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“Trouble in Lambswool Clothing”
There have been instances when I have been able to pinpoint an exact moment my life turned upside down. This was one of those times.
It was the time of day when I needed more coffee and a carbo-loaded snack. I went to the snack room in the back office to get a refill and some animal crackers, and when I came back, I was startled to find a woman standing in front of Genevieve’s reception desk. No one had come in all week, and I wondered what she was doing there.
She was a tallish Eurasian beauty. At least, I thought she was Eurasian. She’d bleached her China-doll hair to the color of corn. She had huge almond-shaped brown eyes, which looked at me in that permanently startled way some actresses have. She was impeccably dressed in a gray pinstriped skirt suit with a bright red silk blouse.
“Oh, hello,” I said. “I just went back to get some coffee. May I help you?”
The woman looked at the lettering we could both see backward through the glass door. It read “Ralph Hughes Investigations.” Then she looked around our reception lobby, the space between her eyebrows wrinkling.
I have reason to believe our offices once housed a bar/restaurant. The lobby is decorated in that green and brass with wood and plants look that was once so ubiquitous in bars with food. So, the place didn’t look like an investigations firm, and I, wearing faded blue jeans and a white cotton button-down shirt, didn’t look like much of an investigator. Nor, as a woman, did I look much like a Ralph. “Yes. You have the right place,” I said. I set my coffee cup and animal crackers on the desk, stepped forward and stretched out my hand. “I’m d’Arcy Carter, Ralph’s assistant. Ralph Hughes is on vacation, so I’m holding the fort for him.”
“Ah,” she said. Looking somewhat relieved, she grasped my hand with both of hers, sandwiching my fingers against the black patent leather of her purse. “Then maybe you can help me.” Her sing-song voice had only the barest hint of an accent.
I pulled my hand away. “Can I get you any coffee? I just made a fresh pot.”
“No, no thank you. You see, I’m looking for a missing person.”
Missing person? I had no experience with the missing persons department. I motioned toward the chair in front of the reception desk. She sat, cradling her purse next to her right hip. I sat also, leaning against the desk.
“Surely the police would be better suited to finding a missing person, Miss—”
“Mrs. I’m sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Rachael Haverford.”
I’d expected an Asian name. Shame on me for jumping to conclusions—some private investigator I am. I hid my surprise with a nod, shielded by my coffee cup. I took a drink and set the cup down again.
“You see, Ms. Carter, he hasn’t been gone long enough for the police to look for him. Yesterday was his first day of school this year, and he just never came home.”
“Is this your son?”
“Oh, no. Sorry again, I should explain. It’s my husband who’s missing.”
“Okay. Where does he go to school? Night school?”
“Oh, no. I’m afraid I’m not doing this very well at all.” She straightened in her chair, hugging her purse even closer. “He’s a teacher. He teaches high school at Grosse Pointe East. English classes.”
I started slightly. I was born and raised in Grosse Pointe, although I never attended the public schools there. My parents had sent me to a private boarding school nine months out of the year. To get rid of me, I think.
“What’s your husband’s name?” I asked. I stood up and opened Genevieve’s top drawer to take out a steno pad and started taking notes. Then I asked myself, what exactly do you think you’re doing? You’re not supposed to take on any cases, remember?
I was only an apprentice private investigator. And since Ralph was away and I was only two months into my apprenticeship, I wasn’t allowed to do much of anything except take messages and say we’d get back to them. So far I’d been able to stick to the rules, mostly because we’d had no business. But now I could feel myself slipping.
“Bard Haverford. Well, his real name is William, but his friends and I call him Bard. After Shakespeare, you know?”
Cute. I wrote it down. “Where do you live, ma’am?” A voice inside me screamed, ‘Stop right this instant, young lady.’ I ignored it. Just like I always do.
“In Ann Arbor.” She opened her purse and took out a business card and a pen. Then she wrote her home address on the back and handed the card to me. I noted the address on the back of the card, then turned it over. It said she worked for “Architects 19”. I put the card in the back of my notepad.
“Ann Arbor?” Then what was she doing here, at an investigations firm in Romulus? I wondered. Ann Arbor is at least a half hour away, as is, for that matter, Grosse Pointe. I’d have to ask her that. But first, a couple other questions. “I assume he lives with you?”
I looked up when I noticed the hesitation in her voice as she said, “Y-yes.”
“Really.”
“Really,” she said. More sure of herself now.
“Okay.” I’d written down: ‘William “Bard” Haverford. Teaches Grosse Pte. E. English. Ann Arbor res. Lives with wife?’ “When did you last see him?”
“Yesterday morning. He woke up at five, kissed me good morning, got his shower while I slept in. I stepped into the shower when he left at six.”
“Did he say anything?”
She shook her head. “Just the usual.”
“Like?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Like, ‘Here I go, back to the grindstone.’ ‘Should I pick up milk on the way home?’ That sort of thing.”
‘Bringing milk home,’ I wrote down. “And then?”
“And then he just didn’t come home.” She fiddled with her silver wristwatch. “Sometimes he comes home late because of theater or debate or something, but he’s always home by 9:00. When 9:30 rolled around, I called the police to see if any accidents had been reported on his route home. There were none.”
I sat and watched her for a few minutes before I asked her the next couple of questions. Something wasn’t sitting right with me, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. She seemed honest enough. Earnest, even. But she was leaving something out. I was sure of it.
Chapter 2
“To Investigate or To Not Investigate…”
I wasn’t entirely sure how to draw her out and get her to tell me more, but I did my best. “Mrs. Haverford, why did your husband live in Ann Arbor and work in Grosse Pointe? That’s more than an hour away. It’s a long commute, don’t you think?”
“He graduated from U. of M. and just stayed in Ann Arbor. Didn’t want to leave,” she said, but she was fiddling with the zipper on her purse and not looking at me, so I couldn’t tell whether she was being straight with me or not. “And then Grosse Pointe East gave him an offer he couldn’t refuse.”
And what would that have been? I couldn’t help wondering, but couldn’t get myself to ask. “I see. How long has he taught there?”
“Seventeen years.”
I raised my eyebrows at this. “How old is he?”
“Forty seven years old.”
She looked thirty. Could she be seventeen years younger than her husband? Well, I guess stranger things have happened. “Mrs. Haverford, please pardon me for asking this, but why’d you pick us? I mean, isn’t there a private investigation firm you can trust in Ann Arbor?”
She didn’t answer for some moments. I tried to gauge her expression, but it was unreadable. As though she were in a dream, she said, “Well, I didn’t want one in Ann Arbor….Besides, I have a client just down the road from here, and this firm seemed equidistant to Ann Arbor and Grosse Pointe. You come highly recommended. I mean, Ralph Hughes Investigations does.”
“Hmm.” Almost plausible. I wasn’t buying it, but it was almost believable. The preliminaries I could think of were nearly ended, and now was my time to punt. As an apprentice investigator, I had no authority to investigate this or agree to investigate anything on my own. I needed Ralph’s okay before I proceeded to take on the case. “Look, Ralph’s on vacation this week, and I’m only an apprentice—”
She jumped out of her chair, then sat right on the edge of it. “Please, I need someone to start looking for him now. Not next week. I won’t blow the whistle on you.”
“I have to tell Ralph before I do anything.”
“I’m absolutely certain he’ll want to take on this case. Just tell him about it the next time you talk to him. Can’t you do that, please?”
“Well, I could try his cell phone, but it hasn’t been working well this week.” I picked up the phone and dialed, listened to the phone voice say, “The party you are trying to reach—” and hung it up. “Sorry, no dice.”
How could Rachael be so certain Ralph would take on the case, if she didn’t even know him? The truth was, though, I’d talk to him this evening, around five. I glanced at my watch. That was about two hours from now. “Do you have a decent picture of your husband?”
“Oh, yes, of course.” Rachael Haverford pulled a slim billfold out of her purse, opened it to the picture section, and handed it to me. The picture she’d pointed to showed her and an attractive man. He wore a beard, close-clipped and trimmed, peppered with gray. His dark, slightly graying hair was worn short also, brushed back from his face. He looked like an older Hamlet. Well, since he was wearing small round glasses in the photo, Hamlet crossed with John Lennon, perhaps.
He also dripped sensuality, even in the photograph. He would’ve made my heart swoon in high school if he’d been my teacher—the dark, brooding, inexplicably seductive type.
“Do you mind if I make a copy of this?”
Rachael shook her head, no, so I went to the copier, magnified it a few times, and made a couple of copies of it. I inadvertently also got the photo across from it. I assumed it was a picture of Rachael when she was maybe fifteen or sixteen. I hadn’t noticed the look in her eyes until I’d magnified the photo, but that look now arrested me. There was a sadness buried deep in those eyes that I somehow recognized.
I looked at Rachael, who looked back at me with her big almond eyes. I found myself looking deep into them for the same sadness I saw in the picture, but it was absent. I looked again at the mimeographed copy in my hands. Her hair was black, and she looked more Korean, or maybe it was Vietnamese, in the picture than in real life. Maybe it was the blond hair.
No matter. I wanted to know what had made her so sad in the picture, and what she’d done to lose that sadness. Maybe it would help me to know that.
“Well, as I said, I can’t officially take on the case, and Ralph won’t be back for another four days. I’ll talk to him tonight, though, and if he gives me the okay, we’ll discuss fees.”
It was only after she’d gone that I began to think of other questions I probably should have asked. Like, did he have a reason to disappear? Was he the type who wandered off? Had anything happened recently to make him nervous or upset? Was there any reason someone would want him dead?
Oh, d’Arcy, you’ve been reading too many murder mysteries.
Chapter 3
“The Go Ahead”
When Ralph Hughes called at 5:00, I picked up immediately. “You must have been right by the phone,” he said.
“Something’s happened,” I said, with no preliminaries.
“What?” he said. I heard a note of concern in his voice.
“Oh, nothing bad. At least, I don’t think so. Someone wants us to do a missing persons.”
“Hmm. Skip trace?”
“Well, I don’t know. He didn’t come home yesterday.”
“That’s too soon for a skip trace. What did you tell—uh, him?”
“Her. I told her I had to talk it over with you first.”
“What’s so special about this case, d’Arcy, that it can’t wait till I get back?”
“Well, really, she’s the only person who’s walked in since you’ve been gone,” I said. “Business isn’t knocking down the door.”
“True enough.” He sighed. “Well, what have you got?”
“Well, a woman by the name of Rachael Haverford came in, saying her husband had gone missing.”
“Rachael Haverford,” he said. His voice sounded a bit muffled, which I took to be that he was taking a drink of water or something.
“Right. Her husband, William Haverford, teaches in Grosse Pointe but lives in Ann Arbor. And he just didn’t come home yesterday.” Ralph was silent for a few minutes. So silent, I asked, “Are you still there?”
“Yeah, I am.” His voice sounded weary. “Good old Bard.”
“Bard? How’d you know that was his nickname?”
He sighed. “I know him. I know Rachael, too. Damn, he’s probably up to his old tricks and has a girlfriend on the side.” He paused, and cleared his throat. “I’m not sure you’re ready to be doing this kind of thing on your own.”
“Yeah, I know.” I couldn’t keep the disappointment out of my voice. Since talking to Rachael Haverford, my mind swirled with questions, half-guesses, hunches, and possibilities. I wanted so much to prove to Ralph I was a good investigator. In the last two months I hadn’t been able to do that. After my last assignment, the doctors had to put my left arm back together with forty-nine stitches.
I felt like a bloodhound being offered someone’s t-shirt. I wanted to find Bard and see if he was as sexy in person as he was in that photograph. I wanted to know more about Rachael. But now, I felt sure Ralph wouldn’t allow me to start the investigation.
“But if I know Rachael, she’s not going to take “no” as an answer from me. Geez, d’Arcy, how does trouble come and find you so easily all the time? But, I guess I was no different when I was your age. It’s what’s going to make you a good investigator.”
I straightened my back. “Do you mean—”
“Yeah, go ahead and take it on. So much for my vacation.”
“I don’t mean for you to cut it short.”
“Yeah, but I’m going to have to keep in closer contact with you now. You have to tell me everything you plan to do and everything you find out. You will do everything I tell you to do. Everything I tell you not to do, you will not do. Because if someone comes looking for me, I’m the one who’s responsible. Got that?”
“Got it.” I told him my preliminary plan. He nixed some ideas, okayed some others, and when we were done, we had a plan I could work with.
“Now, write down copious notes so I can have an accurate record,” he said. “And, d’Arcy?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t be proud of.”
“Okay.”
When I got off the phone, I jumped up and down, clapping. I had a case!
It was almost six o’clock. I called the number Rachael Haverford had left me, but there was no answer. I wondered where she was for a moment, then thought, she works, dummy. And she said she was going to see a client near here. She could still be there, in fact.
I glanced at my watch again. Well, I had nothing else planned. My boyfriend, Tim, was out of town on a legal case he was working and my housemate, Peyton, had evening classes at Eastern Michigan University tonight. May as well travel to Ann Arbor and see what I could see. I collected the paperwork I needed Rachael to sign, turned out all the lights and the coffee pot, and left, locking the main door behind me.
Tim’s old Probe was parked waiting for me. I don’t own a car, and normally ride a bicycle everywhere I go. But about two months ago, I received a serious injury to my arm when I had a run-in with a meat slicer. I was still convalescing, and leaning on a bicycle handlebar was excruciating. When he found out what agony I went through just trying to get to work, Tim was kind enough to lend me his ancient sports car.
Sometimes, the car was more trouble than it was worth. It was an ‘89 Probe, in a dark gray metallic that Tim informed me was “Titanium.” It still drove well, and I was beginning to like it, but the car showed its age. In the last two months, it had been in the shop almost once a week, for a tune-up, a new muffler, a new brake system, and most recently, for a timing belt.
That’s why I ride a bike, I thought, as I unlocked the door and got in. I could do most of the repairs myself on that thing.
But today she purred happily to life when I stuck the key into the ignition, and I headed her toward Ann Arbor. My stomach reminded me it was dinnertime, so I decided to look around for a restaurant. Unfortunately, I got lost, so when I finally parked, the first restaurant I saw was Zingerman’s Delicatessen.
My most recent case had been in a delicatessen, and after the meat slicer incident, the last thing I wanted was a sandwich. But the restaurant had a good reputation, and I was sure they’d give me directions with a perky smile. So I stepped inside.
The restaurant was nearly empty of people, but chock full of food. Loaves of bread towered in high stacks on one side of me, a fish case to the other, and beyond that, what seemed like acres of cheeses. At the back of the narrow store was a salad case with a series of chalk board-like menus overhead.
I looked at the menu, and selected a roasted pepper, eggplant, and goat cheese sandwich, then waited for an order-taker to appear. The employees of this restaurant seemed to go out of their way to look au courant in a shocking sort of way. Not that the punk in me got shocked by this sort of thing. But as I waited, I noticed the guy at the bread counter had bright pink, spiky hair. The woman behind the cheese counter had a mini skirt that showed her underwear when she reached for anything, which she did often.
And when my order taker appeared, carrying a container of chicken broth, she cut an arresting figure. She was an Asian ethnic mix, black hair with chunky crimson red streaks, tied up in a spiked-out bun. She wore low-slung, oversized black jeans and a tiny shirt that barely covered her breasts. Her belly button was pierced, and she had five piercings up the side of each ear. The chains hanging from her belt clanked against the stainless steel counter. Although she smiled a cheery smile as she took my order, she looked at me with sad, chocolate-colored eyes.
I gave her my order, then said, “You don’t, by any chance, know where Pear Street is, do you?”
She laughed an uneasy sort of laugh. “I sure do,” she said, and as an afterthought, she smiled. “It’s not far from here. You could walk there, almost.”
“Great.” I asked for directions, and she wrote them down on a napkin.
I ate quickly, then went back to the car. I followed the deli worker’s directions: Division to Beakes to Broadway, then took a left onto Pontiac Trail. I turned where she suggested two more times, and found myself on Pear. I slowed down to a crawl, checking house numbers, until I came to the house Rachael Haverford had indicated was hers.
Chapter 4
“More to the Story”
The Haverford home was a cedar-sided saltbox on a large corner lot. It had a wrap-around porch and two full stories, with a built-in sandbox in the yard. The lights glowed brightly inside, so I assumed Rachael was home. I parked the car in the driveway and walked up to the door. Not finding a doorbell, I knocked instead.
I heard footsteps, then a pregnant pause. I assumed the person was looking through the brass fish-eye lens at me, so I smiled at it. Then the door opened, and Rachael said, “Oh, it’s you. Come in.”
She was dressed in workout gear, a black and purple sweatshirt with matching leggings, but she looked too neat to have been exercising. This was probably her after work apparel. I followed her into the living room, which was directly off the tiny foyer. I looked at the bare wood floors. They were stunningly beautiful, and surprisingly old, in comparison with the modern-looking cedar exterior.
“Beechwood,” she said, following my gaze. “The interior of the house is circa 1901. The downstairs, at least. We updated the exterior and built up the upstairs.”
“Ah,” I said.
“Would you like some coffee?” she asked. She led me through the dining room to the back of the house. The room we entered was a combination kitchen/great room, and must have taken up half the floor space on the bottom floor.
“Sure.”
“Go ahead and sit on the couch. I’ll be right with you.”
She pointed to the modular couch on the far left wall, and I sat, taking in my surroundings. The wood paneling looked vintage, and the window boxes were surrounded by Pewabic pottery in shades of blue and violet. “You have a lovely home,” I said.
“Thank you. It was Bard’s father’s. He was a carpenter. An excellent one. He lived downstairs, in the—in the guest room—I guess you’d call it. It’s Bard’s den now. And he fixed the whole place up—Bard’s father, that is. New electrical, new plumbing, expanded the whole upstairs floor, added the porch. He did a whole bunch of work, then died before he could enjoy it. Do you take anything in your coffee?”
“Milk.”
She brought both of us mugs of coffee, then sat down kitty corner from me on the short end of the two-sided couch.
“So you live here alone with Bard?”
“Well, us and our daughter.” She glanced at me with hooded eyes, and I wondered why. That explained the sandbox at least.
“Is she in bed?” I asked.
She shook her head no, laughing. “Oh no. No self-respecting seventeen year old would be in bed at 7:30. At least, I hope she’s not.”
I nearly choked on my coffee. “Sorry, I had no idea you’d have a seventeen year old daughter. You look too young.”
She laughed again, and I was struck by her beauty, especially when her face was lively, as it was right now. “I’m thirty-four years old, and I had her very young, but thank you for the compliment.”
“So, is she here right now?” I figured I should talk to her if she was, as a matter of form.
Rachael’s face turned serious again, almost too serious. What was going on here? I wondered.
“No, she’s not. You know how seventeen year olds can be.” Her face was almost bitter. Maybe this was the tone of voice my mother used when she spoke of me. Rachael changed the subject. “So, you decided to take on the case?”
“Well, my boss said it would be all right. Under certain conditions, of course, which I needn’t go into with you.” I pulled the paperwork from the manila envelope I’d carried them in. “I need you to sign these forms, put down some money in advance, and we’ll be in business.”
We discussed fees for a few minutes, and then she signed everything and wrote out a check. Her advance almost paid my salary for a whole month, so I tucked the check into my shirt pocket, close to my breast.
“There are still a few questions I have to ask.”
She settled back into the couch, pulling her coffee mug with her. “Ask away. I’ll tell you what I can.”
“First, you said he taught at Grosse Pointe East.”
“Yes, I did. G.P. East.”
I nodded. “Okay. And did he have any reason to disappear? Debts, foreclosures, that type of thing?”
Rachael considered for a moment. “No debts or anything I know of. I usually pay the bills.”
“Was there any reason he might be kidnapped?”
She shook her head no. I treaded as lightly as I could on the next question.
“I hate to ask this, but I hope you can understand. Is there anybody who might want to harm him?”
Rachael sucked in her breath and squeezed her eyes shut. “You don’t think—”
“I don’t think anything, Rachael. I’m just asking questions.”
She gritted her teeth together. “I understand.” She paused, looking like she was on the verge of telling me something. Then she said, “No, I don’t think anyone would want to harm him.”
I thought of what Ralph had said, and decided to ask the next question. “Was he the type of man to have an affair?”
She laughed and said, “Oh, he wouldn’t dare.”
I didn’t trust that answer, but her look of determination told me she planned to keep some kind of information from me. I just wished I knew what.
Chapter 5
“A Peek into the Den”
Since she didn’t seem interested in telling me everything about William Haverford, a.k.a. ‘Bard’, I tried another tack. “Okay, when I go to the high school tomorrow, is there anyone you think I should speak with concerning Bard’s disappearance?”
Rachael thought for a moment. “Well, I’d consider talking to the principal.”
I wrote that down. “Who else?”
There were those hooded eyes again, as she cast her gaze downward to the floor. She seemed to come to a decision, and said, “His best friend there is Randy Nixon. He’s a close enough friend that we have spent summer weekends together.”
“You have?”
She nodded vigorously, almost as though she were trying to convince me of something, what I didn’t know. “Yes, we’ve gone camping sometimes, and canoeing down the Huron River.”
I wrote that down, stalling for time because I didn’t know what else to ask her. I looked around the room one more time, then said, “Would you mind if I looked around, just to get a feel for William Haverford’s personality?”
“Oh, sure,” she said. “That’s probably a good idea. Why don’t I show you around the house a little bit, and then you can spend a few minutes in his den. When he’s home, that’s where he spends the majority of his time.”
She stood up, and I followed her out of the kitchen/great room back into the hall where I’d entered. “We usually use the back door rather than the front,” she said. “It’s only people who don’t know us who use the front door.”
“Sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Oh, that’s okay.” She stopped in front of a doorway to our left. “This is the dining room, which we, quite frankly, never use except for company.” I looked into the room. It was pristine, with an oriental carpet, wood table, and matching wood banquette. Indeed, it looked unused, and reminded me of my parents’ house, where the two front rooms were unused except for company. Maybe the reason for that had not so much to do with the room itself, but more to do with the fact that in my parents’ house, it was where my mother ‘held court’. That, and she often took me in there to act as my judge and jury when I had completed yet another transgression against her. Rooms like this made me so nervous, I felt as though I were hyperventilating.
Luckily, Rachael had already turned and headed up the stairs. “We’ll get back to the other room in a minute. Come on up here.”
The upstairs area was obviously more recently built. I could tell the difference as soon as I reached the landing. The beech wood floor ended at the top of the stairs, and oak flooring began. Just ahead of me was a beautifully tiled cobalt and sky blue bathroom. I could see tiles framing the bathtub that must have been custom made, because they had sculpted fish swimming in the tile. To the left was a shut door. Rachael noticed me looking at it, and said, “That’s Becky’s room. She likes her privacy.”
I wanted to ask if I could look in there, but Rachael’s comment made me certain what the answer would be. Well, if I needed to look in there later, I’d demand she show me. Meanwhile, I followed Rachael around the banister-lined hall into the master suite.
This room was the most modern one in the house. It took up the whole of one side of the house, front to rear. In the center was a king-sized bed, and two walk-in closets flanked the head of the bed. There were windows in the front and the back, and mirrors lined the wall opposite the bed.
“We share the bathroom out in the hall with Becky,” she said.
“Which walk-in closet is his?” I asked.
She glanced down at the floor. “Actually both closets are mine. He shares this one with me,” she said, and pointed to the one at the front of the house. She laughed. “I have a lot of clothes.”
I opened the door to the closet. The side on the left was strewn with a woman’s clothes, haphazardly arranged with shoes scattered all over the floor. The right side, on the other hand, was orderly. Bard had arranged all his pants together, followed by all his shirts, then a few vests, and several corduroy sport coats. There were a few specialty items: a cloak; a trench coat; a couple of things that looked like Hallowe’en costumes. One was a Shakespeare costume, appropriately enough, and the other looked like a Dracula costume. He had three pairs of shoes in a neat row, one pair of white sneakers, a brown pair of penny loafers, a space, and a pair of cordovan shoes with tassels. The brown pair and the cordovan pair had been polished until they glowed from within.
“Looks like a pair of shoes is missing.”
“His black pair. He was wearing them the last I saw him.”
“Hmm. What else was he wearing when you last saw him?”
Rachael shrugged her shoulders. “As I said, I ducked into the shower when he said goodbye. I can’t tell you exactly what he was wearing. Short sleeved shirt, I believe, and a pair of pants.”
His clothing was so neat, I wondered if she could tell just by looking at the empty hangers. But I noticed more than a few empty hangers. There must be laundry as well. She must have read my mind, however, because she said, “Looks like he took one of his jackets with him, although I’m not sure why. His gray sport coat is missing.”
She pointed to the empty padded hanger in the center of the jackets.
“Hmm,” I said again. I pulled out the notebook I’d brought with me and wrote down that he was last seen wearing black shoes, and possibly a gray sport jacket. My guess, because he was so together on this, was that he’d had either gray or black pants on as well. But that was just a guess.
“May I see the den now?”
“Certainly.”
She led me back down to the door right at the bottom of the stairs and opened it. I stepped inside and groped for a light, since the daylight from the one window had faded swiftly. There was a light switch by the door, which turned on an overhead brass fixture and a small green shaded desk lamp.
The room looked like a library straight out of upper crust England. The walls were lined, floor to ceiling, with bookshelves. There was a ladder that could swing around the room to reach the highest books. There was a matching red leather wingback chair and over-stuffed sofa that had gone white in a few spots from years of use. The desk was an old Steelcase wooden one with brass knobs.
I gazed around the room at the books. I could tell I was in an English teacher’s room, although it looked more appropriate for a college English professor. I saw books I’d read in English classes at college, a complete set of D.H. Lawrence, Nabokov, Virginia Woolf, plus, of course, the complete set of Shakespeare.
His desk, in contrast to his closet, was quite messy. He had stacks of folders and papers almost a foot and a half high, nearly hiding the small desk lamp. Three or four pens sat on the blotter, which had once been the typical green lined version, but the blotting paper had been torn out in clumps. There were several notes written on the cardboard below, in a tiny, cramped handwriting I assumed to be his.
Above his desk was the only area not lined with books. Instead, the wall was covered almost completely with pictures. Many had Bard, front and center. Several group shots featured Bard, another man, and various students, all taken with something like an English castle or other old stone structure behind them. There was a picture of Bard standing with the same man in the group shots, and they’d obviously been yucking it up with each other just before the shot was taken, because they appeared to be laughing and hitting each other. Several shots of Bard and Rachael had been taken at different ages. In some of the photos, Rachael had black hair. And there were some pictures of the happy family, Rachael, Bard, and a little girl who looked a lot like both parents.
Again I was struck by how inexplicably attractive Bard Haverford was. It wasn’t that he was teenage heartthrob gorgeous, but he looked soulful, intelligent, downright sexy.
I took a cursory look through the piles of paper, but didn’t know what to look for. I felt a bit self-conscious rifling through his papers while his wife stood guard by the door. Most of them looked like English papers and tests, anyway. It was time to give up. It was dark out, I was tired, and I figured I couldn’t do much more till I went to the school the next morning. Time to get back home.
Chapter 6
“Trouble in Paradise”
It was almost 9:00 by the time I finished talking with Rachael Haverford. Somehow, getting out of Ann Arbor was easier than getting in had been, so I was back on I-94 in no time. From there it was a straight shot back, and even the construction around the airport wasn’t too bad at this time of night.
I took Middlebelt a couple blocks north, then headed left to Paisley Street. There, on a corner lot, was my house. It was a little Cape Cod I got dirt cheap, because it’s right at the end of a Detroit Metro runway, and I’m directly under the flight path. But I’ve paid every penny of my mortgage, and it’s mine. My parents had nothing to do with it.
When I parked in the drive, it seemed like every light was on in the house. What was Peyton up to this time?
I opened the door and was greeted by my black cat, Pantera. She jumped onto my shoulder with a terrified look that said, “Rescue me from that maniac.”
I dug her claws from my back and tried to calm her down, petting her on her back. She was soaking wet. Seconds later, I figured out why she was so upset. A cacophonous banging sound emanated from the left part of the house. The bathroom? I headed through the living room, then turned left in my dining room and stopped in my tracks.
Peyton, a big, muscular, and at this moment sweaty black man, stood in the center of what looked like a completely empty bathroom, wearing nothing but cut-off blue jeans and work boots. The rest of the stuff—the vanity, the toilet, and all the accessories—lay in the tiny hall. He stood in a huge puddle of water, and the bottom of his shorts was soaking wet. I could not have used the bathroom right now if I’d had to. Thank God I didn’t. “What happened here? I thought you were working on the upstairs.”
“This is connected, I swear,” he said. “Your master bedroom is almost done, and I was doing preliminary work on extending the plumbing to the second floor for your master bathroom. And I discovered a leak.” He pointed at my wet cat. “Well, actually, as you can see, Pantera discovered the leak, too. I figured we better fix it, so I went to the hardware store, and you won’t believe what I found!”
I waited.
“They discontinued some tubs, toilets, and vanity cabinets, and I got them unbelievably cheap. Now, they don’t quite match, but that’s all right, I know what I’ll do. I mean, if it’s okay with you.”
I laughed. “I probably don’t have a choice. After all, you’ve already torn out my toilet. Just let me know when I can look at the finished product. I trust you.”
“Cool.”
Peyton is a god, or at least, a demi-god, especially when it comes to interior design. He’s been my housemate for a few years now while he works his way through Eastern Michigan University’s Interior Design program. I’ve never charged him rent. Instead, he redecorates my house. Constantly.
My living room is yellow with black and white barber striped furniture and a zebra rug. The dining room’s a study in wood and Oriental, with white chiffon accents. His room is red paisley and black. And these are just the current incarnations. They seem to change once every six months.
And he does all this for pennies. He can buy the least expensive furniture, and all the accessories come from Good Will or Saint Vincent de Paul’s, and you’d swear it cost a fortune.
Not only that, but he works part time as a contractor, so he has building experience, too. Two months ago, he tore apart my upstairs attic and hinged the roof. He keeps promising me a master bedroom, bathroom, guest room and office up there, but I’ll believe that when I see it, because he keeps going off on other projects.
He went back to work, but turned to say, “By the way, Tim called, and Ralph called.”
“Did they leave numbers?” I looked around and saw the phone camped out on the dining room table, since its normal residing place was in the hall. Next to it was a notepad. The pad had these notes:
Tim—Chicago. Not easy to reach. Will call back.
Ralph—Call this number at 8 a.m. tomorrow. 616-555-1972.
Ralph owned a cabin up north, although he refused to tell me where. Not that I planned to go there and screw up his vacation. His wife, Genevieve, thought it was a big joke that he wouldn’t tell anyone.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked Peyton.
“Probably not. Right now you can’t get in here to help me anyway. Unless you want to climb through the window.”
“I think not. Let me know if there’s anything I can get you from this side of the rubble.”
While Peyton worked away, I told him during the quiet times what had happened that day. He lives vicariously through my adventures, because he always enjoys my stories, and adds commentary and advice. He’s a voracious mystery reader, too, so he sometimes thinks he knows all the answers.
I finished up by saying, “So tomorrow I have to go to Grosse Pointe East and ask a few questions, get the lay of the land.”
Peyton stood up and wiped his brow, leaving a dark smudge mark on his glistening forehead. “You’re not going to Grosse Pointe without contacting your parents, are you?”
“Oh, Peyton.” The last thing I wanted to do was to see my parents tomorrow. But he was right. My parents and I don’t get along, and in fact, currently I was disinherited, not that I much cared. But over the last two months, we’d been operating under an uneasy truce. And if my parents found out I’d been to Grosse Pointe without letting them know, they’d be furious. I checked my watch. Almost ten o’clock. Pretty late, but I might get away with it.
My father answered on the third ring. “Hello,” he said warily.
“Hi, Father, it’s d’Arcy.”
“D’Arcy, have you got any idea what time it is? Didn’t your mother teach you not to call anyone after 9 p.m.?”
Actually, my mother had avoided talking to me about just about everything when I was growing up, but now was not the time to say that to my father. “Sorry, I knew it was late, but I just found out I’ll be in Grosse Pointe tomorrow, and I wanted to let you know.”
“I see.” I could hear a creaking, and I assumed he had gotten out of bed to do something. “Well, we’re busy during the day, and we’re going to dinner at our yacht club in the evening. I suppose you could meet us there at 6:00, if it’s not too much trouble.”
The yacht club. That meant I’d have to get dressed up. Yuck. And since I had no place to change midway through the day, that meant I had to be dressed up all day. I swallowed carefully, then said, “That will be no trouble at all. I look forward to seeing you.”
My father hung up the phone with no further trivialities, leaving me to wonder where at the yacht club I should meet them. But I knew well enough not to call back. I’d just have to punt.
I hung up the phone myself, and immediately it rang, making me jump. “Didn’t expect that,” I said. I picked up. “Hello?”
“D’Arcy! I finally got you. It’s Tim.”
“I know that. So how’s Chicago?”
“Great! Come out here and be with me.”
“Excuse me?”
I watched Peyton as he looked pointedly at me and motioned with his hammer to let me know he couldn’t work till I got off the phone. I mouthed, “Sorry,” at him, and shrugged my shoulders to say I’d get off as soon as I could.
“Come out and be with me. We could go to Vong or Roy’s Chicago or whatever. Navy Pier.”
“You’re on a business trip, Tim.”
Peyton was listening to my side of the conversation. He raised his eyebrows at me.
“I know that. You can be here in about five hours if you leave now, and I’ll go to my meetings in the morning, you can enjoy Chi-town without me, and then I’ll meet up with you in the late afternoon.”
“Nice idea, Tim, but Ralph’s on vacation, remember? I’m holding the fort for him. I can’t very well go off to Chicago in the middle of the week.”
“Argh-ugh!” he grunted, sounding frustrated. “I forgot about that. Damn.”
“Sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. Not that I was that interested in taking a five hour trip by myself to Chicago in a car that has been in the shop more often than out the last couple of months. “How’s the business end of things going?”
“Oh, all right, I guess. Only one more day of depositions, and I should be done.” His voice turned soft and sexy. “I miss you.”
“Miss you, too.”
“Is Peyton there?”
“He’s listening, yes.” Peyton attempted to look like he wasn’t, and nudged the pedestal sink a little this way and that.
“Oh.” Tim fell silent. “Bummer. I was going to talk dirty to you.”
“Still could, I guess. He wouldn’t hear that, you know.”
“No, forget it. I’ll save it for when I get home.”
We chatted a bit longer and then we hung up. What an odd conversation. As far as I was concerned, my relationship with Tim was still new. Tim already thought it was time to share business trips and, I suppose, hotel rooms together. Rushing things, that’s what I’d say.
Chapter 7
“Preliminary Investigation”
The next morning felt hot and muggy as I opened my eyes. I could hear Peyton puttering around the bathroom already, and I wondered if I’d overslept. Then I heard my alarm clock going off. It was only 7:00.
I rolled out of bed and climbed over the black toilet still laying in the hall. Peyton pounded pipes under the sink in the bathroom. I was pretty sure he still wore the same shorts; maybe he’d slept in them. But he’d gotten the new toilet in, for which I was grateful. I said good morning, then shooed him out of the bathroom so I could use it. Afterward, I stumbled into the kitchen, and groped in the cupboard for the oatmeal. I made some coffee and cooked my oatmeal, added raisins and maple syrup, and called it breakfast.
When I was done, I cleaned up my dishes and headed toward the bathroom. Before I went to bed, Peyton and I had dragged the vanity and black sink into the living room, so I could make it through the hall. I had to be careful, since using my injured arm to move things was problematic. I’ve discovered I was better at pulling than at pushing, mostly because I’d severed some ligaments in charge of pushing, and they didn’t always respond with any strength.
Peyton had stopped his work and now stood in my room, going through my closet. “Formal, but not too stuffy, able to go from day to evening with little fuss,” he said when he saw me.
Most people, when they first met Peyton, assumed he was gay. I, in fact, thought so too, until I met some of his girlfriends. The truth is, he just has an incredible eye for style, and I trust him with my wardrobe as much as I do with my home decor.
On my bed was a herringbone suit I hardly even remembered owning. It had an asymmetrical lapel that was flattering, especially when I bodybuilt consistently. Unfortunately, because of my arm injury, I couldn’t bodybuild, but I hadn’t lost too much muscle, and I figured I’d still look good in the suit.
He chose a blue zipper-front shirt to go with it. That was a new purchase, and I would never have considered putting those two together. It had short sleeves, so I could wear it without the jacket during the day. Two sets of earrings and a brooch would switch me from day to evening.
“Shower’s usable. Go ahead,” Peyton said.
I headed on in. The bathroom had transformed before my eyes last night. The black sink and toilet had been removed, and standing in their place were a white pedestal sink with silver knobs that reminded me of jacks, and a white toilet. Peyton had said they didn’t match, but I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. In fact, now that they were in the bathroom, they looked like they were always meant to be there. A pink and black tiled bathroom in a forties era house ought to have old-looking white fixtures. I wondered what other decorating he’d do to finish the bathroom off, but I’d have to wait to find out.
The shower was still in the black bathtub, but I had a funny feeling Peyton had a plan for removing that, too. Meanwhile, I showered for what may have been the last time in the black bathtub. I didn’t mind getting rid of that thing. Cool as it was, it was a bitch and a half to keep clean with the hard water scum that always accumulated on it, turning it perpetually cloudy titanium.
When I was done, I shook my hair out and got dressed. Peyton fiddled with my hair, creating a draped french braid, and coached me through a makeup routine. I did look pretty good when I was done. “I wish you could do this for me every day. I always look so frumpy when I do this on my own.”
Peyton laughed. “Frumpy is never a word I would use to describe you, dear, but you look terrific right now. I should charge for it.”
“Remember, you live here rent free, and I buy the groceries.”
“Such as they are. Oatmeal, tuna fish, frozen veggies.”
“What more do you need?”
Peyton snorted, then went in and commandeered the bathroom again. I called Ralph.
“Josephine’s.” A voice answered.
I was taken aback for a minute. Oh, this must be where Ralph was eating breakfast. “Is Ralph Hughes there?”
A minute or two later, Ralph was on the line. I let him know what I’d found out so far. “I’m going to the high school today.”
“Yeah, that’s our best tack. Oh, and deposit the check on your way.”
Within a few minutes, I was on my way out the door. It took about an hour to go to the bank and drive to Grosse Pointe. This time, I remembered to take the highway, but I still had to deal with rush hour traffic. It was 9:15 by the time I reached Vernier, took a few turns, and found the high school.
This was the high school I would have gone to if my parents hadn’t insisted on a private boarding school. It had a pretty good reputation as a public school, and some of my friends and cousins had gone here.
From the street, it looked like a pretty big school. It was built in the 60’s. Three main buildings were connected with long, low-lying outdoor walkways.
I parked my car in the visitor’s lot, and walked to the first building nearest the parking space. It turned out to be the gymnasium. I asked a wayward student where the offices were, and she pointed to the middle building. I headed that way.
The grass had had a chance to grow in during the summer, but I could see sparser growth in the areas that were habitually walked on by the students. They obviously preferred the grass to the walkways.
I reached the double doors and stepped inside to a blast of cold A.C. The halls were quiet, so I had to assume I had arrived while class was in session. The halls were lined with six-foot tall rust-colored lockers that may have recently been repainted, since the air smelled faintly of turpentine. The floors were dingy linoleum that looked ancient. For a public school in a rich town, it sure looked as though the building could stand some upkeep. The color scheme hadn’t changed in thirty or forty years.
After some trial and error, I found the office. Near the office door, a bulletin board announced homeroom assignments and after school activities. It looked like they planned to do “King Lear” this fall. I took a cursory look through the flyers, but none had Haverford’s name as the teacher point of contact.
A receptionist sat at the first desk in the office, drinking coffee and eating a doughnut. “Hello. My name is d’Arcy Carter.” I pulled out one of the cards Ralph Hughes had recently made for me and handed it to her. “Is the principal available for me to talk to?”
She fingered my card, looking at the raised type as though it would be on a test later. “Do you have an appointment?”
I shook my head.
“What, may I ask, is this in reference to?”
“I’d like to ask him some questions about one of his teachers.”
The receptionist looked at the calendar on her desk. “Will it take long?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, he may have a few minutes right now. Go ahead and sit down. I’ll ask him.”
There was a bank of orange chairs in the waiting area, so I sat in the one nearest the receptionist’s desk. Soon after I sat down, a woman who was a bit older than I was, say 30 or so, walked in. She was quite attractive, with thick curly blond hair twisted up in a complicated bun I could only wear if Peyton did it for me. She was dressed professionally in a red dress with a lightweight gray houndstooth jacket, and she wore high-heeled black pumps.
She went straight to the desk, tapped twice near the receptionist’s nameplate, then looked at me. “Is anyone else here?”
“The receptionist should be back in just a minute.”
The woman looked me up and down as though measuring me up. For what I had no idea. “Are you here to interview for the job, too?”
“Uh, no. I just want to talk to the principal for a few minutes.”
“Oh, good.” She sat next to me, just as the receptionist walked back in.
“He can see you, but it will have to be short. He has another appointment.”
I nodded. She showed me the way into the office. The man who sat at the desk stood when I came in, and walked over to shake my hand. He was tall, nearly six feet, and he probably weighed something over 200 pounds. Judging by the softness around the middle, he didn’t do much to keep himself in shape. He’d removed his suit coat, and his blue oxford shirt was pulling out of his gray pants. He brushed his thinning gray hair away from his face in streaks.
“Harold Pointer, nice to meet you,” he said.
“D’Arcy Carter.” I shook his hand. “Did your secretary tell you why I’m here?”
“A little bit. Sit down,” he said. He pointed to a chair in front of his desk, then retreated to his side.
I sat. “I’m here to ask you a few questions about William Haverford.”
“Bard? What do you want to know? Are you checking his references?”
References? Now that was a question I hadn’t expected. “Why would I be asking about his references?”
He leaned back in his chair. “Well, I assume he’s looking for a job.”
“A job.”
“Yes. He doesn’t work here anymore. Didn’t you know that?”
Chapter 8
“Unexpected Information”
I must have looked dumbfounded, because he laughed at me. I closed my mouth and tried to think what to say. Nothing came to mind.
“I guess you didn’t know that,” Harold Pointer said. “He resigned at the end of the school year last year.”
“Well, I came to talk to you because he supposedly went back to work here two days ago, and he hasn’t been seen since.”
“Well, he didn’t come here to work. I haven’t seen him this year at all.”
“I see,” I said. Except that I didn’t see at all. Well, a little. This explained why the high school wasn’t concerned about Bard’s disappearance. But if Bard Haverford resigned from here last spring, then why hadn’t he told Rachael about it? Wouldn’t that be information he should share with his wife?
What kind of a marriage did they have, anyway? Rachael had had an odd kind of hesitation when I’d asked if they lived together. Maybe they really didn’t. Maybe there was trouble in paradise.
Maybe. And maybe that explained her “He wouldn’t dare” comment when I asked her if he could be having an affair. Maybe Rachael had had something to do with Bard’s disappearance, and just made up this Grosse Pointe High School thing as a distraction to throw people off. Maybe he had told her he was no longer working at the high school, and she was just trying to keep that information to herself.
I could feel Harold Pointer’s eyes on me, so I asked, “Why did he resign?”
The principal cast his eyes down to his desk. “He had a, uh, difference of opinion with us, concerning the rightful grade of one of the students. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
I was about to be dismissed, so I said, “I wonder if I may speak with some of his fellow teachers. Any people he seemed to consider friends, or the English teachers in general?”
“I suppose you can, miss, but not on my time.” He stood up and moved toward the door. “You may ask the receptionist to request a meeting with some of them after school. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some interviews I must attend to.”
“Yes, thank you for your time,” I said, and stood up to go. He waited for me to get out of his office before he stepped out himself, and he followed me down the hall.
“This is your first interview,” the secretary said, pointing to the woman who came in after I did this morning.
“Ah, so you must be—”
“Rita Maxwell,” the secretary supplied. They shook hands, and Harold Pointer escorted her down the hall, much friendlier to her than he had been to me.
When they were gone, I turned to the secretary. “Mr. Pointer suggested I make appointments to see members of the English Department this afternoon after school. Could you set them up for me?”
Dina Lawrence was what her nameplate read. She consulted her notes. “Well, there are currently seven, I’m sorry, six of them. Do you want to speak with them all?”
“Well, as many as possible, I guess. On second thought, do you know specifically if any of them were friends with William Haverford?”
“Bard?” She seemed to consider the question. “Well, Nixon was. That’s Randy Nixon, I should say. They used to do the England trips together, so I assume they’re pretty good friends.”
Randy Nixon. Rachael had told me about him, too, so I figured he was a good place to start. “Well, then, I’d like to speak to him.”
She narrowed her eyes. “What exactly is this about, anyway?”
I wasn’t sure how much I should be telling people, but I figured I’d already told Harold Pointer that Bard Haverford was missing, so his secretary would soon know, too. “Well, he’s turned up missing, and his wife is trying to track him down.”
“Missing? You mean, like, missing?” Her eyes grew wide, and she inhaled quickly, then exhaled as she tried to recover herself. “Well, yes, yes, of course. I think you should also see the head of the English Department, Mr. Jacobs. I’ll set up appointments with both of them. Call me around 2:00 to get the exact times.”
I jotted down the school phone number, then left.
Chapter 9
“Suspicious Activity”
After the office visit I wasn’t sure what to do with myself until two o’clock. It was now 10:30. Three and a half hours to kill.
I was hungry, so I decided to find a lunch place that was already open. I headed into the Village in downtown Grosse Pointe, figuring I’d find something on the main drag. I took Lake Shore Drive down, enjoying the view of Lake St. Clair again. It had been years since I’d seen the freighters and sailboats out on the sparkling blue water there. I passed my parents’ house, then turned right on Fisher, left onto Kercheval, and slowed to find a parking space.
As always, the Village of Grosse Pointe was beautifully decorated. In this section of town, the black wrought iron lampposts had plants hanging from them. The pink flowers were still in late-summer bloom. Portions of the red brick sidewalks matched the buildings. It was an odd juxtaposition here; the street was boulevard-wide, but the buildings crowded together like row homes. Of course, this juxtaposition was no odder than the fact that, within just a couple blocks, Grosse Pointe and all its finery ended, and the badlands of Detroit began.
I was lucky enough to find a parking spot right on the street near the Gerald Valente Memorial Arch, all filigreed wrought iron with the clock in the center. I had just stopped the car when I had a small brainstorm.
It occurred to me that my cousin, Hannah Carter-Lindsay, had gone to Grosse Pointe East. Maybe she’d be willing to give me some background information about Bard Haverford. I wondered if she’d had him as a teacher.
Hannah and I had been pretty good friends up until the point when my parents decided I was a difficult child and sent me to boarding school at Cranbrook-Kingswood. We’d still remained close even though I couldn’t see her as often. In fact, we had sometimes come down here on Saturdays to hang out in the shops or eat lunch.
She became a wild child during her junior year in high school, and her parents blamed it on the public school system, so they sent her to Detroit Country Day School for her last year. Hannah had been furious to be moved in her senior year, but she buckled down, graduated, and went on to get her MRS. degree at Smith.
Oh, to have a cell phone, I thought, as I got out of my car. But Ralph had gone off on vacation without thinking to give me one. Not that I could blame him. Everyone had a cell phone nowadays, right? Except me. I think I’ve never gotten one because they’re inconvenient when you ride a bicycle to work. Trying to answer a call while maneuvering in construction traffic is taking your life into your own hands.
But, now that I worked as a private investigator, and now that I drove a car, I had to break down and get one somehow.
Luckily, I found a public phone and pulled out my address book. I thumbed through until I found Hannah’s phone number and dialed it. Hannah answered on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Hello, Hannah? This is d’Arcy.”
“D’Arcy. My god, I haven’t heard from you in ages. How are you?”
“Doing great. How ‘bout you?”
“Oh, very pregnant. I feel like a blimp.”
“This is your second one, right?”
“Yeah, and my last. Pregnancy sucks.”
I didn’t feel like getting into this female commiseration discussion. I’d never had children, didn’t plan to have children, and didn’t understand what all the fuss was about when it came to those rug bugs. I mean, why have children if you just don’t like them? I guess I could ask my mother for the answer to that question.
“Well, look, the reason I called is, I wondered if you could give me some information.”
“What kind of information?”
“I’m trying to track down some information on one of your old teachers at Grosse Pointe East.”
Hannah laughed. “That is the damnedest thing. Why on earth do you want to know anything about old teachers at GP East?”
It occurred to me that Hannah had no idea I worked as a detective. “Well, you see, I’m working as an apprentice investigator, and my case involves a teacher at Grosse Pointe. A William “Bard” Haverford. Did you ever have him as a teacher?”
There was a slight hesitation in her voice as she replied, “I never had him for any classes. I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything about him.”
I wondered why her voice had grown a bit colder on me. If I asked her another question, she’d shut down on me completely. “Oh. Well, okay. Hey, look, we ought to get together sometime. I miss the chats we used to have.”
“Yeah, sure. Look, d’Arcy, I gotta go. I’ll see you.” She hung up before I got a chance to say anything else.
I stared at the phone in my hand. Now, what was that about? Maybe she was mad that I called her up out of the blue just to ask her about an old teacher. If so, I deserved her reaction. I hadn’t kept up with much of the family since I’d graduated from high school. I always said it was because I didn’t fit in with the rest of the family, but that was only partially true. After all, Hannah and I had been good friends growing up. True, she had married old wealth, or as old as the auto industry could get, and I probably wouldn’t, but deep down inside, she was probably still a lot like me.
I shrugged off the slightly depressed feeling I was trying to foment. Maybe I should buy a good mystery to while away the hours till two o’clock, and get my mind away from Hannah’s brush off.
I was located near the pharmacy, so I slipped inside, picked up an old Marcia Muller paperback I didn’t think I’d read yet, then walked down to the bagel shop I’d seen just before I parked the car.
I lost myself in a turkey sandwich on a bagel with a skim capp and the Muller novel, and resurfaced a few hours later, just a few minutes before 2:00. I went back to the public phone and called the school.
The receptionist answered. “Grosse Pointe East, may I help you?”
“Yes, this is d’Arcy Carter. Can you tell me when I can meet with Mr. Jacobs and Mr. Nixon?”
“Oh, yes, the detective. Well, Mr. Jacobs is free now, and you can see Mr. Nixon after school, about 3:15. Will that work out for you?”
“Yes. Thank you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
I got in my car and drove back up to the high school, once again parking in the visitors’ lot. Then I went back to the office to get directions to Mr. Jacobs’ office. “Just follow your ear to the opera music,” was the receptionist’s reply.
Chapter 10
“Arias and Coffee Don’t Mix”
Indeed, I had heard some music floating through the hallways as I walked through, though I assumed it was a music class in session. I walked around until I found the office it came from. The door was open, so I walked in. A man lay back in his fake leather chair, legs on his desk, eyes closed. Since I know nothing about opera, I couldn’t tell what he listened to. Suffice it to say, it was a soprano aria, and it wasn’t from Carmen.
I cleared my throat to let him know I was there, and he opened his eyes with a start. “Oh, you must be—you must be that lady detective Dina told me about.” He put his feet down from his desk and jumped up. He was in his late fifties, with salt and pepper gray hair and a mustache. He walked around his desk with a slight hop to his step and shook my hand. I was taken aback by his shocking, light, gray-blue eyes. They almost looked colorless. “I’m Derrick Jacobs, nice to meet you.”
“D’Arcy Carter. I was told you’d be listening to opera.”
“Yes. The Marriage of Figaro. Do you like opera?”
“I know nothing about it.” And I’d like to keep it that way, I almost added.
He frowned, but not for long. He seemed the naturally cheery sort. “A pity. Come by sometime and I’ll let you listen. You know, the more you listen, the better you like it.”
I nodded, unconvinced.
“Please, sit down,” he said, clearing a pile of books from the chair in front of his desk. “Can I give you some coffee? 100% Columbian, if that’s all right with you.”
“That would be nice,” I said, but he was already busying himself with the mugs and the coffee carafe. “I’ll take milk with it, if you have any.”
He nodded and turned around to give me a mug with a Black Watch plaid on it that almost matched his shirt. “So what was it you wanted to see me about?” he asked, sitting down in his chair again.
“I’m here to ask some questions about William Haverford.”
“Bard? Good man, very good teacher. I’ll miss him.” He sipped his coffee, looking unconcerned.
“Miss him?”
“Well, yes. That nasty business last year about the grades. I thought he’d come back this year, I didn’t even bother to start the hiring process for a replacement, but I guess he decided it wasn’t worth it.”
I set the coffee cup down on his desk and opened my notebook. “I was told he resigned.”
“Resigned.” He snorted with laughter. “Who told you that? No, let me guess. Old Pointer.”
“Yes.”
“No.” Derrick leaned forward in his chair forcibly, almost spilling his coffee in the process. “Any resignation letter would have gone through me. I would’ve had to approve it, you see. No, Bard did not resign, much as Pointer would’ve wished him to.”
“What was this disagreement about?” I asked.
Derrick’s hand fluttered in the air. “Grades. Namely, Bard failed a student, and the parents had a fit. Said no child of theirs should have a grade like that. Kid deserved his grade, mind you. He’d been skipping class up to three times a week, came to class stoned half the time when he was there, never turned in the assignments. Bard had it all documented.”
“So, what should it matter if the parents have a fit? The principal should back him up in a case like that.”
“Au contraire,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Because the kid’s parents are the one and only Ledersons.”
I had just taken a sip of coffee and I sputtered it back into the mug. The Ledersons were old money by Michigan standards. Auto industry, amusement parks, furs, you name it, they had a hand in it. They had a dynasty of sorts. They were now even more spread out, diversified into just about any moneymaking venture you could imagine, and they were counted among the richest of the rich of Grosse Pointers.
“Exactly,” he nearly crowed. “With a failing grade, little Vachel won’t get into Harvard, not that he deserves to go, anyway. Let’s just say Pointer sided with the parents.”
“Why the heck is that kid going to a public school anyway?” I asked before I thought what I was saying.
Derrick frowned. “What, aren’t public schools good enough for you?”
“That’s not what I meant—”
“It’s okay, we hear it all the time.” He laughed to show he’d taken no offense at my faux pas. “And you want my honest opinion on this? I think he was thrown out of every place else first. He’s only been here a year.”
“Do you think the Ledersons bribed Mr. Pointer?”
Derrick shrugged his shoulders. Then a keen look of interest entered his eyes. “Why are you looking for information on Bard, anyway?”
I cleared my throat, once again not sure how to proceed. Honesty being the best policy, not to mention I lie so badly, I said, “Well, he’s been missing since Monday.”
“Missing?” This time, when he swung forward, he did spill his coffee. He attempted to mop up the mess on his desk with a napkin, seemingly unaware of the fact that the majority of the liquid had landed on his clothes. “Monday?”
“Yes. His wife said he left for school that day and hasn’t been seen since.”
Derrick was silent for some minutes, still mopping up, not meeting my eyes. I could tell he was troubled. Obviously, he didn’t think Bard would be the type to just abandon his life for no good reason.
“So, you have no idea why he might have wanted to disappear?” This was probably the question I should have asked first. It was the result of reading too many mysteries. Anyone who went missing should be presumed dead, right? Wrong. Plenty of other reasons existed for someone to disappear.
By his reaction, I had to bet Derrick read too many mysteries, too.
He looked up at me, the look in his eyes sad and scared. “I don’t know any reason he might go away. He was a good teacher. He would never have resigned. The principal would have had to fire him. In fact, that’s what I assumed had happened when he didn’t appear at work on Monday, and Pointer said Bard wouldn’t be returning this year. And the kid has a failing grade on his report card. Bard didn’t back down from anything.” His eyes clouded again as he said, “I hope this incident had nothing to do with his disappearance.”
There was nothing I could do to help him feel better. I took down some notes, then asked him for directions to where Randy Nixon might be, and left his office. I hated being the bearer of unexpected bad news.
Chapter 11
“Burning Down the House”
Randy Nixon’s classroom was on the second floor, in the center area that had no windows. When I walked into the classroom, he whistled lightly as he erased the board.
I recognized him as the other teacher escort in the pictures on Bard’s photo wall in his den. He was a good looking man, though less sexy than Bard was. His almost black hair was a bit out of control, spiking like a heavy metal halo all around his head. He, like his friend Bard, had a neatly trimmed beard. He wore a beige poet’s shirt, the cuffs turned back to his elbows, and light brown double pleated Italian trousers, with matching tasseled shoes. When he turned toward me, I noticed the sparkle of a gold necklace, nestled along his collarbone. “Oh,” he said with a start. “Hello.”
“Hello. I’m sorry I startled you,” I said, reaching my hand out to shake his. “My name is d’Arcy Carter. I believe Dina Lawrence told you I’d be seeing you.”
“Ah, yes. Is that Darcy, like in Pride and Prejudice?”
“Close. Small d, apostrophe, capitol A.”
“French, then.”
“Irish.”
“Really? We go to Ireland every year. Were you aware of that?”
I shook my head no, then realized Rachael had told me something of the sort, so I nodded.
Nixon laughed at that, and it seemed to relax him, at least a little bit. He sat with one hip on his desk, his arms crossed loosely in his half-lap. Then he crossed one arm over his chest, the other hand coming up to his face so he could prop his chin on his palm. Then, again, he dropped his hands to his lap. “Well, what can I do for you?”
“I wanted to ask you some questions about Bard Haverford.” I was beginning to feel like a broken record. How many times had I said that same sentence today?
Suddenly ill at ease, Randy folded his arms over his chest and leaned away from me. “What about Bard?”
“I understand you’re a friend of his?”
Warily, he said, “Y-yes.”
“I was hired by his wife.”
Now he looked surprised. “Rachael hired you? Why?”
“Bard seems to be missing.”
Randy sucked his breath in quickly, and I looked at him in surprise. Yet another reader of too many mysteries, I figured. “Do you have any idea why he might be missing?”
Randy Nixon looked down at his desk, his arms still over his chest. “No,” he said flatly.
“Do you know if he had debts? I know he had some trouble with the principal and a student’s parents—”
“That kid deserved to fail. The kid was in my class at the beginning of the school year, we have English classes that run for a semester, I don’t know if you know that, anyway, I should’ve failed him myself, but I didn’t have the balls—excuse me, guts—that Bard did.”
Nixon talked a little too fast for my taste. It didn’t seem quite natural. Was he on anti-depressants or something? “Do you think that incident would’ve led to his disappearance?”
“I don’t know.” Randy’s shoulders kept caving further and further forward. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe it was the asbestos incident.”
I was silent, not knowing what he meant. Finally he looked up at me, fear in his eyes. His voice cracked as he whispered, “He knew about the asbestos problem.”
Great. This guy acted like a paranoid speed head. “What asbestos problem?”
“Shh.” He looked around him, as though the walls had ears. He lowered his voice still further, and said, “This whole place is riddled with it. Usually, that’s not a problem, but when it crumbles, the asbestos gets in the air, and you know. Do you have any idea how many teachers have died here in the last ten years? All cancer. Lung cancer.”
I watched him count silently on his fingers, five, then ten, then he started again on the first hand. He stopped. “Bard found some places where it’s crumbling. When he told the principal, Pointer told him to mind his own business. But it was his own business, wasn’t it? Last I heard, Bard planned to go to the Detroit News with it.”
I nodded, writing it all down. Harold Pointer began to look like a real bad guy. “When did you last see Bard?”
He gritted his teeth. “Last weekend.”
“And he told you then that he planned to go to the paper with it?”
He nodded. This time I gritted my teeth. That was just days before Bard Haverford disappeared.
Chapter 12
“Too Many Reasons to Count”
Have you ever had a feeling in your heart like it’s flipped over and the blood just stopped pumping? I had that feeling when I picked up the phone and my brother told me my grandmother had died. The feeling like you knew something bad had happened, and you were right.
I had that feeling now.
To cover my fear, I made a big show of putting my pen in my purse and taking my card out to give Randy Nixon. “If you think of anything I might find useful, please call me. Meanwhile, I think I need to talk to your principal.”
Randy stood up, moved next to me, and grabbed my arm. He looked like he wanted to say something. His grip was very tight, hitting just at the point where I had been cut. I flexed my forearm to let him know it hurt, and he relaxed his grip slightly.
“I’ll walk you to the office,” he said in a quiet but harsh tone. “I have to go down there anyway.”
We walked down the glass-enclosed stairs in silence. When we reached the first floor, he led me toward the office. I’m glad he did, since I would’ve turned the other way, and it would have been a longer walk.
As we turned the corner, Randy Nixon almost ran right into a woman. It took me a second to realize it was the woman who’d had the job interview today and had been in the office with me earlier. She’d taken off the houndstooth jacket and wore only the red dress. She’d also taken out the complicated bun she’d been wearing, and her hair fell in blond curls down past her shoulders. She looked like a Rafaelian angel.
“You!” Randy said, with a look of great surprise.
I stopped walking, since he had also, and I waited politely. “I need to talk to you,” he said to her. Then he seemed to think he was being impolite, so he said, “I’m sorry, d’Arcy Carter, this is Rita Maxwell. She’s a graduate of Grosse Pointe East, class of, I don’t remember, ten years ago?”
“Thereabouts. You have a good memory,” she said to him but looked pointedly at me. “I met you in the office earlier today, didn’t I?”
I nodded. Randy took Rita’s arm, and I wondered if he gripped her as hard as he’d gripped me just before. He looked at me. This would be where we separated company.
“Well, I’ll leave you now, if that’s okay,” I said to him. “I want to catch Harold Pointer before he leaves.”
Randy nodded, and led Rita down the hall, in the opposite direction.
I watched them go, wondering, nosy old me, what they needed to talk about. But it probably had no bearing on my case, whereas it seemed like Harold Pointer might have been withholding some information from me, so I needed to see him before he left for the day.
But when I reached the office, I found the doors locked tight, no lights on within.
I looked at my watch and was surprised to find that it was already 4:00. It was no surprise, then, that the high school office was already closed. But that meant I was at a dead end.
Or not so dead. On the corner of the street, not too far away, sat a public phone, complete with a phone book that was miraculously still attached.
Maybe Harold Pointer was at home already, and I could give him a call. A quick look through the book, however, netted nothing. I supposed I couldn’t blame a high school principal for having an unlisted number. But that meant I’d been right before; I was at a dead end.
And I still had two hours to go before I was to meet my parents at the yacht club.
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