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IS THIS CALLAHAN GARRITY?


Id probably heard that voice thousands of times over the years. Heard that high, gutsy contralto pining for lost love in the sixties girl group hits that made her a star. And later, after the songs ran out in the early seventies, on those sappy BurgerTown radio jingles. But now, on the phone, she sounded like just another pain in the butt.


Of course, the two-pack-a-day Kools habit had laid the sandpaper to the vocal cords, and the hot-and-cold-running Dewars had done the rest. So when she identified herself as Rita Fontaine, the name meant nothing. Yes, I said impatiently. Whats this in reference to?


What pays the bills around here is House Mouse, the cleaning business my mother and I run. We get a lot of women calling looking for work, but I already had all the mice I could handle. I just assumed Rita Fontaine was looking for a cleaning job.


Im Vonette Hunseckers cousin, she said, as though that made everything okay. She obviously didnt know that Vonette was not on my hit parade. Vonette is the ex-wife of an old friend and the wife-in-law of the old friends second wife, Linda Nickells, who is a good pal of mine.



Vonette said you could help, Rita said. Her voice said she doubted it. Youre the private detective, right?


Thats right, I said warily. Just exactly what kind of help do you need?


She let out a long wheezy sigh. You never heard of me, of Rita Fontaine, have you?


Afraid not, I said. Should I have?


That depends. Ever hear of the VelvetTeens?


Who hadnt? Id been a little kid the year when the VelvetTeens hit it big with Happy Never After, but I can still remember watching their first early appearances on Platter Party, a locally produced teen dance show that ran on WSB-TV, and then later, of course, on The Ed Sullivan Show, and American Bandstand. Since they were from Atlanta, like me, the VelvetTeens were hotter than the Chiffons, the Shirelles, or any of those other mix-n-match Motown inventions as far as I was concerned.


Now it came back to me. She was the lead singer. Of course, that voice. Then I had a brief vision: long skinny legs, mile-high beehive, odd almond-shaped eyes fringed by inch-long fake eyelashes.


I said it before I could stop myself. I thought you were dead.


Me too, she said.


What do you say to something like that? I didnt know Vonette had a famous cousin, was all I could think of.


Vonette was famous too, she said. You didnt know she was a VelvetTeen?


All I knew about Vonette was that she was hell on wheels if you crossed her. Before she and C.W. split up, shed cut out the crotch of every pair of pants the man owned. If Rita Fontaine was Vonettes cousin, famous or not, she probably meant trouble.


Uh, no, I said. Listen, what kind of help is it that you need? See, I dont know if Vonette mentioned it, but my real job is running a cleaning business. I just do the private investigation thing once in a while. And right now, Ive got


Forget it, she said. Ill find someone else. And she hung up.
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WHEN NEVA JEAN CAME bursting through the back door a few seconds later, bawling her eyes out, I did what Rita Fontaine had suggested. I forgot about her.


Hey Callahan, Neva Jean sobbed. Her face was red, and twin tracks of melted mascara ran down her cheeks. She staggered over to one of the oak kitchen chairs and heaved herself down with another loud sob.


I looked at the kitchen clock. The kitchen is as close as we come to an office for the House Mouse. It was only four oclock.


Arent you through for the day a little early? I asked. Mondays are usually booked solid for all our girls, and Neva Jean was no exception.


Oh, she said, sniffing. That Mrs. Clifford is so sweet. She saw how torn up I was about Kevin, and she told me to go on home. Ill dust the Levolors next week.


Kevin, I said quickly, my pulse quickening. Whats wrong with Kevin? My older brother and I are not exactly close. He lives right here in Atlanta, but we see each other only on the major family occasions that demand it.


Oh my Lord, Neva Jean said, her upper lip trembling like a bad Elvis impersonator. You didnt hear? Kevin got run over by a drunk driver today. Hes in an irreversible coma. The doctors say hell never walk or talk or nothing. When I heard I nearly died.


I felt a chill run down my spine. I reached for the phone. What hospital? And wheres Edna? Does she know?


I was dialing my sister Maureens number at work. She works in Grady Memorial Hospitals emergency room. Shed know what my brothers chances were.


Neva Jean was flat-out blubbering now. I aint seen Edna since this morning, she cried. After all Kevins been through, this had to happen. First that sorry Roberta trying to convince him the baby was his when she knew all along it was really Seans, and then being kidnapped by those awful Estonian extremists, and now this.


I put the phone back on the hook. What the hell are you talking about? I demanded. Who the hell is Roberta? What Estonian extremists? Which Kevin are you talking about?


She wiped her tears on the hem of her pink House Mouse smock. You know. Dr. Kevin Saint Germaine. Hes the black-haired fella with the eye patch. His first wife, Monique, now she was a real cute girl. But she got amnesia and forgot she was married and run off to a convent. Shaved off all those beautiful blond curls


Wait, I bellowed. Neva Jean looked hurt.


It had finally dawned on me. Is the Kevin youre talking about a character on one of those cheesy soap operas of yours? Is that what youre in hysterics about? A soap opera character? Jesus Christ! I thought you meant our Kevin. That Kevin Garrity was hit by a car and in an irreversible coma somewhere


What?


We both whipped around to see Edna, my mother, ashen-faced, holding an armful of grocery sacks, and standing in the kitchen doorway.



Kevins been hurt? Edna whispered. How bad? What hospital?


She let the grocery bags slide out of her arms and onto the floor. A bag of Granny Smith apples burst open and the fruit went rolling all over the floor.


No, I said quickly. No, Ma. Not our Kevin. Not Kevin Garrity. Its some soap opera guy on TV.


What? she repeated, bending over to pick up the bags. She seemed even more alarmed now. Not Kevin from The Young and the Breathless. Have they told Roberta yet?


She took the sacks and set them on the red Formica countertop.


I kicked at an apple that had rolled under my foot. It had been a long, strange day. I wasnt in any mood for a Soap Opera Digest update.


But Edna was. Shes my mother and my roommate and my business partner in the House Mouse, but we couldnt be less alike. I like cop shows. She likes the soaps. I like the flea market. She likes Home Depot. I like Jack Daniels. She likes white zinfandel.


Right now she and Neva Jean were yakking a mile a minute about Monique and Sean and the rest of the Breathless cast of dozens.


Edna had brought in the mail along with the groceries, so I started leafing through the stack. There were a couple of handwritten envelopes that looked like checks. Good. A Richs department store bill. A fat envelope full of grocery coupons, and a wedding shower invitation.


I held it up and showed it to Edna. The shower was for my cousin RaeAnne. Didnt we just go to a baby shower for her last year?


That was Roxanne, Edna said, opening a cupboard to start stowing the groceries away.


I can never keep those twins straight, I said, looking at the invitation. Do we have to go to this thing? I could spend the rest of my life without tasting another cup of that Hi-C and lime sherbet punch Aunt Olive always makes.


She pursed her lips and considered. Well now, I believe this is wedding number four for RaeAnne. Weve given her a blender, an electric blanket, and a SaladShooter in the past. Im about out of ideas.


Whos she marrying?


You remember Alton? The guy with the droopy earlobes?


Her first husband? The one who took out a bank loan to try and corner the market on Billy Beer? Even RaeAnne cant be that dumb.


She is though, Edna said. According to Aunt Olive, she ran into him at an Amway meeting, and they fell in love all over again. She went home and packed her Barbie doll collection and left a note for poor old Wayne telling him it was over.


I was just about to get the rest of the gory details when the phone rang.


Hey, it was Mac.


Hey yourself. Whats up? Are you home from work this early?


Ive been home all day, he said. Took a personal leave day.


Andrew McAuliffe may be a bureaucrat (he works for the Atlanta Regional Commission as a compliance officer), but hes not exactly your typical government freeloader. He never takes sick days and the only personal leave days hes taken in the four years weve been together have been to help me out of a jam.


Whats up? I repeated.


Ive been on the phone with Birmingham all day, he said glumly.


Is Stephanie okay?


Macs nineteen-year-old daughter and evil ex-wife Barbara have lived in Birmingham ever since their divorce years ago. He always refers to the ex as Birmingham, claiming he still cant utter Barbaras name without flashing back to the bad old days.


Oh yeah, he said. Stephanies great. Except that she came home from school last night and announced to her mother that since she was flunking all her classes anyway she had decided not to bother with finals.


Uh-oh.


She and Barbara had a knock-down drag-out of course.


The kid was really flunking everything?


Chemistry, English lit, and sociology. Oh yeah, and badminton.


Can you flunk badminton?


My daughter is a model of consistency, Mac said. She could, and she did.


She went all the way through the quarter and decided to quit just before finals?


Fourteen hundred dollars down the toilet, he said quietly.


What did you say to her?


I yelled. She cried.


So what now? Does she have any plans?


He laughed. She did have. I think the plan was to go running to Atlanta, complain to Daddy, have Daddy take sides against Mama, spend the summer with Dad, work on a tan, party hearty.


I like it, I said. Can I play too?


Ive already nixed plan A, Mac said. You know Ive only got the one bedroom and bathroom out here. Do you have any idea how long it takes a nineteen-year-old to do her hair and makeup these days?


I have some idea, yes, I said. So whats plan B?


I dont know, he sighed. We didnt get anything worked out on the phone. The upshot of all of this is that it looks like Im going to run over there and try to get the two of them speaking to one another again. Stephanie was hysterical when I told her she couldnt come live with me. And Barb was pissed off too. She thinks Steph should spend the summer away; give each other some space before they kill each other.


I could hear it coming. When are you going?


Ive got Rufus packed in the car already. Ill leave as soon as I get off the phone, he said.


Goddamn, I said. Do you know what I had to go through to get these Jimmy Buffett tickets? Bucky had two extra tickets, and to get him to sell me two were going to have to clean not only his place but the new girlfriends playpen too. Cant you go tomorrow or Sunday?


Im sorry, he said. Hell, I wanted to go as bad as you did. But it cant be helped. Stephanie was threatening all kinds of wild stuff on the phone today. Ive gotta go calm her down. Can you switch the tickets for tomorrow night?


I doubt it, I said. Just tell the little brat to get her butt back in school. Cant you do that on the phone?


I would if I could, he said. You think I want to go? Id rather have a root canal than get in between those two. Look, I gotta go before traffic gets too bad. Ill call you when I get back, okay?


Fine, I said rather nastily and slammed the phone down. I eyed the picnic basket on the kitchen counter. Id splurged and gotten a couple of catered dinners to take to the Buffett concert at Chastain Park. Cold lobster salad, crusty French bread, some pt, and key lime tarts. The chardonnay was chilling in the frig. Now Id have to call Bucky and ask about a ticket switch, which I knew was hopeless. Jimmy Buffett plays two concerts in Atlanta every spring. They sell out immediately. Id probably end up eating the lobster salad by myself in front of the television tonight. A fine way to spend a glorious spring Friday night.



Edna and Neva Jean looked at me expectantly. Theyd been eavesdropping, of course.


Well? Edna said expectantly.


Theres bad news and good news, I said. Macs daughter Stephanie flunked out of college, and he has to go over to Birmingham tonight and referee a fight between her and her bitchy mother. So much for the concert.


I took the shower invitation and ripped it to little bits, and let them drift into the trash. The good news is that the Waring blender we gave RaeAnne the first time she married has a five-year warranty. And its only been four years by my count.













3






I WAS SITTING ON THE front porch, stomping red ants with the toe of my sneaker, when the shiny late-model Cadillac pulled up to the curb. I was supposed to be cutting the grass, but it was hot for May, and I was still in a lousy mood over my broken date with Mac. He usually cuts the grass for us; the man actually enjoys doing yard work, but I hadnt heard from him that morning, so I assumed he was still in Birmingham.


The Caddie was white, not brand new, but it was somebodys cherished baby, with gleaming chrome and those gold-plated wire wheel covers. Two black women sat in the front seat, deep in discussion, even after the driver had cut the engine. While I waited to see who our company was, I rid the world of at least another dozen red ants. I hate those suckers.


When I looked up, the driver was getting out of the car. The other woman stayed where she was. I used my hands to shade my eyes. The woman walked up the sidewalk toward me, striding quickly in high-heel yellow sandals. Without the shoes, she was petite, maybe five foot three, and slim, dressed in a stylish bright yellow pants suit with a yellow-and-orange print blouse. Her hair was frosted shades of blond and brown and big dark sunglasses obscured half her face. As she got closer I could see she was in her late forties, but she had that well-preserved look you see in successful women her age.


When she came within hollering range the woman flipped off her glasses and looked me over. Callahan?


Shit, I muttered to myself. It was Vonette Hunsecker. I glanced down at myself. I was wearing a faded stretched-out T-shirt, baggy black gym shorts, and my holiest pair of sneakers. Not exactly how I like to look when receiving company.





Vonette? I asked in the same tone shed used on me. Is that you?


I hadnt seen her since the divorce, it must have been three years. I hate to say it, but the woman looked fabulous.


She turned around and looked back at the woman sitting in the car, gestured to her to join us, but I could see the woman shaking her head no. Vonette put her hands on her hips and jerked her head toward me, but the woman stayed put.


Callahan, Vonette said, moving onto the porch to where I was now standing. Its been a long time.


I shook her hand reluctantly. Hers was tiny and fine-boned, with long nails done in one of those fancy French manicures that leave you with weird-looking white half-moons on each finger. Mine were clean, and thats the best I could say.


Can we talk a minute? Vonette asked. I know youre busy, but this is really important to us, and C.W. says youre the best at what you do. It was his idea for us to call you.


I didnt know whether to be more surprised that C.W. had praised me or that he had managed to have a civil conversation with his ex-wife.



All right, I said. I gestured to a pair of white wicker rockers on the porch. Have a seat and tell me whats on your mind. But I cant guarantee Ill be able to help.


Were sure you can help, Vonette said firmly, her peach-painted lips forming a big confident smile.


We?


She sighed. Thats Rita, my cousin, in the car. Shes, uh, a little shy about talking to you after you hung up on her yesterday.


What? I said. Now wait a minute. Shes the one who did the hanging up. I was just trying to tell her that Im not really taking any new cases right now, because with the House Mouse and all


Money is not a problem, Vonette said, deliberately interrupting. I invested most of my money from the VelvetTeens, and Im selling real estate now. I can afford the best, and I want you.


What is it you want me to do? Curiosity will get me killed some day.


Vonette looked back toward the car again, still annoyed at her cousin.


We need you to find someone.


Who?


Ritas sister, Delores. The third member of the VelvetTeens.


Find her where? I asked. When was the last time you saw her?


Just a minute, Vonette said. She got up and walked quickly to the car, opened the door and said a few heated words to her passenger.


Rita Fontaine followed Vonette reluctantly back to the porch, staying four or five steps behind her, her eyes intent on the pattern of bricks in our front walk. Rita was taller than her cousin by four or five inches. She was skinny all over, except for a small potbelly that protruded from the tight white slacks and Braves T-shirt she wore. While Vonette looked sleek, chic, and petite, Rita just looked used up.


Her beehive was gone of course. Architecture like that was never meant for the ages. Now her hair was cut close to the scalp. Her skin was two shades lighter than her cousins, sort of a chocolate milk shake shade as opposed to Vonettes coffee-colored complexion. But there were deep creases at the corners of her eyes and her face looked puffy. She had amazing if somewhat bloodshot eyes, huge and liquid brown, with long curling lashes. An unlit cigarette dangled from the corner of her mouth.


Callahan, Vonette said, This is Rita, lead singer of the fabulous VelvetTeens.


Nice to meet you, I said, offering her a chair. Vonette was saying your sister Delores is missing?


Thought you said you were too busy, Rita said. The voice was just as raspy in person.


She didnt understand how important this is to us, Vonette said soothingly. Callahan wants to know all about Delores.


Rita took a pack of matches out of her pants pocket, struck the match, and went to light the cigarette. When she saw Vonette glowering at her, she dropped the match onto the porch floor. Shes trying to quit, Vonette explained.


What you want to know? Rita asked, ignoring her cousin.


Well, everything, I said. When you saw her last, what she was doing, where she might be now.


Aint seen Delores since sixty-seven, Rita said, wriggling in her chair. She married that Jewboy, and we aint seen her since.


David Eisner, Vonette put in. He was our accompanist. Keyboard man. He and Delores eloped in May of 1966.


Sixty-six? I said, not bothering to hide my surprise. You havent seen your sister, your cousin, a member of your group, in twenty-eight years? Was there a fight or something?


We got a postcard from her in seventy-four, Rita said. She was in Vegas. Card said Delores was singing backup for Ike and Tina. Old Delores fancy-britches was an Ikette.


And thats the last word you had? I couldnt help being incredulous. My own family is big and strange. We fight all the time and have little in common, but we at least connect occasionally for the sake of my mother.


I been busy, Rita said. Delores, she was her own thing. Shed call Mama every year on Mothers Day, but Mama died in seventy-six.


Wait just a minute, I said. I opened the front door, went to my bedroom, and got one of the yellow legal pads I use to take notes. When I got back, Rita had closed her eyes tightly and appeared to be asleep.


Lets just start with the basics, I said loudly.


Rita opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling.


Did your sister use her maiden or married name? And Ill need her age and social security number and last known address.


Rita shrugged helplessly.


Look, I said, impatient. It would help if I knew whether I was looking for Delores Fontaine or Delores Eisner, or even if she calls herself Delores.


Vonette blushed. Uh, Callahan. Deloress last name was never Fontaine. Ritas mama had Delores by a different man. Her name was Delores Carter. Thats the name she used professionally the last time we heard from her.


In seventy-four, I added.


Well actually, Vonette said. I saw an item in Cashbox in seventy-seven. It was a picture of Captain and Tennille. And there was a backup singer who looked exactly like Delores used to. This girl had those same unusual almond-shaped eyes and that long straight black hair.


Delores had good hair, Rita said, apropos of nothing. I believe Mr. Carters mama might have been Cherokee Indian. I heard that one time. Delores, she liked to tell people she was an Indian princess.


I wrote it down. It was a start. I looked up expectantly.


Vonette shrugged. Thats all weve got. Its not much. But youve got to find her for us.


Im not cheap, I said. A hundred an hour, plus expenses. Ill want a ten-hour minimum, and you pay half up front. Ill have to have some old photos of Delores, and Ill need you to answer a lot more questions.


Then youll do it? Vonette looked relieved. She reached for her purse and got out her checkbook. Can you start right away?


Tell me something, I said. You havent seen or heard of Delores in all these years. Why the big hurry now? Is there a family reunion coming up?


The two women exchanged glances. Go ahead and tell her, Rita said.


Theyre making a movie, Vonette said. Oldies are big right now, real big. Ever since The Big Chill everybody in Hollywood is on a nostalgia kick. You heard of Davis Zimmerman?


I nodded. Zimmerman made pleasant comedies, most of which seemed to draw heavily on his own teen years in the Midwest. His last two movies, Summer Love and Top-Down had been big box office, if not critical hits. Edna and I had been trying to rent Top-Down at Blockbuster for weeks, but it was always gone by the time we got to the store on Friday afternoons.


Vonette lowered her voice. He wants to call his next movie Happy Never After. Julia Roberts and Tom Cruise are already signed up. And the movies theme song would be ours! Happy Never After! God. We havent talked money yet, but I just know this could be the beginning of something big. For all of us. Theyre saying they might even give us small parts in the movie. As the original fabulous VelvetTeens.


If we can find Delores, Rita reminded her cousin. She was rubbing her hands together, turning the unlit cigarette in her fingertips, like some rare jewel.


Vonette finished writing the check and handed it over to me. She stood and looked thoughtfully at her cousin. Rita, why dont you go on and get in the car, she suggested. Callahan, would it be all right if I used your phone for a minute? Im supposed to show a house at noon and I want to make sure the owners left the key in the lock box.


Rita nodded at me and walked slowly toward the car. When she was out of range, I opened the front door for Vonette. You want to tell me whats with her? I asked.


Vonette shook her head yes, rolled her eyes. I thought we might have a little private conference, she said. So you know what youre dealing with here.


Which is what?


She looked around the living room and gave it an approving nod. Nice light in here. I like the way youve left the moldings and the original windows. Buyers like this old stuff. Have you ever considered selling?


I showed her to a flowered chintz armchair Id rescued from my neighbors curb a few weeks before on trash pickup day. No, we like it right where we are. Now, what were you going to tell me about Rita?


She clasped her hands around her crossed legs. Look. Ritas had it hard. Her mother, my aunt Louise, had seven kids by three different men. Rita was oldest, which meant she took care of everybody. When the VelvetTeens started cutting records and it looked like wed make it big, everybody in the family started lining up to get theirs. And Rita never turned anybody away. Houses, cars, lawyers when somebody got thrown in jail, good old Rita forked over the money for all of it.


And then what?


And then it was over, Vonette said. First it was the British Invasion, then all that psychedelic crap. Girl groups were a big joke. We hung on as long as we could. But in sixty-six, when Delores left, we knew we couldnt go on. Rita may have been the lead singer, and I was the oldest, but Delores was the heart of the group. She was the one who came up with our look, our sound, all of it. People said it was Stuart Hightower, but thats a lot of bullshit. We were the VelvetTeens way before he found us.


Hightower, I said. Where have I heard that name?


Vonette snorted. You are a lot younger than you look, girl. Stuart Hightower started SkyHi Records in fifty-nine. Him and Phil Spector and Barry Gordy, they made rock n roll.


And he discovered you guys?


She nodded. Wed hang around outside this confectionery across the street from Brown High, practice singing, hoping the guys would notice how high we teased our hair and how short we wore our skirts. Delores made us dress alike. We even wore the same color lipstick and eye shadow. The fabulous VelvetTeens, child, that was us. We were messing around outside that candy store one day when this white guy came walking down the sidewalk. He stopped and leaned against the wall and watched us. Never said a word. Next day, we were there again, and there he was again. This went on for a whole week, till one day Delores stepped right up to him and asked him what he thought he was doing. That was the way Delores was. Shed say anything to anybody.


Im watching my next big act, Stu said. You girls ever been to New York City?


And the next thing you know, there you were on American Bandstand, I said.



Vonette tilted her chin. Bandstand, Hullabaloo, Where the Action Is. We were on Soul Train at the very beginning. We went to England and went on this show there called Ready, Steady, Go. We even did a television special with Andy Williams, in sixty-six, I guess it was. Had mink coats and diamonds. Chauffeured limos. When our second album went gold, Stu bought us each a white Mustang convertible.


All this talk about the glory days wasnt telling me much about why Rita Fontaine was such a hard case. And then you werent a big deal anymore, I said, not unkindly. Youve obviously done well for yourself. What happened to Rita?


Her mouth tilted down at the corners. Men is what happened to Rita. Men and booze. Three bad marriages to three major losers. And in between, she learned to drink with the best of em. What her brothers and sisters and the rest of em didnt chisel her out of, Rita managed to piss away all by her own self.


How bad off is she? I asked.


Vonette gestured toward the open window through which we could see the Caddie, with Rita asleep in the front seat. Bad as you can get, she said, sighing. Shes been working as an aide at a nursing home, when she can stay sober. She had a beautiful big home she bought after Happy Never After went gold, but thats long gone. She was living in her car for a few months last winter, till she got pneumonia and spent a month in the hospital at Grady. Now she stays with Andre over near the stadium.


Whos Andre?


The only good thing ever happened to Rita since we cut that record, Vonette said. Andres her son. Twenty-eight years old and the best-looking boy walking around Atlanta on two legs. He sings too, you know, works a day job in a warehouse, and tries to keep his mama straight.


Oh, I said.



She gave me a level look. Rita got kinda upset after she talked to you last night. She found some money Andre had hidden, bought herself a bottle of Cold Duck and had a little party. But shes been on the wagon, and Im trying to get her to stop smoking, too. We start rehearsing tomorrow, I got a piano player hired, and I found some of our old sheet music. Now we need you to do the rest. Ive got some old scrapbooks at the house, now that I think about it. Might be something in there that would help. Maybe you could come by around two oclock tomorrow? By then, maybe Rita will feel more like talking.


She hasnt been real helpful so far, I pointed out.


Its Ritas last chance, Vonette said. She stood up and smiled wryly. Mine too, she said. Im forty-nine years old. My husband is married to a second wife almost as young as my daughter. I woke up the other morning, looked in the mirror. You know what? My boobs had moved two inches south. The rest of it too. I know were not ever going to be eighteen again. I know that. I just want a little of it back. You know? Just a little. Think you can understand that?


Yeah, I said, getting up to walk her to the front door. I guess I can relate.









End of sample
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