is in the garage.”

She stopped when she heard me enter and turned her back toward me. She lowered her voice, but I could still hear some of what she was saying.

“I think you better come home right away. Kristee’s gone, and she didn’t go empty-handed.” There was a pause, and then her voice rose again. “I am not hysterical, I tell you, and I have no intention of taking a Valium. You just get home here and figure out what we’re going to do about this!”

She slammed the phone down and began scrabbling around in a kitchen drawer. Finally her hand emerged, holding a pack of ultra-long menthol cigarettes and a silver filigree lighter. She lit up and sank down into a chair in the breakfast area.


I stood there frozen, not knowing whether to start cleaning or ask what was wrong.

“Goddamned Mormons. Supposed to be so damned dependable. Don’t smoke, don’t drink, don’t fuck. Right? And we find the one fucking Mormon in Utah who does all of the above. She’s probably halfway to fucking Salt Lake City by now.”

I busied myself with a cleaning rag, spraying some Windex on the stainless-steel restaurant range.

After a few more minutes of ranting about jewelry and whatnot, Lilah Rose seemed to realize I was in the room again.

“I guess you’ve gathered we’re in somewhat of a crisis here, Callahan,” she said slowly. “I’m just wondering if you couldn’t help us out a little bit with this problem that’s come up.”

I stopped working on a grease spot on the back burner and pushed a hunk of hair out of my eyes. “I’m sorry, Lilah Rose,” I said quickly. “House Mouse doesn’t do child care. We don’t have the insurance for it. We’re strictly cleaning.”

She laughed, but this time the tinkle was gone. “No, no, I don’t mean with the children. I’ll call a nanny agency here in town and get a temporary sent over today. What I need help with is more in the line of what you used to do, if you know what I mean.”

I put the Windex back on the cart and sat down at the breakfast table. “Lilah Rose, maybe you better tell me what’s going on.”








3



THE LAST THING I NEEDED WAS to get back into the private detective business. No, House Mouse might be boring, but it was steady and safe, and if I could keep the equipment running and the girls healthy and out of jail, I looked to make a profit, albeit a small one, for my first year in business.

That said, we could really use some extra money. And my nosy gene wouldn’t let me let it alone. Nosiness runs in my family, particularly among the women. My grandmother was a famous busybody in the small Florida town where she grew up, and Edna Mae—well, she managed the same beauty parlor for twenty years, and she didn’t stay because the pay was so great. Beauty parlor gossip is generally high-octane stuff, and Edna Mae was hopelessly hooked. Although she supposedly works for me these days, she still subs on the books maybe one day a month at her friend Frank’s place, the Salon de Beauté.

But back to Lilah Rose’s problem, which I found absolutely irresistible. Lilah stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette in a small famille rose ashtray that sat on the glass-topped breakfast table and shakily lit another one.

“Well, as you’ve gathered, Kristee has taken a powder. Kristee may not even be her real name, I guess. But whatever her name is, the little bitch is a thief, a con artist, and a conniving little slut.” She smiled a sad half smile. “It’s not bad enough she was sleeping with my husband. When she left she took the family silver, some of my jewelry, the best pieces from Bo’s coin collection, and God knows what else. The safe in Bo’s office has been opened, but I have no idea what he keeps in there.”

“Have you called the cops?”

“No-o-o,” she said slowly, picking the pale pink polish off a fingernail. “Bo said to wait until he got home.”

There was probably a good reason Bo Beemish didn’t want the cops called in, especially if he was sleeping with this girl. I couldn’t wait to hear the rest.

“Slow down,” I said. I jumped up and went over to the cleaning cart and fetched my clipboard of blank contracts. I turned one over and started making notes, asking Lilah Rose to back up and repeat when it came to the important details.

“When did you last see her?”

Lilah sighed. “Let’s see. I guess that’d be Friday—no, Thursday night. We were all at our place at Hilton Head over the weekend, and we got back so late last night I just assumed she was here, asleep.”

“I’ll need her full name, age, and where she’s from,” I said. “Also, tell me how you came to bring a Mormon girl from Salt Lake City to Atlanta, Georgia.”

“Actually, she told us she was from a little town north of Salt Lake City. Toonigh, she said. I can only tell you what she told us. We checked her references, of course, and the agency highly recommended her, but a lot of good that did.”


Her lips set in a tight line. “I should have known better than to get mixed up with somebody in a crazy religious sect. Big Mama, that’s Bo’s mother, she warned me, but I wouldn’t listen.

“But honestly,” she continued, “half the women in this neighborhood have hired these girls. Deanna Parish has had two girls who’ve kept her twins for the past three years. And the Eshelmanns and the Greenbergs have had Mormon nannies too.”

“Did you hire Kristee from the same agency they used?”

“Well, no,” she said, hesitating. “The agency they use requires that you pay for insurance and provide them with a car and give them two weeks’ paid vacation a year. Plus they charge you a fifteen-hundred-dollar placement fee. Bo thought that was outrageous. But Polly Newman, that’s the little Mormon girl who works for the Eshelmanns, she gave us the name of this agency back in Salt Lake City. She said it was new, and they weren’t as expensive.

“So I called and talked to this woman who runs the place, Ardith something; I have her name in the file. She sounded really sweet. We talked for two hours about the kind of girl I was looking for.

“Two days later,” Lilah Rose continued, “Ardith called me back. She said she had the perfect girl for us, Kristee Ewbanks. She sent us a snapshot. I’ll have to say she’s a cute little old blonde, with legs you’d kill for. So we talked to her on the phone, for about an hour, and we signed a contract and sent her a round-trip ticket to Atlanta. In September, she flew out and came to work for us.”

“What can you tell me about her? What do you know about her family back home, previous employers, her friends here, things like that?”


Lilah ran her fingers through her short frosted curls. “Well, some things I could tell you right off the bat, but for the rest, I’ll have to get the folder I set up for her,” she said. “It’s in my desk in the study. I’ll get it and be right back.”

She ran out of the room, giving me a flash of her tanned thighs and—yes, lace-trimmed spanky pants.

In a minute, Lilah Rose was back, clutching a shiny hot-pink file folder. She sat down and leafed through half a dozen pieces of paper, plucked one out, and slid it across the table to me.

“Here’s her contract,” Lilah Rose said. “Bo had our attorney look it over, and he said it was all basic stuff.”

The form itself was obviously a standard contract for services, the kind you can buy at any office supply or stationery store. At the top, someone had typed in NANNY FINDERS INC. and a Salt Lake City post office box with a telephone number. It specified that for a placement fee of $950, Nanny Finders would provide DuBose and Lilah Rose Beemish with a suitable household helper, namely Kristeena Ewbanks, age nineteen. Said nanny would be paid a weekly salary of $125, plus room and board, and would be given two days off a week.

The rest of the contract looked like boilerplate. The Beemishes had signed on one line, and the owner of the agency, one Ardith Cramer, had signed, as had Kristee Ewbanks.

By the time I finished reading the contract, I knew I was hooked. It would be criminally easy to track this kid down, even if she had taken off to Utah. I had an address for the employment agency, a snapshot of the girl, and probably a clear trail of silver, jewelry and coins, if she tried to sell anything. All I’d need to do would be to get one of my buddies at the police department to do a little computer time for me, and I should be home free. With a nice piece of change, especially if I upped my usual fee of $50 an hour to $65, plus expenses.

Besides, I told myself, I’d be doing a favor for an old sorority sister.

“What else have you got there?” I asked, handing back the contract.

Lilah gave me the entire folder. It wasn’t much. There were two letters of reference, one from her high school principal, who said Kristee was a bright girl, dependable, of high moral fiber, and another from a woman for whom Kristee had babysat after school and during summers. There was a postcard from Kristee, with a picture of the seagull monument in Salt Lake City, telling the Beemishes how much she was looking forward to becoming a part of their family, and there was a travel agency voucher for a round-trip Delta airlines ticket between Salt Lake City and Atlanta.

“This is it?” I asked, looking up sharply. “No social security number, tax records, letters from the nanny agency? How about correspondence with her family? And where’s the snapshot the agency sent you?”

Lilah Rose looked sheepish. “I gave the snapshot to the kids, so they would know what their new nanny looked like. To tell you the truth, I haven’t seen it since. As for the other stuff, I never asked her for a social security number. She didn’t want us to withhold taxes; she said the Mormons are against using taxes to buy weapons of war. And Bo said that was fine with him, he didn’t need any more paperwork in his life.”

A small buzzer went off in my head. I wasn’t positive, but I felt pretty sure that the Mormons, whizzes at business matters, weren’t the ones who refused to pay income taxes.


“Family?” I prodded.

It was clear that I was starting to get on Lilah’s nerves. She picked at that pesky fingernail a few seconds before answering.

“She told us she was the baby of a big family—four brothers, all much older than she was. Said her mama had been dead four years, and last year her daddy up and married a girl who was only a couple years older than Kristee. The daddy and the stepmama were starting a new family, and Kristee didn’t want to stick around.”

“What about phone calls back home?”

She shook her head. “Not to her family, at least not as far as I know. But she did talk to that Ardith woman, I think, every once in a while. I could check the old phone bills, if that would help any.”

I nodded. “What about friends? Did she socialize much in Atlanta? Do you know if she had a boyfriend?”

Here, Lilah perked up. “She had every Wednesday night off but she went out a lot of other nights too, because she said she had to go to youth group at the Mormon church. A stake, I think she used to call it. And I know for a fact she’d started dating somebody.” Her face darkened. “Just between us, I was relieved when she said she had a boyfriend. I thought maybe she’d give up on Bo then. And I do think they stopped sleeping together, although I don’t know if he was the reason why.”

For the first time, I felt a pang for the new, rich Lilah Rose Beemish. I also wondered why she thought they had stopped sleeping together, but I refrained from asking. “Did she ever mention the boyfriend’s name?”

Lilah scrunched up her face, deep in thought. “I think she said his name was Whit, or something like that, and he worked at some accounting firm here in town. She said she met him at church. But she had a girlfriend who works for another family in the neighborhood, Patti Jo Nemeyer. I’ll get her phone number for you. She could probably tell you more about who Kristee’s friends were.”

Before I could pump her for any more information, a deep booming voice rang out from the front of the house. “Lilah Rose, where are you?”

Lilah Rose jumped out of her chair, stubbed out her cigarette, and quickly rinsed the ashtray in the sink. “Lord, there’s Bo. Look, Callahan, could you stay here for a few minutes, just till I explain what’s going on to him? I don’t know how he’s going to feel about my hiring a private detective.

“And whatever you do, don’t tell Bo I told you they were sleeping together, will you? He thinks I don’t know, and I want him to go on thinking that way. I’ll tell you one thing—I don’t intend to let a nineteen-year-old nympho Mormon break up my marriage. At least, not yet.”

She skittered out of the room before I could answer. I heard soft voices in the hall, then the sound of a door shutting.

Alone again, I looked around the kitchen. If I was going to get the cleaning finished before the Beemish kids reached puberty, I’d have to get started. I got a cleaning rag out of the supply cart. Even if Bo Beemish wouldn’t agree to retain me to find the missing nanny, I’d still have the $175 that House Mouse planned to soak them for cleaning this mausoleum.







End of sample
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