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November, 1918

I once thought I died and went to Heaven, where angels had lovely hazel eyes, voices soft as a baby’s coo and smelled of ripe peaches.

Fortunately, I was wrong.

The eyes, voice and scent belonged to a nurse wearing a loose gray dress emblazoned with a red cross and a soft cloth cap atop her head.

To my eighteen-year-old battle-addled brain she looked as sexy as any pinup.

“Where am I?” I asked.

“In a field hospital near Clermont.”

“Clermont?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

“Clermont, France. You are an American Marine wounded in battle,” she explained as she checked the bottle hanging next to me. “You suffered two bullet wounds and were knocked unconscious for two days from an explosion. Welcome back.”

I glanced around at the damaged church, where perhaps twenty injured soldiers lay on beds in two long rows in the space once occupied by pews.

She shook a thermometer and slid it into my mouth. “The bullets passed cleanly through your  shoulder muscle.” She pulled out the thermometer and studied it.

“Can you sit up?”

I nodded. Even though my head thundered, I wanted to please her. She bent closer to me to help me rise. Her breasts brushed across my arm and my heart skipped a beat.

“Steady, now.” She handed me two pills and a tin cup. I washed the pills down.

“Those will help with the pain. The doctor will be around soon, PFC Flynn.”

She smiled. I wanted to kiss her. She walked away.

I soon drifted off to sleep until the doctor nudged me awake.

“You are a lucky man,” he said. His blood-splotched, white coat was evidence of his labors. He removed the bandages from my wounds and studied them. “No infection. That’s good.” He pushed his eyeglasses up. “What do you remember about your injuries?”

“Nothing.”

“Your memory should clear in a few days.” “How long will I be here?”

“No longer than you have to be, son.”

I nestled back in the pillow and tried to remember how I received two bullet wounds. My headache calmed but my brain fog refused to clear.

That night, I dreamt of the mud, blood and rattle of battle. I was crawling toward a Jerry machine gun nest when a mind-numbing explosion obliterated the world.

I woke in a cold sweat and the lovely hazel eyes stared down at me.

“You were dreaming,” my nurse said as she set a tray of food on the table next to me. “Are you hungry?”

“No.”

“You must eat. Let’s sit up, shall we?”

The soft, smooth warm skin of her arm touched mine for another instant as she helped me up, then set the tray on my lap. Her peachy scent, faint and distinct, lingered for a brief moment.

“Very skimpy rations, I’m afraid.”

“Powdered eggs and hardtack,” I said. “The breakfast of kings.”

“You have a sense of humor. That’s a good sign.”

She snapped a thermometer and slid it beneath my tongue, then wrapped the blood pressure cup around my arm. I watched her listen intently through the stethoscope.

She slipped the thermometer from my mouth and held it up to the light. “Everything seems quite normal.”

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Eat your breakfast, PFC Flynn.”

I learned much later that nurses were instructed not to give out any personal information to wounded soldiers, because wounded soldiers became easily infatuated. Maybe they feared that if the soldiers recovered and the war ended, they would seek out their caregivers.

Other nurses were present, of course, but they held no allure for me.

My nurse had refined, almost delicate features: a long, narrow nose, lively eyes fringed by long lashes, and wide, thin lips. A few wisps of black hair peeked out from her cap. Her neck was long and her creamy complexion flawless.

I had no idea what her body looked like free of her sack-like dress, though I imagined it sleek and well- formed. In fact, I imagined a number of things regarding her and I.

On the sixth day of my stay, I woke and sought out those eyes. They weren’t there. I rose on an elbow and looked about in vain.

I asked my new nurse, a gruff woman with a hair lip, what had happened to my nurse. She told me it was none of my business.

Two days later, it was announced that Pershing was victorious. An Armistice was underway. Much celebration ensued. Hugs were exchanged.

My nurse had left me without a goodbye or veiled comment about meeting in the future. Even a squeeze of my hand, a signal that something special had been created in the midst of the horrors of war between us, was not to be.

I was released without any instructions on where I was to go or what I was to do. I was a free man and made my way to Paris, where I wandered the bistros, searching for my nurse. However, other women and much wine consumed my energies and my angel’s face eventually faded from my memory.

However, as Angus Jones, the crusty, folksy private investigator who hired me when I returned from the service was fond of saying, ‘Lives entwine in unexpected ways.’
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March 1933

“I expected you would simply mail the photos instead of having me drive all the way into the city.”

Her name was Mrs. Munro and she was a tall glass of ice water. She was beautiful and knew it. Perfectly applied makeup and bright red lipstick. Elegantly tall, her figure was encased in a hip-hugging black dress. Her black hair hid beneath a red cloche.

She had hired me in a phone call to confirm her suspicions that her husband Harold was having an affair with a certain female member of the Edgeworth Club, the sort of place that had a printed dress code for members. Or so I heard.

“I don’t send certain photos through the mail, Mrs. Munro.”

Her eyebrows arched. “Very well, let’s get on with it.”

I motioned her to a chair and she sat. I slid the packet of photos toward her. She reached for them with an elegant, manicured hand.

She opened the envelope, removed the photos and studied them. Her soft hazel eyes registered no emotion. The scent of peaches drifted across the desk and tickled my nose.

A pang of recognition curled with me. After more than fifteen years, had my Clermont nurse improbably walked back into my life?

After a long moment, she softly cleared her throat.

“Then he’s not seeing another woman?”

“In all the time I tailed him, I never saw him with the woman you named, or any other woman. Do you recognize the man he is kissing?”

“No.”

Her voice sounded familiar, too. However, years had passed and I wasn’t certain my memory was that good.

She opened the purse and slid two-hundred-dollar bills across the desk. “I believe this will cover your fee and a bonus for completing your assignment. You are very good at your job, obviously. How did you—?” Her voice failed or maybe she decided she didn’t want more information.

The fact that her husband liked men hit her like a sledgehammer, though she looked hurt rather than furious. Her gaze locked on the window behind me before she turned her attention back to me.

“I assume the information you uncovered remains confidential?”

“I don’t wag my chin about a client’s situation. Do you want the photos?”

“Burn them.” She stood, seemed a bit lightheaded then steadied herself. As she turned to leave, she noticed the gramophone sitting on a corner table. “What sort of music do you prefer, Mr. Flynn?”

“Opera.”

My loyal Gal Friday, Tess Truhardt, found the unit, encased in a small suitcase, at a garage sale. She called me and said it was a great deal. I had her buy it. I only had two phonograph records and played them at night now and then if I was in the office late.

“I, too, am a fan,” she said.

After she left, Tess entered. “How did she take it?”

“As you might expect.”

Tess developed all of my photos in the darkroom she installed in a spare closet, which meant she knew about Harold Munro’s behavior.

As for burning the photos, I thought Mrs. Munro might want them if she did decide to divorce her husband. I handed Tess the envelope. “Into the safe.”

“Understood.” She cocked her head. “Something wrong?”

“I might know her. I think she was my nurse in France.”

“You’re not sure?”

“No. Seems like a lifetime ago.” I turned toward my office, then stopped. “Did she smell like peaches?”

“She smelled like a very expensive cologne with a top note of peach. Why?”

“Doesn’t matter. She clearly didn’t remember me.” “Did she know your name when you were a patient?” “PFC Flynn. Sure.”

“Maybe you’re mistaken then.” “Maybe.”
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Two days later, I arrived at work to find a girl in wrinkled slacks and a ragged flannel shirt a size too large standing outside my door. An oily ballcap perched on her head and she wore worn work boots.

“You Flynn?” She pointed at ‘Flynn Investigations’

lettered on the frosted door.

“Yes. Who are you?”

“Lucy Hanson. You got a first name?” “Lazarus.”

“Like in the Bible, right?” “Why are you looking for me?”

“Kinda not the place to have the conversation I need to have.” The twang in her voice told me she was from a border state. West Virginia or Kentucky.

From her wary gaze and attitude, I could also tell she was a kid whose life experiences had chiseled away her innocence.

“Come inside, then.”

Tess was on the phone when we entered. I motioned for her to carry on.

I opened the door to my office and ushered Lucy in. I sat behind my desk and motioned her to a chair. She pulled off the ball cap and fluffed her brown hair.

“How can I help?”

“You can find someone, right?  I mean, that’s your

job.”

“One of them. Why do you want to find this person?” 

“So I can kill his thieving self.”

She was dead serious.

“Taking the law into your own hands is a bad idea.” “No matter what he done?”

“No matter. Why are you talking to me? There are plenty of private eyes in the city.”

“I know. Working my way down the list. Acme, Ace, Diamond.”

I held up my hand “I get it.”

“So far, they all turned me down. Didn’t take me seriously.”

She eyed my fresh morning bagel and licked her lips.

I slid it toward her.

“Help yourself.” She hesitated and then grabbed the bagel.

“Coffee?”

She nodded, her mouth already full.

I walked into the outer office and filled two coffee cups. Tess was off the phone. “Who’s she?”

“A misguided young lady.”

“I didn’t think she was selling Girl Scout cookies.”

Back inside, I handed Lucy the coffee. She stuck the tip of her finger into the cup then blew on the coffee.

“Who you want to find and why?” “Phillip. I don't know his last name.” “Why do you want me to find him?” “Because he ruined my momma's life.” “Start from the beginning.”

“My daddy died about four years ago. We owned a general store and momma was good at pinching her pennies.” She gulped more coffee before continuing. “Besides that, my daddy inherited about five acres of land down the road. Wasn't nothing on it, though he was hoping maybe oil was there.”

“Okay. Where does Phillip come in?”

“He wandered into the general store one day and then started coming around. I knew from the beginning he was no good, with his fancy talk and nice clothes. At first, I thought he was only interested in having his way with her, ya know?”

“He romanced her, did he?”

“Flowers, candy, a pretty dress and a pair of nylons.

Took her on boat rides. She was very lonely.” “What did he steal?”

“That land. He did something involving papers momma signed. Momma was heartbroken.”

“Did you report this to the police?”

“Momma was too embarrassed. I marched right down to the police station. Useless as tits on a bull they is. It’s been two years now and in the meantime I graduated from high school.”

“Why do you think he is in Pittsburgh?” “'Cause I heard him say that once.”

“You have any idea how many men named Phillip there are in this city?”

She reached into her pocket, pulled out a photo and handed it to me. It was poorly lit, out of focus and only revealed a partial of the side of Phillip’s face. Useless.

“How old is Phillip?” “Old, like you, I reckon.” “Mid-thirties. Eye color?” “Black as coal.”

“Any distinguishing features? Scars, tattoos?”

“None that I seen.” “Hair color?”

“The color of oil. Slicked back. He favored that Dago actor. You know, Valentino.”

“Sounds like a real charmer.” “You gonna take my case?”

“First things first. You’re from West Virginia?” “Parkersburg. Down on the river. How’d you know that?”

“Lucky guess. How old are you?” “Eighteen.”

“You live in Pittsburgh now?”

“I’m only here to square things for my family is all.” “Where are you staying? You have family here?” “Nah. Sleep in this park the name of Schenley. Gal like me can’t be on a city street at night.” “Sleeping in a park is dangerous, too.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a switchblade. “Anyone touches me, I'll stick 'em good.”

“Look, I can find a place for you to stay.” I thought Nell would put her up for a few days.

“I don’t accept charity.”

“How am I supposed to find you?” “I know where to find you.”

I handed her a business card. “My secretary’s name is Tess.”

“She your girlfriend?” 

“No.”

“What's this all gonna cost me?”

“Not a penny. I'll nose around. Not promising anything.”

Lucy held up her knife. “You just tell me where he is. I’ll take care of the rest.”

She finished the coffee, put on her cap and left.

“New client?” Tess asked as she entered.

“She’s looking for someone named Phillip who conned her mother out of some land. I said I’d nose around. She has a photo that isn’t of much use and she’s sleeping in a park.”

“That’s terrible.”

“I offered to find her a place to stay. She refused.” Tess tisked. “Hard case. She’ll learn.”

“I figure she’ll give up the ghost and head back to

West Virginia soon enough.”

“How did this guy pull off the con?”

“Romanced her widowed mom. Had her sign some papers she probably didn’t understand.” “Power of attorney, most likely.”

“You know that kind of bullshit gets my goat.” 

“I know, boss.”
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Over the next two weeks, I talked to some of the sleazier types I knew and asked about a grifter named ‘Phillip.’ A few did, though the men they named were in their fifties and sixties none of resembled Valentino.

I knew from the get-go that Lucy’s Phillip was the proverbial needle in a haystack.

Lucy did return wearing newer, well-fitting clothes.

“Still in town?”

“Yes. I told you I’m gonna see this through. You find him yet?”

“No. I tried.”

“I can give you money so you look harder.”

“I don’t want your money. Still sleeping in the park?” 

“No. I got a job, believe it or not, with a company that caters rich people’s parties. Pay is for shit but better than nothing. I moved in with two of the other girls. Rich people have lots of parties, even these days.” 

“I’m glad you’re off the street.”

“You were right. Sleeping in a park ain’t safe.”     “Trouble?”

“I handled it.”

She was a tough little cookie.

“Lucy, this may take months.”

“Don’t much care. I’m snooping around, too. I’ll be in touch. I can find my way out.”

Tess entered with the morning mail.

“She still around?”

“Yes. Working now at catering.”

“Good for her. First things first. Amalgamated Insurance called with another job. Sending over the details.”

Insurance investigations were now a large part of my business. They paid well, without complaint.

She pulled out a small ivory-colored envelope from the stack of mail. “Nice envelope. Maybe it’s a wedding invitation.”

Tess handed me the envelope. I opened it and removed a fancy engraved invitation. Mr. and Mrs. Harold Munro had invited me and a guest to a performance of a string quartet at their home in Sewickley Heights.

The Heights sat above the quaint town of Sewickley and served as a summer retreat for rich industrialists who wanted to escape the smog of the city.

Tess waited expectantly. I handed her the invitation.

“I thought her last name was spelled differently.”   “That’s the Scottish spelling, if I’m correct.”   “You’re going, of course.”

“Not a chance.”

“You should. It would be good for business. The Munro’s obviously run with a rich crowd and we know the wealthy always have problems.”

Rich clients also paid very well, without complaint, which was the reason I could carry IOUs for the regular folks who hired me. Some were a pain in the patoot, though that came with the territory.

“It would be a nice place to take a lady friend.” 

“I don’t have one at present.”

“You know, I have never been to a private performance in a Sewickley mansion. I would love to go.”

“Then you should.”

“That would be tres gauche. Such invitations are quite exclusive and not meant to be passed about.”

“Not my cup of tea.”

She fluttered her lips. “I’m not bad company, you know. What are you going to do on a Sunday afternoon anyway? Wash your socks?” She cringed, afraid she may have gone a step to far.

“I wash my socks on Saturday,” I replied.

“I know what you’re thinking. You take me somewhere that’s not business and we have crossed the line between employee and employer, except this will be good for business and so it’s not social at all.”

I had no plans on most Sunday afternoons anyway, other than occasional visit to watch the Pirates play.

“Maybe Mrs. Munro is your lost nurse. One way to find out.”

My curiosity got the best of me.

“Send the RSVP for two,” I said. “I expect you to mingle, by the way.”

“The only problem is I can’t really take a bus to Sewickley Heights.”

I had to laugh. “We’re going together, Tess. I’ll pick you up.”
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Tess had moved out of her parents’ house and now shared an apartment in Shadyside with a friend I knew only by name. Betsy.

Shadyside was an interesting mix of middle-class families, artsy types and young professionals. Tess lived on the first floor of a frame, three-story in need of a paint job. 

A young woman in a striped fisherman’s jersey and pair of loose-fitting trousers answered my knock. Like Tess, she was fresh-faced and bouncy.

“Oh my gosh, the great Lazarus Flynn in the flesh,” she gushed as she stepped out of my way. “I’m Betsy.”

“Almost ready,” Tess called from behind a door.

“Have a seat,” Betsy said and motioned toward a well- worn overstuffed sofa. I sat and she took the well-worn armchair angled toward me. “I feel like I know you,” she began. “Tess talks about you all the time. You’re even larger than she described.”

Their place was neat and clean. A few cheap posters on the walls and a filled bookcase. The coffee table was an old oak door sitting on concrete blocks.

“Do you like your gramophone?” 

“Yes.”

“I was with her when she found it. We hit all the flea markets on the weekends. That’s how we furnished this dump.”

“I appreciate her thinking of me.”

The conversation died for a moment. “Tess says you don’t dance.”

“That’s true.”

“Too bad, because I would love to go dancing with you.”

I ignored the comment.

“Here I am.” Tess appeared in a long floral dress. “Do you think this is too casual?”

It was the first time I ever saw her in a dress. She came to work in slacks and a button-down shirt. Her raven hair had been loosened from its usual Gibson bun. “The dress is fine.”

“I can’t decide if I should wear a hat.” “I have no opinion.”

She pulled a straw bonnet from the clothes tree. “I’ll take it with me and decide when we arrive.”   “Time’s a wasting,” I said.

“You two have fun and behave yourselves,” Betty said as we exited.

In the car, Tess played with her dress. “I’m so nervous. I hope I don’t make a fool of myself.” 

“Relax.”

“By the way, I was at the cosmetics counter at Kauffman’s. They didn’t have a perfume that smelled like peaches.”

“Probably very expensive. You have the directions, right?”

“I called the Munro’s.” She pulled a folded piece of paper from her purse.

The route to Sewickley Heights moved west and after a half hour we were motoring along two-lane roads winding past farms and then a narrow road bounded by stone walls. Leafy green foliage beyond the walls hid the mansions.

We didn’t talk much other than Tess giving directions.

“Here,” she said, pointing to a pair of stone pillars. I turned and moved along the long drive leading to a stone mansion. “Wow. Some digs, huh?”

Two young men in white shirts pointed to a spot behind the long row of cars flanking the drive.

“Oh my,” Tess said. “Quite a crowd.”

“All the better to mingle, my dear.” 

“Should I wear my hat?”

“No,” I replied, not wanting to waste time with dithering about her hat.

We exited and walked up the road toward the mansion.

“What does Mr. Munro do? I couldn’t find any information.”

“I have no idea,” I replied.

A butler stood at the front door and checked our invitation. which Tess remembered to bring.

We entered. The interior appeared to have been carved out of white marble, with glistening columns and floors. A red-carpeted staircase wound upward to the second floor. Large potted jungle plants were scattered here and there, adding dark green splashes to the blinding white of the expansive atrium.

Another young man in a white shirt and black bowtie pointed down a long hallway that led to a large room with a wall of glass that looked out over a stretch of meadow that ended at a stable.

Rows of folding chairs had been erected facing a small stage where the string quartet tuned their instruments. Mrs. Munro saw me and pulled away from a conversation with a shorter, attractive blonde woman.

“Mr. Flynn, how good of you to come.”

She looked at Tess. “Hello. You’re Mr. Flynn’s secretary, correct?” 

“Tess Truhardt.”

“After the performance, we have refreshments. Nothing elaborate. Please stay. I would like a moment.”

She hurried off.

“What a real dish,” Tess whispered.

My hostess wore a long white dress covered by a layer of lace. She was the sort of woman you noticed in any crowd.

We sat in the back row where programs rested on seats listing the songs we were going to hear.

Harold Munro moved in front of the quartet.

“Madeline and I would like to welcome you to our home. It is a beautiful spring day and I’m certain you will enjoy the program.”

He walked away and took his seat next to his wife. I’d seen him before, of course, from a distance.

I enjoyed the performance. None of the songs by Vivaldi, Bach and Mozart rang a bell. I spent time looking at the audience and picked out at least five older men with much younger wives.

The concert took forty-minutes, give or take. When it ended, Tess gushed, “That was wonderful.”

“Go mingle. You’re on the clock.” “Yes, sir.”

The catering staff carried around trays of the sort of food they had to describe.

To my surprise, Lucy approached me with a tray. In her black pants, white shirt and makeup she looked far different than she did at our first meeting.

“Hello, Mr. Flynn. I didn’t know you hung out with rich folk.”

“I don’t. This is business. What’s on the tray?”

“Curry puffs and mini frittatas. Want one?”

“Pass.”

She leaned close. “Any luck finding Phillip?”

“Not yet.”

She moved on to the other guests.

Sophia DiBlasio, my old friend Jock’s daughter, appeared with a violin under her arm. It had been years since I’d seen her waiting tables at the Acme, Jock’s restaurant, before she went off to Julliard.

Her eyes stared at me from behind wire-rimmed glasses.

“Did you enjoy our performance?”

“Very much.”

“I think music is so important these days.”

“I agree. Do you do this professionally?”

“I wish! I want to join a symphony eventually. Right now, I work for Mrs. Munro.”

That caught me by surprise. “Doing what?”

“Keeping her schedule and helping out when needed.

I live in the cottage.” She pointed at the small stone cottage near the stables and lowered her voice. “I think she feels sorry for a struggling musician. I recommended you to her.”

“You did?”

“Yes, she said she had a personal matter and wanted to know a good private eye. My dad always said you were the best.”

“Thanks.”

“I need to pack my violin and join the cleanup crew. So nice seeing you, Mr. Flynn.”

“Lazarus.”

She beamed and hustled away.

The sound of laughter caught my attention. I saw Tess surrounded by three couples, mingling away.

I walked outside to the patio and stood at the stone balustrade.

“Do you ride?” a woman’s voice asked.

I turned and saw the stunning blonde Madeline had been speaking to. “Hi. I’m Ellie Stoneman,” she said in a honeyed voice and extended her hand.

“Lazarus Flynn.” We shook.

“Your hands are enormous,” she said. “Madeline didn’t say she had invited a big, handsome stranger to the Heights. Are you one of those professional football players?”

“I’m not.”

“What is it that you do?”

I concluded Madeline didn’t tell Stoneman about hiring me.

“I run a small trucking company. And you?”

“I tend my garden.”

Madeline arrived. “You two have met, I see.”

“Where have you been hiding this fella?” Madeline said nothing.

“I’ll leave you to it.” Ellie strolled away, her hips swaying.

“Did she ask you what you do?”

“I figured if you told her, she wouldn’t have asked me. She thinks I own a trucking business.”

Madeline leaned against the balcony and crossed her arms. The slight breeze wafted the smell of peaches toward me. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Why did you invite me?”

She laughed softly. “We share a secret about my life, far more than I do with many of these guests. To be serious, I thought you might enjoy the music.”

After a moment, she turned to face me. “A long time ago I was a Red Cross volunteer in Clermont, France. While I was there I tended to two soldiers named ‘PFC Flynn.’”

“One was me.”

She smiled. “When we first met in your office, I thought I recognized you,” she said. “Of course, there were other things occupying my mind.”

“Understood. The same here.”

“I decided to
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