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      Like all historical fiction writers,  I discovered that people in the past did not always talk or act well. I’ve tried to straddle the line between accuracy and unnecessary offensiveness, to preserve the music of the language surrounding me as a child without including its barbs. If I have not succeeded, je suis vraiment désolée and I will try harder in the future.
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      I knew she was mine when she walked through the door. California gold skin with matching hair, begging to be free from an elegant chignon. High-necked dress from Canal Street that hugged her figure and emphasized the swish of her hips. Her china-delicate face wore the bemused expression typical of someone trying to hire Lou Delacroix, Investigator, but found herself standing in a dance studio.

      At the reception desk, my landlady and boss, owner of Les Trois Graces, smiled like a crocodile as she introduced herself. “Bonjour! Bienvenue à Les Trois Graces, premier studio of all dance forms. I am Mamzelle ZhuLEE, pleased to serve you.”

      New Orleans still thinks it’s part of France, Julie Joubert even more so. I tried not to roll my eyes as she began her drawl-and-stall routine with hand waves and faux French.

      The newcomer smiled and gazed at the posters adorning every inch of the wall. They all portrayed ballerina Julie as dead virgins and birds, except for one new poster of Miss Louisiana Tap 1937.

      I was teaching Boys’ Beginner Tap, which always makes me apologize for my doubts about original sin. On the last shuffle-ball-change—which they managed without falling down, the little prodigies—I gestured to Madame Boudreaux at the piano and ran upstairs. My clattering taps soon drowned out the moans from the boys and Madame’s dulcet shrieks of “All right, you little monsters, playtime’s over!”

      I love the gentle arts.

      In my upstairs office, I shrugged into a wrap-around dress as I checked my face in the clouded mirror on the door. I was ready to meet a client as Lou Delacroix, Investigator, instead of Mamzelle Marie-Louise of Les Trois Graces. The desk would hide my tap shoes and tights, not the standard detective’s uniform.

      My girl was even more glorious when she opened my office door. Her eyes shown as golden as the rest of her and a generous mouth that she pursed into a fashionable hunter’s bow, just like the movie stars. Her tentative smile finished off my heart.

      I waited for her to start lying. Mr. Thibodeaux, my godfather who got me started in this business, said all clients lie to you, and you charge them for the privilege.

      She said in musical tones deep in the alto range, “My name is Heavenly…”

      “Oh, is it?” I asked stupidly.

      Taken aback, she tried again. “Yes. Heavenly Hebert. I need to hire a detective.” She fingered her pearls. Her eyes pleaded with not-quite-dead hope. “My husband has been missing for more than a day.”

      How could she not have a husband? I took a second to scold myself and to study her, the anxious twist of her mouth, and the wet glint in her eyes.

      “Mrs. Hebert, the police are better at finding missing persons than a lone detective. And they do it for free.”

      The tears dried in an angry flash. “If they want to! They say it’s not been long enough, that husbands frequently go away in New Orleans, there are many amusements, you understand?”

      “But your husband wouldn’t do things like that?” Hardly any sarcasm bled through my voice.

      “Not without telling me! I mean, not without telling me he was leaving,” she answered my raised eyebrows. “He said he’d be gone only a few hours. He needed to meet another doctor, Bones Jones, at an infirmary. Phil often does charity work. He said he’d be back in time for the Sevieres’ dinner. He’d never miss that! But he didn’t come home. I went to the dinner and claimed he was working late at the hospital. I chose you because I thought a woman would be different. My maid said you helped her mother, Liza Brooks.”

      I did, but not the way Heavenly Hebert thought. I wondered why a Silk Stocking lady would take her maid’s recommendation. I started my client patter. “I don’t want to take advantage of you, Mrs. Hebert. I’d hate to run the clock and charge expenses only to have your husband stagger in tomorrow with a tale of meeting old buddies and how time and drinks got away from them.”

      “He won’t. We moved here from California only last month, and we hardly know anyone.”

      Except the Sevieres and their crowd, I noted. Who else would be necessary? I pushed a contract toward her. “This shows my rates and what I need in advance. Besides money and a signed contract, I need a picture of your husband, a list of his friends and business associates, a description of his last hours, and what you think happened to him.”

      “I don’t know!”

      “I find often that people at least suspect, and they hope I’ll tell them differently.”

      She looked at the page and started writing. Then she pulled a small stack of photographs and a nice big bill from her purse. “I haven’t anything smaller. I had the photographs made yesterday, when I first got worried.”

      “I’ll apply it to your account and settle at the end of the case.”

      The photograph showed their wedding day, of course. She was trussed in the usual sacrificial victim’s white lace. Women would die for his lean, sensitive face, or at least marry it. His curly hair was the same color as his suit, blending with his olive-toned skin, in contrast to her golden glow. They both wore crazed grins, like this was carnival. Maybe it was.

      From her short list, I saw that the Heberts dangled on the edges of society. Most people on the list were other doctors.

      “Why did you come to New Orleans?” I asked.

      “Phil’s people are from here originally. After the war, he wanted to find his roots.” Her voice was as slick as the Pontchartrain Causeway in winter rain.

      “He went out to do charity work before the dinner party? Which clinic?”

      “He’s very concerned for the poor. But I don’t know where he goes. He says they’re not the sort of places he would take me. Do you think something happened to him there?”

      “I don’t know. It just makes sense to start where he was last expected to be.” I stood up. “I’ll get started, Mrs. Hebert. Go home and have a nice cup of tea, or a stiff drink, if you prefer.”

      “You’ll let me know as soon as you find anything?” She put her hand in mine and squeezed like it was her lifeline.

      “Sooner. I need more to go on. Join me at the Café du Monde tomorrow morning around 8:30. See if you can find any notes about where he was going. A calendar or diary would be useful, or a desk blotter.”

      She nodded, still clutching my hand. I didn’t mind. Eventually she realized what she was doing and let go like it was a hot pan of cornbread. She averted her eyes, gazing out the French doors to the balcony. “Everywhere you look, New Orleans is like lace. There’s not a straight line anywhere.”

      “True. Even lines that ought to be straight, like walls, aren’t, because New Orleans ground has the consistency of grits. And the lace is iron, stone, and the heaviest of plasters, sturdier than the buildings themselves.” I wanted to gift-wrap my city for her.

      “Iron lace, stone grace. I like the metaphors.” One quick real smile, and she whirled out the door, leaving behind the lightest waft of Chanel.
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      I watched her cross the street. Then I ripped off my dress and dashed down the stairs. I skidded into the classroom in time to face Girls’ Intermediate Tap. I tapped and shuffled two more hours before I wrapped myself back into street clothes. Julie graciously allows me to meet with clients who call during dance hours, but she frowns on my missing class for anything but emergencies. Wherever Phil Hebert was, he’d probably be there two hours later.

      Winter was over but not ready to admit it yet. The sky showed a sullen gray face that threatened tears. Grabbing my favorite pea coat, with pockets as deep as the Mississippi, I darted out the door to swing onto a streetcar. I jumped off at Bourbon Street and walked. Streetcars didn’t go where I was headed. It was full dark when I navigated the last twist in the street to a building with no better days to hark back to. Lights glared both inside and outside, over a large red cross. As I struggled with the heavy door, faces inside looked up with stoic acceptance and then smiles.

      “Marie-Louise! So glad you’re here!”

      “But it’s not your day!”

      “Miss Lou! I’m right pleased to see you!”

      I held up my hands. “I wasn’t busy tonight and thought I’d see if you needed help. Good to see you, Annette, Rivka—and Liza. Are you having trouble again, Liza?”

      The large woman smiled, her teeth
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