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Prologue

Vagabond squirmed, shifting from foot to foot
and swinging his great head with displeasure as Diana Quigley
mounted. His protest increased as she directed him toward the
familiar grove of trees. "What's the matter, old boy, don't you
want to ride today? I promise to keep it short. We have some new
paintings coming to the museum and one of them looks very much like
these woods."

The area surrounding the Quigley estate that
so pleased Diana, provided sun and soil to century old Eastern
white pine and craggy black barked oak. The ancient trees stretched
skyward over a hundred feet and beckoned visitors with leaves twice
the size of a human hand. Those monuments to nature's patience and
endurance offered refuge to white tail deer, muskrat, raccoons,
mink, screech owls, songbirds, red-tailed hawks, and others. Two
legged visitors found the quiet natural paths a perfect place to
relax and reflect in a stressful world. The serenity of that warm
August morning in 1968 did little to sooth Vagabond, and minutes
after she urged him into their private sanctuary, Diana Quigley
regretted her failure to understand the horse's warning.

 


 



Chapter 1

My name is Matilda Constance Draper. Folks
still alive that aren't young enough to call me ma'am know me as
Mattie. Like most people who've experienced this thing called life,
I've seen good times and a few not so good times. That's how it
goes. At sixty-seven, I'm old enough to know that things happen I
can't control and it's up to me to do the best I can with the
changes. I've also learned that if you make friends with pigeons,
you have to be prepared to accept everything that comes with them.
When I decided to work as a private investigator, I knew I'd be
dealing with my share of crap.

Draper Detective Agency opened its doors
shortly after my twenty-seventh birthday and I kept those doors
wedged open for thirty-eight years. Before that, I'd worked as a
secretary. My biggest problem with that particular occupation was
that it never took me long to learn what made the office tick and
what my job entailed. That meant it never took long for me to start
daydreaming about greener pastures, or at least more challenging
places to graze. That was the reason for my frequent relocation,
not as a few friends and family members have implied, because I
couldn't hold a job. If you've ever done office work, you
understand why I needed to make a change. How often can you type
'Dear Sir or Madam' before you start rubbing your finger against
your lips to make strange buzzing noises? It usually took me around
six months.

I didn't have the right stuff to sit behind a
desk for eight hours and the longer I tried, the unhappier I
became. The problem was I had no idea how to remove myself from my
gloomy situation and keep the landlord smiling. My friend, Frankie
Ficaro, himself a private investigator, suggested I try detective
work. Frankie and I had only known each other a few months, but he
said he thought with the way my brain figured things out, I'd be
good. After all the jobs I'd had, I knew my brain did more than its
share of working things out and I considered his suggestion. In
high school, I read 'This Girl for Hire' with detective Honey West
and thought it would be an exciting and fun job. I just hadn't
pictured myself in Honey West's shoes, and not because the heels
were too high.

Frankie said that being a woman in the
investigating business would give me an advantage, because I'd be
unusual. I was sure he meant that in the nicest way. He also
believed in what he called women's natural sense of nosiness. I
told him the word he wanted was intuition. Frankie didn't have his
finger pressed firmly on the pulse of society, but I decided to try
anyway.

To be honest, the agency might not have made
it through the starting gate if it hadn't been for Frankie. When I
decided to go for it, I thought I'd work out of my apartment. He
wasn't crazy about the idea. He said clients needed to feel
confident that you were a real private investigator and that meant
having a real office. He told me about an empty space between him
and a bail bondsman in his building on Ashland Avenue. The PI that
had it closed a big case and retired. Frankie said that was a good
sign and I agreed.

The first floor of the two-story structure
where we rented was a currency exchange. The bail bondsman and me
and Frankie occupied the upstairs. The building smelled stale and
musty, and enough feet tramped in with city dirt and grime to make
everything a shade or two darker than their original colors,
including the windows. The radiators clanked and the water pressure
suffered more mood swings than my cat Sebastian, but everything
worked well enough. That was what mattered. At least it did to me.
Being in a less desirable Chicago neighborhood made the rent
affordable. That mattered, too.

Both Frankie and the bail bondsman put air
conditioning units in their office window. For the first few weeks,
the noise they made went right through me, but neither of the guys
heard the racket. I didn't have a unit because I couldn't afford
it, but the air from my two neighbors kept me cool and it kept my
share of the electric bill down.

Frankie did more than find me an office
space. His agency kept him plenty busy and he gave me his overflow,
cases he couldn't or didn't want to handle. They were small—chasing
down cheating spouses and finding missing animals—I didn't mind as
long as I could work as a PI. Typing out an invoice after a case,
no matter how little I made, was more fun than typing 'Dear Sir or
Madam'. It wasn't until I cracked my first big assignment that I
could afford to have Draper Detective Agency painted on the glass
window of my door. That was the Quigley case and it came three
months after I started. That job did more than help me buy a
sign—it made me a detective.

Frankie didn't give me the Quigley case,
although he did help. The way things kept happening with that
investigation, there were a few times when I wondered if it might
be my last. The year was 1968, a hellish time for the United
States. We saw the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and
Bobby Kennedy. We watched the war in Viet Nam drudge on, and for
reasons that no one understood, kidnapping became a popular way to
make quick cash.

I didn't hear about Mrs. Quigley's
disappearance until almost 48 hours after it happened. David
Quigley, husband of the victim, showed up at my office. It
surprised him to find a woman sitting behind the desk, at least one
who wasn't a secretary. He didn't even sit down before he said he
thought M. Draper was a man and he wanted a male detective working
for him. I didn't take offense. Female investigators were rare, and
besides, I wasn't sure if I was ready to handle a kidnapping.

Quigley was a good-looking well dressed guy.
The way his hands wouldn't stay still told me right away that he
was in sorry shape about something. I explained how I ran a
one-woman detective agency and that I had a ninety-seven percent
success rate. That was true, but I didn't tell him how many bites
and scratches I got completing those cases. Frankie must have been
listening through the paper-thin walls because he stuck his head in
and asked if I'd stop by his office when I finished. He had a new
case and needed my opinion. I knew Frankie didn't need my help. He
wanted me to get the job. It must have worked, because after that,
Mr. Quigley relaxed a little. Although I suspected by how he
dropped into the chair it was more that he just didn't have the
energy to search for another PI.

He told me that an associate of his
recommended me and thought I could find his wife. His words
bolstered my confidence enough to make me believe I could. That was
my first mistake. I hadn't handled a kidnapping before, but in my
mind, good sense and logic could solve any crime. That was my
second.

For the two years since I've retired, I've
been telling myself to write this story down, and now I have. The
following account of Mrs. Quigley's kidnapping is from my notes and
my memory, both of which are slightly worse for wear.

 


 



Chapter 2

On August 26, the evening of Diana's
abduction, David Quigley received a phone call instructing him to
take the hundred thousand dollar ransom the kidnapper demanded to a
specified location at a beach in Evanston. The caller added that if
Quigley involved the police he could start planning Mrs. Q's
funeral. Unfortunately, the sheriff had installed a listening
device on the phone and recorded the call. Mr. Quigley didn't have
much choice other than to go along with a poorly thought out plan.
He attempted to deliver the money with Sheriff Brown and half a
dozen deputies fumbling around like a bunch of circus clowns. The
kidnapper spotted them and the bumbling almost got both Mr. and
Mrs. Quigley killed. After waiting the entire next day and not
hearing any news, Quigley decided to hire a private
investigator—me.

The first time I went over my notes, I
thought that if Mrs. Quigley had a large life insurance policy on
herself, her husband made a good suspect. My early research picked
up a few reports about the business he co-owned, an office
furniture manufacturing company. A rumor passed on by a friend of
mine said they were having money problems. Kidnapping his wife
wouldn't solve those problems for Mr. Quigley, but if they found
her dead, a big insurance policy could give him the extra cash he
needed. If he could make it appear that she died by her kidnapper's
hand, he'd collect on the policy and keep his business, if not his
wife, alive.

I kept in mind that he'd been the one who
sought me out for the job, but that made me wonder who he knew that
would have recommended me since we didn't travel in the same
circles. Before I put too much effort into investigating any one
suspect, I wanted to meet and talk to his business partner, Jeffery
Joseph Sumner. I also wanted to see what information the police had
collected. Right after talking to Mr. Q in my office, I went to the
Quigley estate. I hadn't expected to find many hot leads lying
around overlooked by investigators. That was before I met the local
sheriff and his deputies.

After the botched payoff, the FBI entered the
search. The more the merrier was all right with me. It meant we'd
find Mrs. Quigley that much sooner, although I soon learned that I
wouldn't be an active member of their investigation. My request for
information from the FBI Agents and the local sheriff's department
proved fruitless and apparently, laughable. When I introduced
myself to Lake Oak's Sheriff Brown, he looked me up and down and
asked which of his friends had me pretending to be a private
investigator as a joke. I showed him my license and convinced him I
was a real detective working for Mr. Quigley. All that accomplished
was to make him mad. He glared, puffed up his chest, and ordered me
to stay the hell out of his way.

One of the many things Frankie told me before
I opened the agency was that the Feds and local law enforcement
folks weren't the biggest supporters of PIs. They never helped them
or wanted them involved. He meant male investigators. You can
imagine how they felt about having a woman working their territory.
So, once I'd established my relationship with the sheriff,
deputies, and agents, I left them to do their work and went to do
mine. They'd made it clear they didn't plan to tell me anything,
even if they had anything to tell. Mr. Quigley agreed to find out
what he could and pass it on. He still hadn't heard from the
kidnappers and I expected the call would come soon. At least I
hoped it would.

 


Josh Spencer's name was second on my list of
possible suspects. He'd been the gardener and stable hand for the
last three years and was the last person known to have talked to
Mrs. Quigley before she disappeared. I found him outside the barn
brushing a stately gray quarter horse. As I approached the pair,
the horse did a little two-step and I saw he wasn't comfortable
with strangers. I stayed back and Josh stroked his neck to calm
him. "Hello, Mr. Spencer, my name is Mattie Draper. Mr. Quigley
asked me to find his wife." I didn't wait for him to ask the
obvious question. "I'm a private investigator. Do you have a few
minutes?"

"Nice to meet you, Miss Draper." He had a
soft, friendly voice. "How can I help?"

I'd done quite a bit of hand shaking in my
first three months of business, but Josh surprised me. He didn't
give me a weird stare or make a dumb remark, and he didn't hold my
hand like it was a limp cloth. He shook it, the whole hand, not
just the fingertips. "You're not shocked that I'm a female
detective?"

"I've seen stranger things in life than a
woman investigator, no offense."

"None taken," I told him. "How did Mrs.
Quigley seem before she left for her ride?"

"She was quiet. She usually is. I mean she's
pleasant, but not much on small talk. She talked more to Vagabond
than to me." He noticed my confusion and explained. "This is
Vagabond, Mrs. Quigley's horse." He patted the thick gray neck.
"They're good pals. Not too many people can handle this guy the way
she can."

"You do all right."

"After Mrs. Quigley settled him down and told
him he could trust me."

"Did she saddle the horse herself?" I knew a
little about horses because my sister, Mary Anne, and her husband,
Rick, had a horse ranch. You didn't just jump on their backs and
take off the way they did it in the movies.

"No. She usually went for a ride in the
morning so I knew to have him ready. I brought him from the barn,
saddled and set to go when she came at around nine."

"How old is Vagabond?"

"Eight."

The horse stood about fifteen hands and was
as fit as any horse on Mary Ann's ranch. "Did she say anything to
you?"

"Nothing other than good morning and thanks.
She told Vagabond the ride would be short because she was going to
see some paintings. She doesn't need help to mount, so I stepped
back and watched her climb into the saddle." He scratched his chin,
which struck me as the habit of a much older man. According to my
notes, Josh was twenty-five. "I did notice one thing out of the
ordinary. I told the police about it when I first talked to them.
Vagabond was jumpy and even though Mrs. Q rubbed his neck to calm
him, he didn't settle down. He must have been okay because they
rode off into the woods, but it was almost like he tried to warn
her."

I wasn't a big believer in animals
communicating with people, although Mary Anne swore they did, and
Sebastian always had a lot to say. I just didn't understand a meow
of it. "How long did she usually ride?"

"She tried to take at least a short ride
every day. If she wasn't going out she'd let me know first thing.
On mornings when she didn't have meetings she'd ride for an hour or
so and sometimes longer. She liked to go to the lake and read. I
didn't think much about her not coming back right away. I didn't
remember what she told Vagabond about keeping it short. At least
not until Mrs. Allen came out and told me to look for her."

"You didn't see anyone else in the woods?" I
wanted to ask him if he followed her, but decided it might be wise
to keep as many people on my side as possible since the police and
FBI weren't. Before he could answer we both turned to watch the
deputies and FBI agents jump in their cars and race away. I
wondered what that was about and turned back to Josh.

"No ma'am. There was no one around."

"Call me Mattie. Do you mind if I call you
Josh?"

"That's fine."

"Did you notice anything else unusual?"

"A rope tied to two of the trees blocking the
path. The police thought Mrs. Quigley might have run into it and
was pushed off the saddle." He sounded doubtful. "It doesn't make
sense that Vagabond didn't stop when he saw the rope. He must not
have seen it."

"Mr. Quigley told me about the rope. You
didn't notice anything else?"

"No, not that I recall."

"Do you live here?"

"In a cabin behind the barn. Would you like
to see it?"

"Not now, thanks.

"If you don't need anything else, Mattie, I'd
better get back to work. I sure hope you find Mrs. Quigley. She's a
good boss and a good person."

I watched Josh walk back to the barn with
Vagabond and decided to inspect the woods where he'd pointed. Mr.
Quigley told me about the rope tied between two trees and that the
police seemed surer than Josh about it catching Diana across the
chest and sweeping her from the saddle. She'd have hit the ground
hard because Vagabond was a big horse.

 


The soothing quiet in the woods surprised me.
I imagined I could hear the trees stretch their roots and branches
to greet the day. I'd also noticed that the critters all quieted
down with my arrival and were waiting for me to leave. I grew up in
Chicago and noise was as much a part of life as sunrise. Right
then, I found it hard to believe that Lake Oak and Chicago were in
the same state, no less separated by only thirty miles. I let out a
sigh, and nearly apologized for the disturbance.

There wasn't much to see. If a rope existed,
the sheriff's department or FBI took it when the checked the area.
I wandered around anyway but couldn't find any sign of someone
thrown or dragged from a horse. The main path I followed split into
other paths farther into the woods and they all had enough hoof
prints to show they'd been used in the last few weeks, although the
center one, which lead to a clearing, was the only one with fresh
horse manure. I guessed that was the path that Diana and Vagabond
took. There was more fresh manure out in the clearing itself. I
wondered why, if the rope had swept Diana from the horse, he went
on that far without her. And Josh said he found Vagabond in the
woods tied to a tree. Josh was right to wonder about that rope.
Something wasn't right. I wished I could get Vagabond to talk to
me, and considered asking Mary Anne to have a horse person to horse
conversation with him.

As much as I enjoyed the peaceful spot, I had
work to do. I walked down the path back toward the house and
noticed thick lush gardens around the yard. I'd never seen such a
variety of flowers. They had to be Josh's work. He may have been a
good horse handler, but he had a genius for growing things. Except
for a few pieces of paper that blew in, the gardens were perfect. I
couldn't help myself. I picked up the scraps and shoved them in my
jacket pocket to restore my sense of order. I smiled, making a
mental note to compliment the gardener next time we talked. Josh
was a man who had a way with horses and gardens. That didn't strike
me as your typical kidnapper, but you could never tell.

The housekeeper, Mrs. Allen, was next on my
list for an interview. She'd worked as cook and housekeeper for the
couple since they moved in after their wedding ten years earlier.
Mrs. Allen told the police that she'd helped Mrs. Quigley lay out
clothes to wear after her ride. Diana had told her she wouldn’t
have much time when she returned and wanted them ready to slip on
after her shower. Later, Mrs. Allen was at the sink looking out the
window of the Quigley's kitchen when she saw thirty-three-year-old
Diana Quigley mount her horse out by the barn. After returning to
the breakfast dishes, she checked the clock. It was nine.

Mrs. Allen's testimony helped the
investigators and me, narrow the time of the kidnapping to between
nine and noon. It was just before twelve when Mrs. Allen realized
Diana would be late for her meeting and went to find her. When she
didn't locate her in the house, she told Josh to look around the
estate. His search took him to the woods where he found Vagabond
and the rope, but no sign of Diana. Mrs. Allen called David
Quigley, who told her to contact the police and that he'd be right
home. Her call brought the sheriff's department, followed the next
day by FBI agents and eventually, me. Then, only hours after my
arrival on the scene, an event in Chicago dramatically reduced the
number of investigators.

I learned the reason for their hasty retreat
from Mrs. Allen. She'd heard on the radio that all hell had broken
lose at the Democratic Convention. Minor altercations between
demonstrators and police began when the convention started on
Sunday, but it came to a head when angry citizens and equally irate
police officers and National Guardsmen were pushed to their limit
by the sweltering August temperatures. The FBI Agents headed back
to the city and most of the local deputies returned to police their
community. Escalating protests had already begun in the surrounding
suburbs.

My stomach did a quick flip-flop at the news.
It meant that Mr. Quigley was left with a sheriff who would rather
be busting heads of protestors than working with a female PI, a
deputy who felt about the same way, and a female PI. I put those
thoughts out of my mind. I had a job to find Mrs. Quigley and that
was what I planned to do.

Mrs. Allen told me that everyone liked Diana.
She belonged to a variety of clubs and sat on a number of boards
with other friends and neighbors. "Did you talk to Mrs. Quigley
very often?" My cousin Ginny worked for a well to do family in the
city and she said they didn't have much to do with the people who
worked for them, but that didn't seem to be true of Diana
Quigley.

"Yes. Miss Diana is very friendly to me. She
told me once that she was not a very social person, but I see her
do many things for other people. It could be she is just a little
bashful."

"Have you ever seen her have guests that you
didn't know, Mrs. Allen? Strangers, maybe men showing up during the
day or anything like that?" The housekeeper responded with one of
those looks that could kill. I assumed her answer was 'no'. "Mrs.
Allen, I have to ask these questions so I can find her. I don't
mean any offense. Okay?" She agreed to tell me whatever she knew,
and what she knew was that Mrs. Quigley did not have strange
guests. Then she said the same thing Josh had, Mrs. Quigley was a
good boss and a good person. At first glance, Diana appeared not to
have any enemies. I soon discovered that wasn't true.

 


 



Chapter 3

After my conversation with Mrs. Allen, I
searched for and found David Quigley standing in the middle of the
living room. He didn't invite me to sit, but judging by his nonstop
pacing, that was because he couldn't sit himself. When I met him in
my office, I figured he was an even-tempered, friendly guy. I still
thought that was true, or would be if someone hadn't abducted his
wife.

He was right around six feet tall with dark
gray eyes and uncombed blond hair that hung over his collar. The
length might have been intentional because men had been growing
their hair longer in the last few years, but the uncombed part had
more to do with his missing wife. He asked me what I'd like to do
and I told him I wanted to meet Kathleen McCarthy, the young woman
who assisted Mrs. Allen with housework. I also told him that when
we finished, I wanted to go to the furniture plant and look around.
He couldn't see any reason for that, but when I explained it was
possible that his business might be somehow involved, he agreed.
Once again I had the feeling he was just too exhausted to do
anything else.

"All right, I'll get Kathleen."

"Before you do that, do you have a current
picture of Diana?" He led me to an oil painting over the stone
fireplace that filled half of one wall. It was a portrait of both
Diana and Dave. He said they'd had it done the previous year. If
the artist painted an accurate likeness of the missing woman,
Diana's beauty could stop a parade. Reddish-brown curls spilled
down both sides of a long thin face and her brown eyes sparkled
over a relaxed smile. I knew from the information Mr. Quigley
provided that she was six years older than my twenty-seven years.
I'd have guessed her younger.

She stood next to Dave, a man with his own
share of good looks, with her arm wrapped in his. They both
appeared happy with their lives and each other. Diana was as long
and thin as a willow, and judging by her well-proportioned limbs,
might have been as agile. While I eyed the portrait, Mr. Quigley
brought Kathleen McCarthy in, introduced her, and left us alone.
"Kathleen, my name is Mattie Draper and I'm a private investigator
working for Mr. Quigley. It's nice to meet you." She gave me a
quick nod without raising her eyes from her shoes. I could see she
was scared.

She didn't wear a maid's uniform, just pants
and a sweatshirt, and very white Keds on her size five feet. Her
hair was the same color brown as mine, but mine stopped at my
shoulders and hers twisted in a long braid down her back. "Have you
seen any strangers visiting Mrs. Quigley during the day?" I kept my
voice quiet and soothing, but instead of calming down, she became
more frightened. I needed her to relax and it took a minute to
realize what might be causing her distress. "Did the police and FBI
speak to you before they left?"

"Oh, yes ma'am. I thought they were going to
throw me in jail the way they talked to me. I like working for Mr.
and Mrs. Quigley and can't think why anyone would kidnap Miss
Diana." The more upset she grew, the faster her words came and the
thicker her brogue.

"I know you're not involved, Kathleen. I'm
sure the police and FBI know that too. They just come across a
little heavy handed." I didn't give her my opinion of their
investigating techniques. Instead, I reached in my purse and pulled
out a business card. "Will you call me if you think of anything
that might help us find Mrs. Quigley?"

"Yes, ma'am, I will." Her hand trembled as
she took the card from my fingers and she never did relax until I
told her she could go.

As Kathleen left, Mr. Quigley returned. "Did
you have any luck?"

"Nothing yet, but the people that work for
you like you and your wife. They've all promised to try to remember
if they saw or heard anything that might help. Why don't we head
over to Q & S Design?" We drove to the plant in silence and I
wondered if Kathleen knew things that she wasn't saying. I had the
same thought about the workers at the plant. Even if they knew of
any problems, would they tell me?

The building used to manufacture the
furniture stretched the length and width of two football fields. I
was surprised by the size and the noise level. It was as loud as
the fourth quarter of a Bears-Packer game, including the fans. I
noticed a number of distinct smells too. Some were strong and
unfamiliar, but one came from the cut wood that filled a large
section of the plant. It smelled wonderful. I wanted to wander
around a little, but the noise would have kept me from talking to
anyone and I yelled that thought to Mr. Quigley.

"You're right, Miss Draper. You can't talk
out here," he shouted and pointed to a door that led us into
another room. It must have been soundproof because you could hear
yourself think, although I still had a buzzing in my head. I
wondered if anyone who made furniture had hearing left at
retirement.

The room was a large lunchroom with about
thirty tables and four times as many chairs. Workers filled a few
of them, reading papers, or eating. I checked my watch and saw it
was after three. Factories staggered breaks and meal schedules to
keep everything running without stopping production. Mr. Quigley
said he'd send a few people in and that I should come over to the
building that housed the business offices when I finished.

 


Mr. Martin Schmidt was the first of the
employees to join me. He supervised cutting the raw wood, and
sounded very proud of the work and his crew. Once he finished
explaining the steps involved in turning raw wood into furniture I
asked him what he thought about his bosses. "How do you like
working for Mr. Quigley and Mr. Sumner?"

"Good men. They are very good men." He had a
deep voice and a strong German accent. By the size of him, his
accent wasn't the only thing.

"Do you know Diana Quigley?"

"Nein. I
see her, of course, but she does not come to the factory very
often. It is too noisy, I think." He laughed. "She is a fine lady.
You will find her I hope."

"I'll do my best, Mr. Schmidt." He wasn't
really shouting, but he must have been used to talking loud. "Do
you know if many people around the plant dislike Mr. Quigley, or if
he has any enemies?"

He pushed his lips out and thought about my
question. Then, in a single unhurried motion, raised and dropped
his giant shoulders. "No, I don't know if he has enemies, Miss
Draper. Everyone here likes working for Mr. Quigley."

I talked to three other supervisors and they
agreed that Mr. Quigley and Mr. Sumner were good to work for and
Mrs. Quigley was a fine lady. One of them mentioned accidents
around the plants, but then looked embarrassed and wouldn't say any
more. I guessed I might have been right that no one would talk
about their bosses or their jobs. Many of the workers were
immigrants or first generation Americans whose parents had been
immigrants. They didn't welcome conversations with the police or
anyone who asked questions, including a private investigator. I
left the factory and went to the office building.

The differences between the two structures
slapped me in the face as soon as I opened the door. Once inside, I
heard little noise other than clicking of typewriters and ringing
phones, and even they were hushed in the subdued environment. Lush
carpet covered every inch of the place and my nose sniffed only the
subtle aromas of men's cologne, women's perfume, cigarette smoke,
and brewing coffee. That last smell pushed a button in my brain
notifying my body of a caffeine deficit. I scanned the entrance
area for a coffee pot.

What I saw instead was finely crafted tables
and chairs, the finished products from the factory. I remembered
the piles of raw wood and had even greater respect for the folks in
the other building. It took tremendous skill to coax wood into the
highly polished works of functional art that filled the lobby. I
also knew that whoever was in charge of such things at Q & S
Design was smart enough not to put a potentially dangerous coffee
pot in a place where anyone could walk in and spill it. I spotted a
woman behind a black walnut desk that enclosed her in graceful
semi-circle, and tried to put my coffee urge back to sleep.

As I approached, I noticed that unlike my
battered and messy desk at the office, not a pen or a paperclip
appeared out of place. The woman behind the well-made furniture
looked to be pretty well made herself. She had a mound of blond
hair piled on her head, and though her suit had a conservative cut,
the bright red color shouted 'look at me'. I watched her type with
long fingernails that matched the suit and wondered how she did it
without hitting two or three keys at the same time. My curiosity
won out and I leaned over to see if she was typing 'Dear Sir or
Madam'. She sensed me right away and raised her head, a little
startled to find someone hanging over her desk. I took a step back.
"Can I help you?"

"Please tell Mr. Quigley that I'm finished at
the factory. I'm Mattie Draper, a private investigator working on
his wife's kidnapping."

Her eyes didn't display a great deal of
confidence as they studied me, but she did want to talk about the
kidnapping. "Isn't it terrible? Who would kidnap poor Mrs. Quigley?
She's such a sweet woman."

"That's what I hope to find out very soon.
Did you know her well?"

"We weren't close friends, of course, but I
knew her. She would never say or do anything rude, but she wasn't
very outgoing. Considering her modeling career and her involvement
in various organizations around town it's surprising how
uncomfortable she is in social situations."

The modeling career was news to me. I checked
the nameplate on the desk. Rachel Jankowski, positioned in the very
center of the office building, might be helpful. "Rachel," I said
as I reached in my purse for a card. "When we can set it up, I'd
like to talk to you again. Maybe we can meet for coffee. You may
have seen something important to the case and not realized it, and
I can fill you in on what I've discovered." I added the last part
because one thing I remembered about being a secretary was the
value of good gossip. Rachel looked interested.

"Sure, just tell me when, Mattie. I'll tell
Mr. Quigley you're here." She picked up a phone and before she'd
even put it back in the base, Mr. Quigley came out and grabbed my
elbow, ushering me through a doorway. I waved my fingers at Rachel
as we dashed out of the reception area.

"Jeff said he'd see you as soon as you came
in. Are you ready?" He didn't wait for an answer and took me down a
hall to a large office where we stood at the doorway and faced a
person I assumed was Mr. Sumner. From the look on his face, Mr.
Sumner planned to interview me instead of the other way around.
"I'll leave you two alone," Dave said. "My office is down the hall
when you're finished, Miss Draper." Mr. Quigley hurried out and I
turned to look at the man seated behind an expansive desk.

Jeffrey Sumner was in his early to mid
sixties and large, not fat, but broad. If he came out from behind
that desk, I bet he'd fill the doorway. Unlike Mr. Quigley's hair,
he kept his gray strands trimmed and combed with care to hide any
thinning. His eyes were a light blue, or maybe a green. I couldn't
tell from that far away. I could tell that his suit would have cost
two or three month's worth of my salary as a secretary and more
than what I'd made so far as a detective.

His furniture was the same high quality black
oak I'd seen in Rachel's area. The massive desk also boasted red
oak inlay panels on the front and solid brass hardware. That stuff
would have looked silly in Frankie and my offices, and I doubted it
would have fit, but it might have been nice to find out. "Thanks
for seeing me, Mr. Sumner."

"No problem. Do you think she's dead?"

 


 



Chapter 4

To be honest, Mr. Sumner's question stopped
me cold, but I regrouped as I sat in one of the chairs in front of
him. "No, I think she's alive. They haven't gotten the ransom and I
doubt they would kill her before then. Do you think she's
dead?"

"No, I agree with you, Miss Draper. If the
reason they took Diana was for the money, they'll keep her alive
until they're paid."

He surprised me again. He implied that if she
wasn't dead yet, she would be when they had the money. He didn't
appear bothered by that, of course, you don't know a person after
meeting them once. Under his chilly personality, he might be a warm
and caring guy—or a kidnapper and a murderer. "Can you think of
anyone who would want to do this to Mr. and Mrs. Quigley?"

Mr. Sumner's folded hands rested on the desk
in front of him. It gave him a look of serenity and wisdom, not
that of a kidnapping murderer. "No, I'm at a loss." The hands
lifted in a brief demonstration of his confusion and then
re-entwined. "Dave and I have been partners for seven years and
I've never seen him do anything unprofessional or unkind to anyone,
here or anywhere else. He's a good man."

So far, I'd discovered nothing but good
people involved in the case. Having had a little experience with
human nature, I doubted that was as true as everyone wanted me to
believe. "What did you mean when you said if they took her for the money? Would there be
another reason to kidnap Mrs. Quigley?"

The corners of his mouth turned up in a
smile, another strange response. "You don't miss much, do you, Miss
Draper." Then I understood that he wasn't smiling about the
kidnapping. It surprised him that I remembered what he said and
found it significant. I wished people would stop being so damned
amazed to discover that I a brain tucked between my ears. "I
suppose if a person were angry with Diana or Dave, they might
kidnap her for revenge."

"Can you think of any person who had a motive
for revenge?"

"It's a tough world. If you have a successful
life, others want it. If you are doing well, another person might
desire to do better. Mrs. Quigley made quite a fortune as an
international model before she retired eight years ago. In fact,
she's worth more than Dave at the moment, and he isn't
impoverished. Would you care for a cup of coffee?"

I looked up from my notes and muffled a
grateful groan. "Sure Mr. Sumner, coffee would be nice." He may
have wanted coffee as much as I did because he clicked the intercom
on, requested two coffees, and clicked it off again. The remark
about Diana's modeling career and the thought of a cup of coffee
almost sidetracked me. I returned my focus to questioning Jeffery
Sumner. "I received a tip that this is a tough time financially for
Q & S Design Concepts. Is there any truth to that?" This time
he didn't smile.

"Where did you hear that?" His eyes locked on
me for a moment and then just as quickly he waved aside the comment
and the sage persona returned. "Miss Draper, in our business the
competition will often start rumors they hope will have a negative
effect. We are as solid as ever and growing. Dave and I may
disagree on a few things, but we are good business partners and our
company is quite competitive."

The door opened and Rachel carried in two
coffees. She handed me mine, and put Mr. Sumner's on a coaster by
his right hand. I didn't see a coaster in front of me and thought
I'd have to hold the cup. The veteran receptionist spotted my
problem, picked a coaster up from the credenza, and smiled as she
set it down in front of me. "Thanks, Rachel." When she shut the
door, I put the cup on the coaster and returned to my notebook. I'd
have to shoot myself if I spilled coffee on his desk. "Mr. Quigley
told me that your son Joseph is also employed here."

My statement caught him mid gulp and he
lowered his cup to answer. "Yes, he is."

"Is he in today? I have a few questions."

"I'll have him join us." Jeffrey Sumner
didn't wait for my answer. He picked up the phone and had a brief
conversation. When he returned it to the cradle, he told me that
Joseph would be down in a few minutes.

I wondered if the senior Sumner wanted me to
talk to junior in his company. I considered that as I enjoyed the
java, which was better than I ever made as a secretary. It always
struck me as weird that bosses figured every secretary knew how to
make good coffee. I'd corrected that misconception for most of my
ex-bosses. While I drained the cup, I looked around the office and
noticed a painting of two horses on the wall. "Are they yours?" I
pointed the now empty cup at the wall.

"They were. The mare passed on about four
years ago. One of the finest horses I've had the pleasure to
ride."

As he talked, I recognized the other horse.
"That's Vagabond, Mrs. Quigley's horse." I hung on to the cup and
stood for a closer look. "She was riding him when she
disappeared."

"You've met Vagabond. He's a handsome horse.
Yes, Diana bought him after Dolly, his mother, died. She's good
with him. He was already a handful and Dolly's death didn't settle
him down any. After that, Diana was the only one who could handle
him, except for Josh Spencer, of course. He has Diana's touch."

I took one more look at the painting, and
noticed that Vagabond had his mother's good looks. Josh told me
that not too many people were good with Vagabond. Someone tied that
horse to a tree, or Josh lied about finding him tied. I couldn't
think of a single reason Josh would have for lying, whether he
kidnapped her or not.

The office door opened as I returned to my
chair and a younger Mr. Sumner entered. Their features were the
same, but the grey hair that remained on Jeffery was sandy blond
and quite a bit thicker on Joseph. He had his dad's sharp features
and light blue eyes. I was close enough to see that they were blue.
On Jeffrey's aging face, the features had softened. "You must be
Miss Draper. I'm Joseph Sumner. It's nice to meet you. Please call
me Joe."

When I stood to shake his hand, I saw that
Joe had a slighter build than Jeffery. He must have taken after his
mother in that area. "Call me Mattie." Jeffrey hadn't even offered
to shake my hand and Joe did the fingertip grip that some men, and
even some women, considered the feminine form of a handshake.

"What can I do for you, Mattie?" The chair
next to me was empty, but Joe leaned against the wall with the
horse painting and folded his arms.

"Since you know who I am, then you also know
why I'm here. Can you think of any reason for a person to kidnap
Mrs. Quigley?"

He raised his shoulders slightly. "I'd guess
for the ransom. He may not even know Diana Quigley, but he'd know
about this company and the fact that we're successful furniture
manufacturers. If he read trade publications, he'd know we are a
top ranking Illinois business. That would make us a target."

Did kidnappers read trade publications? "Do
you think it could be a Q & S employee?"

Joe apparently didn't know much about what
went on around the business. He shrugged again. Neither Sumner
appeared overly alarmed about the abduction. He uncrossed his arms
and put his hands behind his back to lean on them rather than the
wall. He tapped, what I assumed was the gold wedding band I noticed
on his finger, against the wood paneling. "It's possible I suppose,
but I couldn't name one employee that had a grudge against Dave for
anything. He's good man."

"Yes, I've heard that. When did either of you
last see Diana Quigley?"

They exchanged glances and Joe answered. "We
went to a party at their house the evening before her
kidnapping."

That was a surprise. "Employees or
family?"

Jeffrey fielded that one. "It was family,
neighbors and a few friends. We were there to celebrate Dave's
thirty-fifth birthday. I rather doubt that will be one he'll
forget." His grim response was the first less than cheerful emotion
that Jeffrey shared.

"Did you talk to her?"

"We chit chatted about horses. I like to keep
up on Vagabond. I'm thinking about buying a few more when I
retire."

Joe stood staring off into space until he
realized I was waiting for a response. "Diana and I aren't close. I
drank too much at a party once and flirted with her. She avoids
talking to me, but she and my wife, Sandra, are still friends."

It surprised me that he'd share that
information with a complete stranger when he could have said 'no'.
"Thank you gentleman." I stood, as did Mr. Sumner senior. "I've
taken enough of your time." They both smiled and I showed myself
out. Before I went to David Quigley's office, I paid a quick visit
to Rachel. "Do you think you can meet me for breakfast
tomorrow?"

"Sure. How about the pancake place on the
edge of town? They have the best coffee. It has to be early,
though. I clock in at nine."

My idea of early is five a.m. "Sure, I can do
that. What do you say we meet at seven-thirty?" I hoped Rachel's
prime location at the office and interest in gossip would bring me
a lead. I needed it. I left to ask Mr. Quigley for a ride back to
my car. I didn't know much about furniture manufacturing, but I
found it strange that no one ever lost his or her temper, yelled or
complained about anyone else. In a short time, I learned I'd made
another wrong assumption. What is it they say about making
assumptions? I was sure it had to do with making an ass of myself,
an action not completely out of my reach.

Mr. Quigley didn't say much as we rode back
to the house. He asked if I learned anything and when I told him I
needed to go over my notes, he stayed quiet for the rest of the
trip. We arrived at the estate and he went straight inside without
another word. I knew he had Diana on his mind, but I didn't know if
it was because he kidnapped her or missed her. I climbed into my
faithful fifty-six Chevy to sit for a minute before driving
home.

As I flipped through pages of notes I
realized that everyone at Q & S Design Concepts answered my
questions, but no one really told me anything except that Vagabond
was a tough horse to handle. I saw right away that Joseph Sumner
regarded himself as better than us working stiffs. The kid was born
into money and probably had his job handed to him by daddy. I
doubted that he put a great deal of energy into his work, whatever
it was. I needed to ask Mr. Quigley what Joe did at the
company.

Right after David Quigley left my office that
first day, I phoned my friend, Lynette, who worked in the business
section of the Trib. She told me that they'd received another
anonymous letter saying that Q & S had financial problems. The
paper never printed anonymous tips, but that didn't mean rumors
didn't spread in a hurry. Lynette told me that the tip said both
Mr. Quigley and Mr. Sumner put their money into a new contract. If
everything went well, they'd make a bundle, but if not, they'd be
teetering on bankruptcy. The writer of the letter said the company
wouldn't be able fill the contract and they would go under. I had a
hard time imagining that the furniture business was cutthroat, but
it appeared to be.

Jeffery Sumner told me the company was in
great shape and that the competition often spread rumors to hurt
their business. Since the tip came anonymously, that might have
been what happened. Lynette promised to keep me posted if she heard
anything else.

I was about to put the key in the ignition
when Mr. Quigley stormed from the house to the barn. In a short
time, I heard him yelling. I couldn't make out the words, but
either Vagabond or Josh was on the receiving end of his bad mood. I
doubted it was Vagabond and went to the barn to check it out. As I
reached the door, Quigley stormed out and hurried back to the
house. Josh was still staring at the door when I entered.

"What was that about?"

"Nothing, really. He doesn't know what to do
with himself. He came in and yelled that Diana would be back soon
and Vagabond better be in good shape. Maybe it's his way of staying
hopeful."

"You're right, Josh. Don't take it
personally. He's scared is all."

"Thanks, Mattie."

"Josh, were you and Diana the only two people
that worked with Vagabond?"

"Far as I know. Mrs. Quigley said that Mr.
Sumner worked with him when his mom was still alive. After that
Vagabond was too much of a handful for him."

Who tied Vagabond to the tree? "Thanks, Josh.
I'll see you tomorrow."

"I hope you can find her soon, for everyone's
sake."

"That's my plan."

Moments later, the Chevy carried me down the
long driveway and out to the street. I checked my watch and
remembered I had a date to meet Frankie at Benny's tap for a beer.
I looked forward to talking to him, but as much as I wanted his
feedback, I didn't want him to think I was asking for help. He
would anyway.

 


 



Chapter 5

I found Frankie bellied up to
the bar, nursing a cold draft. He said he saved me a stool, but a
quick glance around the empty place told me it hadn't been a big
deal. I thanked him anyway. Benny's has been in the neighborhood
since the end of prohibition in the 30s. It was there earlier, but
not so you'd notice. His dad, Benny senior, ran it before him and I
always wondered if they named their son Benny so he could take
over. The windows hadn't been washed since Senior had the place and
the odor of stale smoke and alcohol added little in the way of
ambiance, but Frankie and I liked the joint. It was small and never
too crazy, and most of the songs on the jukebox were from the 50s.
That suited us fine.

"How's the case going, Mattie?"

"Give me a draft, Benny." I told the
bartender and sucked the salt off a pretzel stick before answering.
"Still a mystery. It's weird that the kidnapper hasn't called back.
He might have killed her and dumped her already. With the
excitement going on around town, they're not going to pull many FBI
agents to find a kidnapped woman in the suburbs, no matter how
exclusive they are."

"That's for sure. I checked out Grant Park
earlier, what a mess. Some guys called Yippies are making the
headlines. They brought a live pig to run for president. Who'd ever
want to call themselves a Yippie? I'm not sure this mess is their
fault though. From what I saw, the Mayor had enough uniforms to
defend a small nation, and not everyone is making the best
decisions." Frankie shook his head slowly at whatever troubled him
and went back to the kidnapping case. "I wondered if this riot
might make the kidnapper try to get the money again soon. They know
there won't be many cops available to look for Mrs. Quigley."

Frankie stood six four and weighed a little
over two hundred pounds. He was an ex-marine and still wore the
bristled shaved head look. I wasn't sure what color hair he had,
but I knew it couldn't be blond, because his eyebrows were dark. By
looking at him, you wouldn't think he'd be the brightest bulb in
the bunch, but he fooled people. He could see things cops and other
PIs never saw. That's why his agency kept him busy—he knew his
stuff.

Most people saw him as a typical macho
ex-marine, but that wasn't true. He had more faith in my skills as
a detective than my family and female friends. He still had a few
old fashioned ideas, but he listened and tried to learn. I saw that
as a mark of intelligence. "It said in the paper that Yippie stands
for Youth International Party and they used to be part of the SDS.
You remember them, Frankie, Students for a Democratic Society. I
didn't read what the Yippies' political beliefs were, but if they
want to nominate a pig for president, I'm guessing they disagree
with the folks in charge over there. Listen, I appreciate your
meeting with me."

"Come on, Mattie. You know better than that.
Say the word any time and I'm here for you. Tell me what's going on
with the case."

"Dave and Diana had a party the night before
Diana's abduction. It was Dave's thirty-fifth birthday and the
guests were friends, neighbors, and family. I asked him to make me
a list of everyone who came and he promised he'd do it as soon as
he could. It might take a while because the guys having a hard time
concentrating. Besides the letters Lynette told me about, I haven't
found any other bad news about Q & S Design. The company looks
solid. Of course, it's hard to tell what's real by what they let
you see. I doubt they would have taken me there if I'd be able to
spot a problem."

He took a draw on his beer. "You think the
kidnapper is a family member, or associated with the family?"

"My gut says yes, because they aren't that
well known. They're not the Rockefeller or Kennedy clan. Even if
Diana Quigley has her own money, she hasn't been in the news since
she retired as a model eight years ago. I'd be surprised if a
stranger kidnapped her." I picked up another pretzel stick, stirred
the foam on my beer, and sucked that off with the salt ignoring the
strange look Frankie gave me. "What bothers me the most about this
group is that everyone involved likes everyone else. No, that's not
true. Diana doesn't like Joseph Sumner, because he flirted with
her."

"Need I tell you again how weird you women
are? You get mad at a guy if he does flirt and you get mad at a guy
if he doesn't. Go figure."

"Joe Sumner and Diana Quigley are both
married, Frankie, and Joseph's wife, Sandra, is a friend of
Diana's. That's in bad taste." He agreed, or at least he acted as
if he agreed. He might have wanted to end the conversation, which
we could keep going for a while without either of us changing the
others mind. "Anyway, every person I talked to told me that
everyone else was good people. I know the workers at the plant
won't risk saying anything negative. They don't know me from Eve
and want to keep their jobs. One guy did mention there had been
accidents but when I asked for more information, he clammed up.
I'll have to keep digging into that."

"That's your job, kiddo. Dig, dig, and dig.
What say we go dig into a couple of steaks? I'm buying. I collected
my fee for the Banyan case."

That perked me up. "That's just how I like my
steaks, Frankie, medium well and paid for."

Frankie felt extravagant after dinner and
offered to take me to a movie. We went to the Uptown, a theater
that opened in 1925. Back then it was the second largest theater in
the country with over four thousand seats, two hand-carved marble
staircases, brass chandeliers, and all sorts of sconces, gargoyles,
and exotic carvings. Changing venues and times took a toll on the
forty-year-old theater and it was on its last leg. They'd sold the
ten thousand-pipe Wurlitzer organ a few years earlier and were
auctioning off paintings and pieces of the theater itself. The once
cared for show place now had sticky floors and worn seats. I hoped
it would survive.

The movie we saw had a spaceship run by a
computer named Hal. The people who put him together must have been
disappointed in Hal because he took over and tried to kill
everyone. They called it 2001: A
Space Odyssey, but Frankie renamed it 'a space oddity', and
since I didn't understand the ending, I couldn't argue. Frankie and
I both wondered if that was what life would be like in thirty-three
years—computers running everything. It was hard to imagine, but I'd
heard that the computers the government used could do complicated
mathematical calculations in seconds. Of course, they were the size
of a two-story bungalow and broke down all the time.

Even though it I didn't understand it, I
liked the movie and the ending. I enjoy things that make me think,
because they send my brain in different directions instead of
following its usual monorail track. I had a feeling I'd need to see
more movies about spaceships to solve the Quigley case.

Frankie dropped me off at my car and I drove
home. I usually didn't mind living in a third floor walk-up, but
they were days when the stairs were daunting. This was one of them.
Since I almost fell asleep in the theater, I was sure the climb
would do me in, but it didn't, especially since the minute I walked
in, Sebastian led me to the kitchen to fix his dinner. His not stop
whines let me know it was late.

Cats are strange creatures and my
relationship with Sebastian was one of wariness and devotion for
both of us. I loved the little dickens, but I knew better than to
trust him any farther than I could throw him. If you've ever tried
to pick up a cat that didn't want that to happen, you know that
isn't far. Sebastian treated me with loyal detachment. He allowed
me to pet him on occasion and once in a while, when he didn't think
I was listening, he'd purr.

After a five minute game of Sebastian rubbing
against the can opener while I tried to open his dinner, we managed
to put the food in his favorite dish and the dish on the floor. I
often wondered what my downstairs neighbor thought was going on
when the fourteen pound tabby hit the floor from the top of a
cabinet or the fridge. Sebastian was not dainty. I left the feline
to his dinner and stood in the parlor thinking about the Quigley
case. My head wouldn't slow down. Even though it didn't have much
in the way of facts, it kept spinning them like a Mixmaster on high
speed.

As I pulled off my blazer to hang in the
closet, I saw the stains I'd collected over the past couple of
days. I couldn't remember when it was last cleaned and rather than
take a whiff, tossed it in a pile for the cleaners. Sebastian
arrived just as I kicked off my shoes and did a back flop on the
couch. I swear I heard him snicker as I wiggled out of my panty
hose and when I noticed the open curtains, I hoped he was the only
audience.

It's not likely I'd be mistaken for a fashion
conscious PI. I wear skirts and jackets, but I gave up dresses when
I started my new career. My shoes all have low heels and are as
comfortable as they can be without being slippers. Even so,
sometimes, after an entire day, they pinched. Lately I've been
thinking about buying pantsuits. Everyone's wearing them these days
and they'd make my job a little easier. If I solved the case, I'd
be able to do that. If I
solved this case.

The time had come to slow the facts down and
put them in order. Since I didn't know where else to start, I chose
Jeffrey Sumner. He said that he and David disagreed on things. I
wondered what those things were and I wondered if Jeffrey told me
the truth about the financial condition of the business. What if
he'd lied? He could have been trying to protect the company. That
wouldn't make him guilty of kidnapping Diana Quigley. Wouldn't it
hurt the business if one of the partners had to spend a hundred
grand?

Could there be a different reason? If one
partner needed money, maybe the other partner could buy him out
cheap. If the rumors were true, Quigley could be cash poor. Maybe
Jeffery Sumner wanted to take over. He could offer David the
hundred grand he needed to pay the kidnapper. He didn't strike me
as very sympathetic about the abduction of his partner's wife. It
took me less than a minute to see why that theory didn't hold
water. If the rumors were true about the company, they both made
large investments and Sumner couldn't come up with a hundred grand
either. I threw Jeffrey back in the mixing bowl.

Next, we had Joseph Sumner. Could Joe dislike
Diana Quigley enough to want to hurt her? Maybe Diana hurt Joseph's
ego by rejecting his proposition and he wanted revenge. That didn't
make sense either. He wouldn't need to kidnap her. There were too
many different ways to get revenge less complicated than
kidnapping, and besides, he said she was mad at him, not the other
way around. Of course, just because Joe told me that she was mad at
him, that didn't mean that he wasn't mad at her. Frankie taught me
that rule number one of private investigating work was that no
matter how truthful an explanation sounded, that didn't mean it was
the truth.

The sloshing sound in my skull helped me
decide it was time to turn in. That and Sebastian staring at me
from the coffee table. Once we were both snuggled in, Sebastian on
his pillow and me on mine, another thought struck. It wasn't
spinning. It was depressing. What if Jeffrey Sumner had it right on
the money—what if Diana was already dead?

*

As I drove to meet Rachel for breakfast the
next morning, I wondered why I felt such an instant connection with
her. Then it hit me. She reminded me of my youngest sister,
Susanne. Rachel and Susanne didn't look much alike, but they both
had ready smiles and laid-back attitudes that made the people
around them feel better just by their presence.

Susanne, the baby of us four kids was now
twenty, and she and her hubby had two little ones of their own,
twins, a boy and a girl. I know they say that you're not supposed
to have a favorite sibling, so I never told my brother Bill, or my
sister Mary Anne, that Susanne was mine. It might have been because
I was already seven when she came along. I was amazed at the tiny
person who smiled every time she saw me. At first, I thought maybe
she had a defect because no one had ever acted so glad to see me. I
didn't need to flatter myself. She liked almost everyone she
met.

Susanne had the same brown hair and green
eyes as the rest of us, but she was never as big. Bill, two years
younger than me, grew to be six foot, the same height as my dad.
Bill was the unusual one of us kids. He didn't enjoy physical or
social activities. He liked his books. He read constantly and
believed that the growing popularity of television would destroy
our culture. I had noticed more shows these days that made me think
he was right.

Mary Anne trailed me by three years, and as
we grew, we were practically twins. That made us both crazy. At
five ten, we had good builds and neither one of us picked up much
weight over the years. Susanne took her size from our mom, and when
she hit five two, she stopped growing. She was still a petite
little thing, but those who knew her, were careful not to let her
small stature fool them. She had our father's temperament, though
she never knew him. He died in an accident at the factory where he
worked when she was three months old. Susanne kept us smiling
during that terrible time after his death. She kept him alive for
us, and continued to do that even after she'd married and had her
own kids. Mom never said so, but I think Susanne might have been
her favorite, too.

Most of us thought the baby of the family was
older and wiser than the rest of us. I looked forward to my meeting
with Rachel because she had that same easygoing manner as my squirt
sister. You knew she could handle things without having to say a
word. Susanne knew what went on around her, too, and I hoped that
might be something else that she and Rachel shared.

 


 



Chapter 6

My vision might have been less than
twenty-twenty, but when I entered the restaurant, I couldn't miss
Rachel. She sat in a booth near the front and wore another
attractive suit, this one an aqua as impressive as the red outfit.
She had her elbows propped on the table, which allowed her hands to
hug a coffee mug in front of her mouth and study the newspaper
below. She must have sensed my approach because she raised her
head. "Morning, Rachel, nice outfit."

"Thanks. Q & S likes us to dress well.
Normally I'd complain about someone telling how to dress, but the
pay is good enough to afford better clothes, so I don't. It must be
nice to be able to work in comfortable clothing everyday." She
tipped her head in my direction.

Instinct told me Rachel wasn't a nasty person
and hadn't meant that as an insult, but I hoped my face hadn't
flushed. I wasn't about to tell her I was wearing my best clothes.
It already embarrassed me how shabby I looked next to her. That
clinched it, when I finished the Quigley case, I'd work on my
wardrobe. Maybe I could pick up a little fashion advice from
Rachel.

The waitress gave me a cup of coffee,
relieved when I told her that was all I wanted. She'd been there
for a few hours already and judging by the size of the breakfast
crowd, was beat. I would have never made it as a waitress.

Before I tried to carry on a conversation, I
poured sugar in my coffee and took a taste. Rachel had been right
about the quality. A few swallows gave me the strength to set the
cup down and study the woman across the table. I hadn't realized
when I saw her at her desk that she was a small person, another
similarity to Susanne. The beehive hairdo gave her the illusion of
height, but she had small bones. She also had a smile that made her
as approachable as Susanne. "Rachel, do people from the office or
plant go to parties at the Quigley's home?"

She pondered the question as she set her
coffee down. I noticed her nail polish matched the lip mark on her
cup and guessed it was intentional. I might learn about fashion
from Rachel without even asking. "No, they pay us well, but don't
rub elbows with the help. Are you asking about the Dave's birthday
party at the Quigley place?" I told her yes. "A friend of mine in
accounting overheard Sumner saying that it was as boring as the
others he'd been to at their house. Junior Sumner I mean. Joseph,
but he and Sandra like to think of themselves as sophisticated,
jet-setter types."

I made a quick mental note to find out about
'jet-setter types'. "Mr. Quigley said he'd come up with a list of
the people who were there that night. If I have any questions, can
you help?"

"Sure, but I can give you the list. It's
generally the same people who attend their parties."

She ticked the names off on her fingers as
she said each one. "Wait," I touched her wrist. "Could you write
them down?"

"Oh sure, that makes sense." I was about to
hand her my notebook and pen when I noticed a number of teeth marks
on the cap. I dropped it back in my purse was digging around for
another one when Rachel retrieved a pen of her own. "I prefer
writing with this."

A good secretary was also a diplomat. Rachel
would make a great ambassador. Saving me further embarrassment, she
quickly came up with a list of names, capped her pen, and dropped
it back in her purse. "There. Let me tell you who they are." She
turned the list around and put it in front of me, pointing at the
first pair of names.

"Jeanine and Gregory Sandburg are Diana's
parents. Renee Sandburg is Diana's sister. She moved back in with
her parents after her divorce and the happy little family home is a
few miles from Diana and Dave. Mr. and Mrs. Sandburg are the reason
workers from the factory or office aren't invited to their parties.
Dave and Diana don't care, but her parents are snobs—old money with
old-fashioned ideas about people staying in their place. If you
have to talk to them, I suggest you don't bring out your pen." Her
smile suggested she was kidding, but buying a new pen went on the
top of my 'to do' list.

"Renee is two years older than Diana and I've
heard that she drinks quite a bit since her marriage ended. She and
Diana had been close, but I can't tell you what their relationship
is like these days." Her long nail moved to the next names. "Arthur
and Annie Quigley are Dave's parents and they live south of
Chicago. The name of the town is Kankakee, but I'm not sure I know
where that is. They're a working class family and the rumor is
Diana's parents were not pleased to have them as in-laws. Diana
disappointed them when she went into modeling, and blew them away
when she married Dave. I don't know if the Sandburgs have recovered
yet or not. Ten years is a long time to hold a grudge, but as I
said, they're snobs and grudges may be a way of life. Dave built
his company from scratch and made his money by working hard. That's
not a concept some of them are comfortable or familiar with in
their own families."

I was stunned at the amount of information
Rachel had on the various relatives. "Robert Quigley is Dave's
brother and he's two years younger. He inherited a great deal of
money and an extraordinary house when his wife died a few years
ago. I didn't know her at all, but I once heard a rumor that she
suffered from severe depressions. I can't confirm that. You'd have
to ask Robert. I also heard that he's gone through quite a bit of
her money gambling and making bad investments. Having met him on
several occasions, I find it hard to believe that he's Mr. Q's
brother. You'll know what I mean when you talk to him." She stopped
and took a breath. "I need a break."

Q & S Design must give their employees
short breaks because she sipped her coffee and went back to the
list. "Jeffery—the elder Sumner—lost his wife twelve years ago and
never remarried. He's been seen escorting women to dinner and the
theater, but there haven't been any rumors of a new romance or
anything. I think he enjoys occasional company. Joseph and his wife
Sandra live in a large estate next to the Dave and Diana. Sandra is
supposed to be a friend of Diana's but they're very different
people. You'll see that, too. Joseph joined the firm last year. The
talk around the office is that his dad wouldn't give him his share
of the business when he retired unless he did."

"Is that everyone?"

"That's the usual crowd. Occasionally someone
different drops in, but not often. They don't have huge parties. As
I mentioned, as sweet as Diana is, she isn't a social person. Maybe
after she left modeling she was tired of parties and things. The
other people at the house are Mrs. Allen and Kathleen. If there's a
dinner or special event that's more than they can handle, Josh will
help. They pay them extra."

"How do you know all this?"

The straight-faced receptionist placed the
tips of her index fingers on her temples, closed her eyes, and
whispered, "I am the channel for Madam Rakia. She sees all and
knows all." For five seconds I stared, wondering if Madam Rakia was
nuts. Until she opened her eyes, picked up her coffee and grinned.
"I had you for a minute, didn't I?"

"Yep. You did. So since you can't see into
the future, Madam Rakia, how do you know all this?"

Rachel enjoyed her joke. "I'm the one who
does the invitations and the RSVPs come to me. Then I work with
Mrs. Allen to make sure she has everything she needs as far as
caterers if they're necessary and order the booze. Mrs. Allen isn't
a drinker and doesn't know anything about buying liquor."

"Do you handle things for the Sumner's,
too?"

"I do, but Jeffrey doesn't have parties and
since Joe hasn't been with the firm that long, I've only helped
them with a few. They have a maid, but she can't take care of
everything and they hire extra people for the parties. They also
have a much larger group and the parents don't often attend. As I
said, Joe and Sandra have contemporary views that don't mesh with
the parents. Joe doesn't even have me send them invitations, and
I'm sure that both sets of parents are pleased about that. The
Sumner party's are catered, so I take care of that, and, of course,
Sandra okay's everything."

My respect for Rachel grew. "Let's leave the
party goers for now. Are there any rumors of annoyed employees at
the plant?"

"I can't help you with that. Did you talk to
Mr. Schmidt?"

"Yah," I said firmly, but her blank stare
told me my German accent needed work. I went on. "He told me he
liked working for the company and he liked his employers. No one at
the plant is going to tell me if they're unhappy."

"I'm sure you're right. I haven't heard of
any major problems in a while. I can keep my ears open."

"That'd be good. Can you remember any major
problems in the last few years?"

"There was one incident a while back. We had
a guy working in gluing that, well, came unglued." She put her hand
over her mouth to cover the laugh. "I'm sorry, that wasn't nice." I
thought it was funny. "He'd been with the company for about five
years and met his wife there. One day he came in acting crazy,
threw things around, and screamed that they killed his baby. His
wife had been out on sick leave and lost their child. At the time,
no one knew what happened, but later we learned that the chemicals
in the glues could have been responsible for the death. The police
had to restrain him and take him away. I haven't heard anything
about him since then. Give me a minute to think of his name." I
waited quietly, knowing she'd remember. "Oh, yes, it was Chet, um,
Chet Dowling." I wrote it down and wondered how I could contact
him. Frankie knew how to find information. Maybe if I offered to
buy him dinner he'd help me out.

I noticed the absence of a wedding ring on
Rachel's left hand. After I became a PI, I decided one of the
benefits of a license was to be nosy. "You're not married?" The way
she reached for the blank spot on her ring finger, told me she had
been for at least a few years. The deep sigh she released before
she spoke told me that things hadn't been that great.

"For five years, until I found out the bum
cheated on me, and had been cheating for a while. I'd just turned
eighteen when I married him, even though my mom told me not to, but
you know how that goes. The divorce turned out to be the best thing
that could have happened. After I threw him out, I joined Q & S
Design Concepts, began supporting myself, and went back to school.
I take one class a semester at the community college, so it's slow
going, but that's okay, I haven't decided what I want to be when I
grow up." I enjoyed her grin and her easy going attitude. "What
about you, Mattie. Did there used to be a ring, or do you take it
off when you're working?" She pointed at the hand I'd wrapped
around my coffee cup.

"No ring yet. I've been going out with a
great guy. He's another PI, but neither of us is in a hurry for
wedding bells." At least I didn't think either one of us was in a
hurry.

"Good, take your time before you decide. You
have a great career and you'd better make sure he doesn't expect
you to give it up after the wedding."

"I doubt that thought would enter Frankie's
mind. He's the person who convinced me to give investigating a
try." I told her.

She gave me a pleased nod, but her approval
turned to surprise when she checked her watch. "Oh brother, I have
to take off. A couple bucks should cover my share." She pulled them
out of her wallet and waved them in the air. "Would you mind
paying?"

"Put your money away, this is on me. I'll see
you at the office soon, Rachel, and thanks for your help." When she
walked away, I opened my wallet, praying I wouldn't be washing
dishes. I found a five-dollar bill and a bucks worth of change. We
had the two coffees and Rachel had a sweet roll. I could cover it,
but I needed to come up with another plan to finagle help from
Frankie.

 


 



Chapter 7

After breakfast, I drove to the Quigley
estate and found Mr. Quigley's car in the drive. Mrs. Allen waved
me in, pointing to the dining room where he sat, elbows on the
table, supporting his head in his hands. He almost convinced me
he'd been reading the paper, but his eyes were red rimmed with good
size bags. The fact that he didn't look like he wanted company
didn't stop me. "Morning Mr. Quigley. By the looks of you, you're
not getting much sleep." It didn't take a detective to make that
observation.

"How the hell can I sleep," he roared and
banged his fist on the table. He collected himself in seconds and
covered his eyes with the offending hand. "I'm sorry, Miss Draper,
I'm not…. Please call me Dave."

I eased a chair out inch at a time so if he
preferred that I left, he could tell me. He didn't. "Call me
Mattie. Are you up to answering a few questions?" He gave me what
might have been a nod of approval and I took out my notebook.
"Jeffrey Sumner said you and he disagree about how to handle
certain parts of the business. Are they serious differences?"

"Jeff said that?"

"Yes, he did."

"I suppose he's talking about Joe's ideas for
modernizing. He wants to develop a line of cheap, particleboard
furniture. I'd be embarrassed to have my name on that junk. It
would be profitable, but garbage."

"What does Joe Sumner do at the firm? I don't
remember him mentioning."

"He's Vice President in charge of marketing
and before you say it, you're right, that has nothing to do with
manufacturing." I didn't interrupt him with the news that I had no
idea what a vice president in charge of marketing did. "Joe has big
dreams when his dad retires. He's told me more than once when that
happened there would be changes. Of course, there may be, but he
won't talk me into selling a line of junk furniture. I'll buy him
out before I'll let that happen."

"Would you be able to do that?"

"I might, if I don't spend a large amount of
money in the meantime."

"Like a hundred thousand dollars."

"What are you getting at, Mattie?" This time,
his curt reply came without an apology.

I didn't want to go any further with that
conversation so I changed course. "Nothing, just fishing. Dave, I
understand that Diana has quite a bit of her own money from her
modeling career. If you and she have been together for ten years
and she's retired eight, she still modeled after you were married.
Did you have any special contracts drawn up to keep your money
separate?"

"We did. I didn't want her to be at risk if
anything happened to my business. She has nearly a million dollars
in various funds and investments. On top of being beautiful, she's
a very shrewd business woman."

"Would you inherit those investments if she
died?" Since they didn't have any kids, the chances were good that
he'd be the sole heir.

"Yes, the police have that information." He
ran his hand through his hair. "If either of us dies, everything
goes to the other. While we're alive, neither one of us can touch
each others property. That's the reason the sheriff has questioned
me so often, and why I'm his number one suspect. He was here this
morning."

"Gee, I'm sorry I missed him." I didn't think
Dave heard or cared about the sarcasm in my voice. The information
he gave me about their arrangements would be easy enough to dig up,
and Dave had no reason to lie about it, since it incriminated him.
He was right about the inheritance putting him high on the suspect
list and I could see why the sheriff would treat him as such. I
just hoped he was checking out other suspects, too. "Do you
remember a problem you had at the plant with an employee named Chet
Dowling?"

It was hard to imagine Dave looking even more
miserable, but he did. His face darkened. "That poor family. We
didn't know. They'd recently started publishing studies about how
certain toxins affected pregnant women and their babies, but it was
too late. Chet met his wife Linda in the gluing department. When
Linda discovered she was pregnant, she continued to work until her
fifth month. She had trouble with the pregnancy from the very
beginning, but they stayed hopeful. She went into labor two months
early and the baby was born dead."

"Was that when Chet Dowling tore up the
plant?"

"Right after the baby died, Chet found
information about the chemicals in our epoxy and that they were
likely responsible for what happened. I knew money would never make
up for their loss, but I gave them $50,000 to help at least a
little. It wasn't because he came to the plant in a rage. I knew I
had a responsibility for their child's death. I mean, I didn't know
what the glue could do, but they lost their baby because of it."
Dave spoke almost to himself and I had to lean close to hear.
"Diana and I wanted children, but we found out that Diana had a
problem and her doctor told her she couldn't have kids. It
surprised me, because after what happened to Chet and Linda, I
thought for sure that my exposure to those epoxies affected me. Our
years of trying to have our own family made what happen to the
Dowling's that much more painful. Diana felt even worse than
me."

David Quigley was either a good man, or a
good liar, because I came close to having to find tissue. "Where is
Chet now?"

"Last I heard he was working at a factory in
the city. I received a request for a reference on him and I sent it
back right away. I have the information in my files at work if you
want me to look."

"I'll let you know. Do you keep pregnant
women out of that area of the plant now?"

"We have a new set up with separate
ventilation. After what happened we put the epoxy area off in that
separate room. You saw it when we went around the plant. Everyone
wears respirators and pregnant women aren't allowed to enter. It's
a little late for Chet, but at least it won't happen again." I
remembered that we stood outside a room where everyone wore face
masks. "The thing is, everyday they find out another chemical is
hazardous, and we do the best we can to stay on top of the
requirements. Hell, we go beyond the Federal guidelines to make
sure everyone is safe, but how can we know for sure?"

"I can see that would be difficult," I told
him. "It would be a good idea for me to talk to Chet. Maybe his
wife tried to have another baby and she had the same problems. He
might have come after your family this time for revenge."

I left Dave and went to find Mrs. Allen, but
when I reached the hall, the phone rang. I watched it ring a few
more times and when no one else answered, I picked it up.
"Hello."

"Who is this?"

"Mattie Draper. Who do you want to talk to?"
The voice was muffled, almost impossible to hear.

"You'll do, Draper. You can call me, Mr.
Kidnapper."

The 'call me Mr. Kidnapper' remark stunned
me, but it gave me a little hope. Frankie once told me that
whenever a criminal got too cocky, you could bet they'd screw up.
"What do you want?"

"Tell Dave I'll give him one more chance to
do this right and I swear, if the cops show up again or he tries
anything stupid, she's dead."

"He'll want to talk to her."

"He can talk to her. I'll tell him the
details when I call back. It won't be for another few days. I have
a busy schedule. I'll give him the instructions next time I call.
No cops, Draper. Make sure he understands."

I hung up the phone. The voice was male,
disguised, and delighted to have Dave on the ropes. I decided I
talk to Mrs. Allen first before I told Dave about the caller, but
before I made it to the kitchen, an enthusiastic visitor banged on
the front door. Since I was right there, I opened it, feeling more
like domestic help than a private investigator.

"Who are you?" The blond asked as she marched
into the entryway.

I wasn't likely to forget who I was because
people kept asking. "I'm Mattie Draper, a private investigator
working for Mr. Quigley. Who are you?"

"I don't see why I should tell you, but I'm
Sandra Sumner. Has there been any word on Diana? Where's Dave?" I
pointed to the dining room and she left without waiting for an
answer to her other question. I knew Dave would fill her in on the
details, but I wanted to talk to her. I stuck my head back in the
dining room where I saw her sit at the table, pour a cup of coffee
and light a cigarette.

"I'd like a few words with you before you
leave Mrs. Sumner." Without turning around, she fluttered the hand
holding a thin brown cigarette behind her head. I assumed she'd
agreed to an interview. Rachel told me Sandra was Diana's friend.
She also told me I'd see how different they were. I didn't know
Diana, but I would have wagered that she wasn't rude and
condescending.

Sandra looked to be a good six inches shorter
than Diana and not as attractive, but considering Diana's amazing
looks, few people were. I concluded that Sandra and Diana hadn't
met on the runway. Her clothes were expensive, I could tell as she
brushed by without making eye contact. I try not to judge people,
but I already knew I wouldn't be adding Sandra Sumner to my
Christmas card list.

"How are you Dave?" she asked, her voice void
of emotion. "Have you heard from the kidnappers?"

"No, I haven't, Sandra. Weren't you going out
of town for a few weeks?"

"I called Joe from New York as soon as I
arrived on Monday and found out about Diana. I flew home as soon as
I could. Is there anything I can do to help?"

Dave saw me in the doorway and I decided it
was a good time to mention the phone call. "He called, Dave."

He jumped to his feet. "What did he say?"

"He'll call in a few days and give you
instructions. He said to make sure the cops don't show up this
time."

"Why is he waiting? I'll give him whatever he
wants right now."

"He's making you sweat. The good news is he
said you can talk to her before the payoff. That means Diana is
alive." As hard as his head fell, the guy might have bruised his
chest. His agony looked pretty convincing.

Sandra took his hand and asked if she could
do anything. "Yes, please give Mattie whatever information you
can." With obvious relief, Dave saw that as an excuse to leave.
Sandra sent a sidelong glance filled with contempt my way as he
moved toward the door. "I'm going to the office for a while. I have
to do something, I can't sit here."

He left Sandra sitting at the table where I
joined her and noted her delight at my presence. Of course, I
wasn't thrilled about having to talk to her. "I met your husband,
Joseph. He said that you and Diana are friends. Did you know about
her plans to be at the museum for the arrival of some new
paintings?"

She used her cigarette to push ashes around
in the glass ashtray and I guessed she was deciding whether or not
to talk to me. "Diana and I belong to a number of organizations. I
don't recall discussing her schedule with her. Maybe Mrs. Allen can
tell you, or at least she can show you to Diana's calendar."

"That's a good idea. Thank you. I'll be sure
to ask her. How has Diana and Dave's relationship been?"

That question earned me a nasty look and a
full body exam by a pair of disdainful eyes. "That is hardly any of
your business, Miss Draper."

"Two days ago it wouldn't have been my
business, Mrs. Sumner, but today, I'm trying to find Diana Quigley.
Anything about her life, or the people connected to it, is my
business. To your knowledge, have they been having any
problems?"

She reviewed me again, this time up and down.
It amazed me how much of a persons thoughts you can see in a
negligible look. She'd confirmed her assessment of my low class
status, but I suspected she considered most people beneath her. I
reminded myself that it didn't matter if I liked a person, or if
they liked me. My job was to find answers. Even if I did it with my
hands and teeth clenched. "They've had some problems, but I'm sure
it's nothing they can't solve. They've been married for ten years
and survived a great many tests together, as couples do." She
looked at my bare left hand and didn't hide her smirk.

"What tests? Do you mean Diana's finding out
that she couldn't have kids? That would be tough on any couple
wanting a family."

It surprised me that she could open her eyes
as quick and as wide as she did with the amount of eyeliner she
wore. The fact that I knew about the Quigley's problem shocked her,
but it also loosened up her jaw. Maybe she didn't want to be the
one to tell me about Diana not being able to get pregnant and my
knowing came as a relief. "Yes, that situation had a major impact
on them both."

"How long have you and Diana been
friends?"

"Since Joe and I moved in next door six years
ago."

"Sandra, do you think Dave could have done
something to Diana?"

She hesitated for the briefest instant before
she snapped a reply. "Isn't he paying you to find Diana?" It wasn't
a question. She'd run out of patience and gave me another spiteful
look. "Do you seriously think you can find Diana, Miss Draper?
There aren't a great many female detectives and I assume there's
good reason for that."

"In my opinion there are fewer female
detectives because a number of people still believe that men are
smarter than women. I can tell by looking at you, Mrs. Sumner, that
you don't believe that."

Oddly enough, that statement made her
uncomfortable. She took a final drag on her cigarette and smashed
it in the ashtray, glancing at her watch as she stood. Our
discussion was over. "I'm afraid I have to leave. I have an
appointment in an hour. Please call if there's anything I can do to
help find Diana and bring her home." She hurried out of the
room.

What appointment did she have since she
returned home from her trip unexpectedly? I suppose it was possible
she had an emergency session at the beauty parlor. Something about
Mrs. Sandra Sumner didn't ring quite true. It could have been that
she was a pretentious snob and nothing about her was true. Whatever
the answer to that mystery, I needed to talk to her again. I knew
the kidnapper would keep Diana alive until he had the money, but I
also knew she wouldn't last a great deal longer when that happened.
I needed to find her soon.

 


 



Chapter 8

After Sandra and I finished our chat, I went
to Dave and Diana's bedroom to do a search. Dave gave me the go
ahead even though I told him I didn't know what I hoped to find.
Leads can come from places you least expect to discover them, or
they might not come at all.

It amused me how easy it was to tell which
side of the room was Dave's, and which side held Diana's
furnishings. On top of Mr. Q's tall dresser was a pair of gold cuff
links, a comb, and a few coins, while Diana's long dresser had a
rectangular mirror in the center and I could hardly find the
surface because of a jewelry box and numerous jars and cosmetics. A
matching bench sat in front of the mirror where I supposed she sat
to use the beauty products. I sat there and looked around the
room.

The bedroom furniture wasn't the same as what
I had seen at Q & S Design Concepts, but it equaled it in
beauty. Instead of dark stained wood, it was solid blond, lighter
in color and design. I had a feeling that Diana made the decision
about the home furnishings. I turned back to her dresser and the
various products that covered it. I didn't know what many of them
were, but I guessed they were beauty aids and make up. She would
have used a lot of them during her years as a model. In the
painting, she didn't appear to wear much makeup, but I remembered
something Mary Anne once told me about using a lot to look like you
weren't wearing very much. I told her I'd cut out the middleman and
wear as little as possible.

When no clues jumped out at me from the
dresser I went to the closet. The couple shared a huge walk-in
about the size of my bedroom, or bigger. Dave's suits hung in an
orderly row, along with his shirts and a few pairs of casual
slacks. His shoes lined the floor below. There were six pair, four
black, and two brown and I realized that Dave didn't have a great
deal more fashion sense than his investigator. I would have bet
that Diana helped him with much of his wardrobe, although he didn't
strike me as a person who even Diana could talk into wearing
anything outrageous. A rack on the side of the wall held ties and
belts, also black and brown and as neatly arranged as his
suits.

Four times as many pairs of shoes lined the
floor on Diana's side, and they were colorful, fashionable, and
with varying size heels. At the end of the line, I noticed a pair
of expensive riding boots, hand made Italian leather. At least
that's what was printed inside. It didn't say 'expensive', just
'hand made in Italy'. I wondered if she had more than one pair or
if she didn't always wear them to ride.

I scanned the rest of her wardrobe and
checked the top shelf where I found a number of hats. They were
almost all Diana's, but a shiny top hat on the end probably
belonged to Dave. I couldn't keep from grinning when I tried to
imagine it on Frankie's shaved head.

Nothing inspired my detecting brains cells so
I grabbed the boots and went downstairs. "Mrs. Allen," I called as
I walked into the kitchen. "Does Diana have more than one pair of
riding boots?"

She touched the boots, looking bewildered by
their presence and the question. "No, I am sure those are her only
pair and she always wore them to ride. She must have decided to
wear a pair of shoes." After a brief pause, she added, "That is
peculiar."

"I need to talk to Josh. Is he here?"

"I saw him in the back garden."

I left through the kitchen door and found
Josh on his knees in front of one of the flowerbeds. "Josh, did you
notice what Diana had on her feet when she mounted Vagabond?"

He stood and pulled off his heavy canvas
gloves. "What she had on her feet? No, I don't help her mount and I
didn't notice. I just assumed she wore her boots. She always did."
He pointed at the pair in my hand. "Where did you find those?"

"In her closet. She must have worn shoes to
ride. She's never done that before?"

"I don't think so." He answered but continued
to search the files in his brain. Then he shook his head. "No, I'm
sure she always wore her boots. She loved them. The only thing she
complained about was how difficult it was to put them on and take
them off, especially if she was in a hurry. I didn't think she'd
ride without them." He tipped his head at the boots, "but I guess I
was wrong."

I studied the long boots and could see why
she'd complain about taking them off. "You're sure you never saw
her ride without her boots?"

"If you weren't holding those boots, I would
have said that I was positive she wore them for every ride. At
least for the three years I've been here, but I honestly can't
remember what she had on yesterday. What does this mean?"

"I'm not sure." That was the truth, but I did
know that if Diana acted differently before she left that morning,
she might have had other plans that she didn't want Josh or anyone
else to know about. I hoped those plans didn't include setting up a
fake kidnapping.

*

The phone rang as I walked in my front door.
I was about to sit on the couch to answer so I could take off my
shoes and report my activities to the caller, who I knew had to be
Frankie. Sebastian had other ideas. His complaints were so loud
that Frankie heard him on the other end and told me I better feed
my poor starving, but chubby kitty. I wanted to tell the detective
what I found and stretched the phone cord as far as it would reach
to stand in the kitchen and play the can opener game. While his
majesty dined, I returned to the parlor and after filling him in, I
learned that Frankie had a job that night. He said when he had a
chance, he'd see if he could find any information on Chet Dowling.
I couldn't talk to the Dowling's until I heard from Dave and
wondered if I should go back to the Quigley estate. Before my brain
made that decision I heard a loud roar. It wasn't Sebastian. It was
the sound of my stomach growling. Before I did anything else, I had
to eat.

The large feline stood next to me in front of
the wasteland that was my refrigerator. I saw right away I'd been
ignoring the appliance even more than usual. So did Sebastian. He
left me staring at the empty shelves and glaring light bulb. I
pulled open one of the drawers and found a partial loaf of bread
and a few surviving pieces of bologna. The scant discovery reminded
me of an old gourmet trick my siblings and I often used for
survival.

While the bologna sizzled and crackled in a
frying pan, I made a pot of coffee and smeared mustard on two
slices of bread. I never quite understood how anything as cheap and
of as questionable nutritional value as bologna could smell so good
when you fried it. What I ate might not have been a proper dinner
at the Quigley house, but had often been at ours. Sebastian
returned to sniff a piece on my fingers. He too found the fragrance
enticing, but eating it was a different matter. He left again.

After my dad died and mom went to work, we
kids found many creative recipes, but bologna, fried or not, was
the mainstay. With my tummy appeased by the nostalgic treat and
caffeine coursing through my veins, I decided to return to the
scene of the crime. I tried not to think about the fuel I'd used to
drive home for a bologna sandwich. When I found a satisfied
Sebastian in the closet and said goodbye, I knew there had been a
much better reason for my trip.

Thirty miles is not a great distance relative
to the size of our blue-green planet, but coming up the drive to
the Quigley house, I remembered it was enough to take me to a
different world. At dusk, which it was by the time I returned,
small lights went on around the gardens and the front of the house
giving the place even more of a fairytale feel.

When I'd walked out of my apartment earlier,
my car, which I'd paralleled parked in front of the building, sat
between two others that hadn't been there earlier. The car in front
was two inches from my bumper, and the one in back, less than an
inch. It took a few minutes of nudging the Chevy forward and back,
cutting the wheels, and stomping on a clutch that sometimes took
both feet to engage, to pull out of the space. I hadn't thought
about that struggle until I drove down the massive driveway. There
was enough room for everyone in my neighborhood to park, and space
for a CTA bus stop. I wondered if Frankie ever thought about living
in the suburbs. I also wondered if maybe I should buy one of those
cute little Volkswagen cars they called a 'bug'.

I found an unobtrusive place to park and as I
climbed out of the car saw Mrs. Allen walking toward her three year
old Ford Fairlane. "Are you finally going home, Mrs. Allen?" I
asked, though, again, it wasn't brilliant deductive reasoning.

"Yes, Miss Draper. I listened for the phone
like you asked, but the only one to call is Mrs. Sumner from next
door. She has called quite a few times because she is concerned
about Mrs. Quigley."

"Mrs. Allen, have you noticed any problems
between Mr. and Mrs. Quigley?" She looked everywhere but at me and
I could see she didn't want to say anything. "You can tell me. I
promise I won't breathe a word to anyone."

"Well, if you promise." Frankie would have
been all over the woman for being so trusting. "Mrs. Quigley has
wanted the mister to spend more time with her. He works many hours
and she feels alone in this big house." She waved at the structure.
"She became even more sad when they found out she could not have
babies. She tries to keep busy with her board meetings and things,
but she is lonely and needs to have time with her husband."

I remembered another question I had for Mrs.
Allen and clapped my hands in excitement. That caused her to about
jump out of her shoes as she threw her hand over her heart. I hoped
it was strong. "Oh, I'm sorry, Mrs. Allen. I thought of something
else I wanted to ask. Was the art museum the only appointment Mrs.
Quigley had planned that day?"

"Yes, just the art museum. I can check her
calendar to see if there was something else she did not mention if
you like."

"You go home and rest. I know you've been on
your feet all day. I'll come back in the morning and we can look
for it then. You've been putting in long days since this
happened."

"I want to help."

"I know you do. You're a good person."
Excessive exposure to the 'good person' phrase might have created a
glitch in my brain forcing me to repeat it. I'd have to make it a
point to limit my use. "Go home. I'll see you in the morning." I
watched her climb into the Fairlane which started immediately. My
twelve-year-old Chevy, even with its temperamental clutch, was
another reliable car. What it lacked in glamour and charm, it made
up for in dependability. When Mrs. Allen's taillights were out of
sight, I went back to said Chevy and grabbed my large flashlight
from the glove box. I wanted to take another look at the woods
where the abduction took place.

Dave mentioned that the FBI thought Vagabond
broke into a trot before Diana hit the rope. I aimed my flashlight
at the trail and wondered how they figured that out. There were
hoof prints all over and although some were deeper and indicated
the horse picked up speed, how did they know when they were made
since there hadn't been rain in a week and Diana rode every day? I
couldn't tell where Diana hit the ground and since I had no idea
where the rope was, I couldn't guess. Then it hit me that since
Josh found the rope, he could show me. I hate it when I'm stupid
and made a mental note to drag the gardener out the following
day.

It troubled me that Vagabond continued out to
the clearing. If he and Diana were the pals Josh said they were, he
would have stopped almost immediately after she fell. I was sure he
went to the clearing, because I found fresh manure. I had impressed
Frankie when I explained how I figured out where Vagabond had gone
by which of the many piles were the freshest. I told him that after
a few days, most dung looks pretty much the same, but the droppings
I found in the clearing hadn't been picked at by birds looking for
insects and grubs. Since investigators filled the area shortly
after Diana disappeared, the birds couldn't get close and the dung
stayed undisturbed. Okay, that might not convince a jury, but it
made sense to me and Frankie.

What didn't make sense was to search the
woods with a flashlight at night, but I was too wound up to go home
and I didn't want to face David Quigley without a plan. I continued
moving the beam across the clearing and noticed an area of torn up
grass that I thought might have been caused by Vagabond's hooves.
Had he struggled with the kidnapper? But why would someone wrestle
with a horse only to tie him to a tree? Why bother with Vagabond at
all once they had Diana? Maybe Diana was still on his back when
they got to the clearing. That didn't make sense either. They rode
every morning, but Josh said the time and length depended on what
meetings and things she had that day. Her kidnapper would have to
know her plans, or had access to her schedule. The two people with
the greatest opportunity to abduct her were Josh Spencer and David
Quigley, assuming it was a man. Since Diana was almost six feet
tall, it probably was, or a woman with more than average strength.
I liked to think I fit in that category, but I hadn't kidnapped
Diana.

What would Josh gain by kidnapping Mrs.
Quigley? A hundred thousand dollars made for a good motive. If she
were dead, Dave would collect her life insurance, which he said was
five hundred thousand dollars, and her fortune of almost a million.
Mrs. Diana Quigley was worth quite a bit of money dead.

My brain felt thicker than the surrounding
woods and flashes of wisdom had no more luck breaking through my
skull than my flashlight did the trees. I turned and as I started
back to the house, heard a twig snap. The local critter population
was running out of patience with my intrusion. "Okay, kids. I'll
live you alone."

Something shimmered in the flashlight beam as
I left the clearing for the entrance to the woods. It took a second
to register in my brain and I walked passed it. I stopped and took
a slow step backward to retrace my steps, pointing the flashlight
where I thought I'd seen it. I couldn't find it again. I took
another half step back and heard a noise. "Josh, is that you?" No
answer. I told myself to stop listening for every little noise and
focus on finding the shiny object. Inching forward, I moved the
light across small sections of grass and bent to slant the beam and
catch as must surface as possible. "There you are." I picked up a
beautiful silver earring. It was the kind you clipped on, the same
as mine, but worth much more than the ones that decorated my lobes.
The handcrafted silver had a crescent moon and a star design cut
out. It was loaded with what I guessed were real diamonds. Diana
might have struggled with her kidnapper as he dragged her away,
because if a rope swept her off the horse, it was a good distance
from where she fell.

I tossed the costly piece of jewelry a few
inches in the air and let it fall back into my hand. When I
realized what a dumb thing that was to do in the dark, I took one
more look and dropped it in my pocket. This time, as I stepped into
the woods I had no doubt that someone was behind me. Before I had
time to turn, one of the largest trees in Lake Oak landed on the
back of my head.

 


 



Chapter 9

At first I thought someone sat next to my
head beating a large enough drum to vibrate my bones. My second
thought was that I was lying face down in the middle of my bed and
it had been way too long since I'd changed the sheets. I moved my
hand to investigate further and instead of my comfy mattress, I
felt grass. I wasn't lying in my bed. "Oh, geez. What the hell
happened?"

"Mattie, what happened?" Josh knelt at my
side and repeated the thought, or maybe I had said it out loud. I
wasn't sure. "Are you all right?"

His fuzzy image came into focus. "I was just
asking myself the same thing. If you don't see a tree lying nearby,
someone slugged me. Help me stand, will you? Keep a grip until
we're sure I'm steady, which may take a minute if things are
spinning as much up there as they are down here."

"Maybe you should keep still and I'll call
for an ambulance."

"Help me up. If I fall, we'll consider our
options." I turned over on my back and sat up. My brain wasn't
working well enough to figure out how to climb to my knees in a
lady like manner, so I wiggled around and did it with what little
dignity I could muster. I definitely needed some slacks if I
planned to stay in the business. Josh held out his hand and with
his support, I made it to my feet. "I'm okay," I told him. That was
true except for the hole in my new pantyhose and the pain in my
head. I didn't know which one ticked me off more. I lay my hand on
the back of my head and removed it in a hurry from the tender spot
that would soon be a lump. I remembered the earring and reached in
my pocket, only to find it empty. "Damn it. Josh, give me the
flashlight." I shone it around the area where I fell and came up
empty, making me reasonably sure someone smacked me to take the
earring. When I could think again, I'd make a sketch of what I
saw.

It was probably Josh's presence that prompted
me to brush the dirt and leaves from my clothes and person. Like
they say, 'pride goeth before the fall', but I was still dizzy and
didn't want to end up on the ground again. I gave up. Everything
would shake lose soon enough. I just wouldn't be able to put off a
trip to the dry cleaners for very much longer. "What were you doing
out here, Josh?"

"I was in the barn cleaning tack earlier and
saw you, but I never saw you come back. I figured I could have
missed you but your car was still in the drive. Mr. Quigley said
he's been back for a half an hour and hadn't seen you. I decided to
check."

Another good guy or another liar? The
pounding in my head prevented answers, so I put my brain in
neutral. "Why don't you walk me to my car?" As he held my elbow and
led the way, I wondered if he was a good dancer. He sure looked
good on my arm—black hair with deep waves and blue eyes that I'd
noticed earlier changed shades at a whim. "What did you do before
you came to work here, Josh?"

"Same kind stuff in different places. These
days I couldn't work inside at a desk all day. Outside work is
easier on the soul. That is, of course, unless someone outside
wants to knock you on the head or something."

I appreciated his attempt at humor and told
him I knew what he meant. I was about to ask another question as we
approached the driveway, but heard Dave yelling. "I don't believe
this! I don't believe this!" He kicked a tire on his car, and I
could see from where we were, at least three of them were flat. I
guessed the one he kicked was too.

"What's going on?" As soon as I yelled, I
promised myself I wouldn't do that again. I almost fell over from
the pain.

"There's a fire at the plant and my tires are
flat." He walked around the car until he kicked every deflated tire
at least once.

"Come on, I'll take you over."

"Are you sure you're okay, Mattie."

I'd forgotten about Josh and turned to him.
"I'm fine, thanks. You'd better call a repair truck to tow Dave's
car in and have them replace the tires.

"Sure." Josh said, and Dave, who'd overheard,
handed him the keys.

"Make sure you have them throw the old tires
in the trunk until we can look at them." I wasn't sure if we could
tell much from slashed tires, but I'd be sure to ask Frankie. We
climbed into my car and were at the plant in five minutes. I
smelled the smoke as we approached and saw a section burning. The
fire trucks had already arrived and had it under control. As the
flames surrendered to the fire hoses, I had no doubt that someone
wanted to destroy David Quigley.

"Dave, what happened?" Joseph Sumner ran up
and grabbed Dave's arm. "What happened?"

Dave didn't answer. He turned away from the
smoldering building and I could see the stress pushing him closer
to the edge. His eyes had taken on a ghostly look, and Mr. Quigley
appeared to be running out of steam. "Dave, let me take you home."
I put my hand on his arm. "There's nothing you can do here and the
police and arson squad won't be able to tell you anything until
tomorrow." He walked to my car without saying a word. Before
following him, I turned to Joe. "What are you doing here?"

"I came back to pick something up and saw the
fire."

"Did you call it in?"

"No, I just got here."

I couldn't remember a car driving in after
us, but once I saw the blaze, I wasn't been paying attention to
anything else. "Could you see what you can find out? They'll talk
to you before they will me. Call your dad and let him know what's
going on." I hoped Dave remembered to get Dowling's address,
because I needed to talk to him. It looked to me like the fire
hoses pumped their liquids right at the gluing room.

Mr. Quigley wasn't in very good shape as I
drove us back to the estate and I hated to ask him if he got the
information on Chet Dowling, but I had to. He didn't answer, just
reached into his pocket and laid a piece of paper on the seat
between us. Talk about a lousy night.

I hurried home in a bad mood with an aching
head. Just as I locked myself into my apartment, Sebastian started
weaving in circles around my feet and the phone rang. It was
Frankie. I found comfort in knowing I could count on the males in
my life to show up when I needed them. "Hey, Mattie, I just heard
about the fire over at Q & S Design, are you all right?"

"Frankie, this thing is getting to be a
mess." I didn't even ask him if he had a minute to talk, I started
dumping my thoughts into the phone and finally stopped to make sure
he was still on the line, and still listening. "Are you there?"

"I am. You might want to find out how much
insurance they have on the factory. Did the fire department say who
called it in?"

I should have known he'd listen. "No, I'll
check that out first thing tomorrow, thanks, Frankie. What's this
case you're working on?"

"My client thinks one of his managers has a
ring of thieves in the plant. I'm keeping an eye on things. Did
Dave have an address on that Chet Dowling guy?"

"He did. I'll go over there in the
morning."

"Who hit you?"

"I have no idea, but Josh found me. He said
he saw me walk past the barn on my way out to the woods and when I
didn't come back after a while, he thought he'd better check. That
could be true, I suppose."

"You don't think so?"

"I don't know what to think. My brain is on
overload, Frankie. I'll find out about the fire and pay Chet
Dowling a visit in the morning. I suppose the fire could be
unrelated to the kidnapping."

"Maybe, but what about the person who smashed
you on the head and took the earring? What about the slashed tires?
Do you think that's unrelated?"

"I don't know." I snapped at him and
regretted it at once. After all the help he'd given me, Frankie
didn't need to be on the receiving end of my foul mood. "I'm sorry.
The lump is making me a little crabby. Do you want to have dinner
tomorrow? I'll make us a surprise." It'd be a surprise for both of
us because I had no idea what I could make. I was about to ask
Frankie if he liked fried bologna sandwiches when he made a better
suggestion.

"Why don't we go out to eat, Mattie? My
treat. You need to stay focused on this case until you bring Mrs.
Quigley home, and I need to eat."

"You're a good kid."

"I know."

*

Something pushed the air out of my lungs and
even in my unconscious state, I recognized Sebastian's announcement
that it was time for breakfast. My eyes opened to two golden green
orbs staring at me from atop my chest. I also felt pain in the back
of my head and remembered the previous evening.

To Sebastian's chagrin, I took the can opener
and food into the bathroom and closed the door to avoid his game.
While the great cat ate, I put on a pot of coffee and went to the
bathroom to turn myself into something that resembled a private
investigator. The pot finished perking just as I climbed out of the
shower and I hurried to the kitchen to pour a cup and take two
aspirin. As a precaution, I dropped the bottle in my purse. I had a
hunch I'd need them again. While Sebastian bathed, I dressed,
gathered my notes, and kissed the top of his furry little head. He
cleaned the spot I kissed as I headed out the door. You gotta love
cats.

My immediate priority was to find Chet
Dowling's house at the address Dave gave me. They lived on
Chicago's Northwest side in a well cared for, blue-collar
neighborhood with plenty of old brownstones and a few wood frame
houses. The house I found at the address was a two-story frame
building with a tidy yard and a variety of flowers and bushes. I
climbed the wooden porch noticing that they kept the yard and
building in good repair. The paneled exterior looked recently
painted.

"Can I help you?"

"Are you Mrs. Dowling?" I asked the woman
who'd opened the door. She confirmed she was while rocking a baby
in her arms. I hoped the bundle belonged to them and they had no
more problems. Before I could say anything else, a toddler showed
up and tugged on the back of Mrs. Dowling's dress. "Are these your
children?" I asked. The question put a big smile on her face.

"This is Amy." She lifted the tiny human and
pointed with her elbow at the slightly larger version who held her
tight, "and that's Davie."

"Davie? Why did you name him Davie?"

My inquiry surprised her and she lowered her
eyebrows to give me a second look. "Who did you say you were?"

"Oh, I'm sorry. My name is Mattie Draper. I'm
a private investigator trying to help Mr. Quigley find his wife.
Have you heard about the kidnapping?"

Her expression changed to one of concern.
"Yes, we've heard. Please come in. Chet's sleeping, he works second
shift, but he should be up soon." She pushed the door back and
nudged Davie out of the way. I found a chair and stood in front of
it while the trio made their way across the room as a unit. Davie
clung to Mrs. Dowling's leg, but apparently accustomed to walking
that way, she maneuvered them to the couch with the skill of a city
bus driver. "Has there been any word?"

I told her that there hadn't and sat in the
worn, but well cared for chair. "No, and last night someone started
a fire at the factory."

She caught on to the reason for my visit. "Do
you think Chet is involved?"

"I don't have enough information, but it
would help a great deal if Chet could tell me where he was at
around ten o'clock last night."

She released a breath and relaxed into the
couch giving Amy a gentle squeeze. She didn't speak, but instead
smiled at a voice from a doorway. "I was at work. About twenty
people can vouch for me." I turned. "I'm Chet Dowling," he said.
"Who are you?"

"Chet, this is Mattie Draper, a detective
trying to find Mrs. Quigley."

He came in and sat on the couch with his
family. They were a good looking group, but I saw anger in his
eyes. Although as I studied him a little closer, I realized that
I'd have the same look if a stranger woke me after I worked all
night to accuse me of starting a fire. I smiled at the children. "I
see you were able to conceive healthy kids. Were there any
complications after your first loss?"

"No," Mrs. Dowling answered. "We had no
problems of any kind, thank heavens. Now I see why you asked me
about Davie's name. Yes, we named him after David Quigley." Mrs.
Dowling could have been a detective the way she figured things out
in a hurry. I'd have to remember her skills if I ever needed an
assistant and she needed a break from the kids. I figured I could
call back in a few years. "We realized he didn't know about the
toxins. Not many people do even now. After all the grief we caused
him, he still helped us and gave Chet a good work reference. The
money gave us time to recover our senses and ourselves. We bought
this house and rent out the upstairs, which helped us make it until
Chet went back to work."

"Did David Quigley ever mention to you why he
gave you the help?" The adult Dowling's shook their heads in unison
and little Davie joined them. "He and Diana can't have children,
children that they both desperately want. Your loss devastated
them."

Mr. and Mrs. Dowling's heads dropped. This
time Davie put his hand on the side of his mom's face and patted it
softly. I discreetly wiped the corners of my eyes as Mrs. Dowling
spoke. "We didn't know, and now this horrible kidnapping. Miss
Draper, is there anything we can do?"

I retrieved my purse, which I had laid on a
coffee table covered with toys and baby bottles. "Chet, I don't
want to go to your company asking questions. People have a bad
habit of assuming the worst. Could you ask your co-workers to sign
a paper, or call me and say that you were at work last night at
ten?"

He looked at me for a few seconds and then
stood. "Why don't you come to the factory with me at three and you
can ask them yourself. I'd appreciate it if you didn't mention the
trouble I caused for Mr. Quigley. Like Linda said, he gave me a
good reference despite the damage I did in the plant and never
pressed charges. I have no record but it would still sound
bad."

Frankie wouldn't have agreed with my
decision, but that was all I needed to hear. If nothing else turned
up, I'd check deeper into Chet Dowling, but I had to go with my gut
on this one. My gut told me the Dowling family members were too
happy with their lives to involve themselves in a crime as nasty as
kidnapping, particularly a kidnapping against David and Diana
Quigley. I stood and dug around in my purse to find a business
card. "Here's my card. Call me if you remember anything from your
days at the factory that might help. When we have Mrs. Quigley home
safe, I know that she and Mr. Quigley would love to meet Davie and
Amy."
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