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Linda Landrigan

Gossip is the currency of 
the information age. It 
sells m agazines and 
television shows, and sometimes 

passes for journalism. A little gos­
sip in the workplace binds friends 
and guides behavior. But while 
it’s tru e  you can learn a lot 
around the  w ater cooler, B. K. 
Stevens explores the perils of 
loose lips in “Death of the Guilty 
Party.” In this new story, Leah 
Abrams returns, hard a t work on 
her book A  Hermeneutics o f Work­
place Communication: Optimal 
Cohort Actualization Through 
Strategic Intimacy Enhancement 
and Reverse Distancing Behav­
iors. Mrs. Stevens’s story is a bit 
of a morality tale with some time­
less advice for the new century.

Mrs. Stevens has been publish­
ing comic whodunits with AHMM 
since 1988. Once a part-time col­
lege professor (she has a Ph.D. in

English from Boston College), she 
turned to writing mysteries “as a 
kind of therapy, a way of using a 
part of my mind that I couldn’t in 
my job.” In addition to the Leah 
Abrams stories, Mrs. Stevens has 
two other continuing series tha t 
portray sensitive, individual dy­
namics between characters while 
they unravel a mystery. Her sto­
ries featuring Lieutenant Walter 
Johnson and Sergeant Gordon 
Bolt, and those featuring police 
detective turned P.I. Iphegenia 
Woodhouse, have also appeared 
in these pages. Her Leah Adams 
character is loosely autobio­
graphical—though, says Mrs. 
Stevens, “I hope I’m not tha t pre­
tentious.” Both Iphegenia and 
Leah also have very real family 
obligations, setting them  apart 
from the model of the female de­
tective as an independent figure.

(continued on page 144)
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An FBI Special Agent— 
even one on leave, cele­
brating  Christmas in 
her old hometown—is not going 

to let some lowlife mess with her 
family. A strange man follows 
Dawna Shepherd’s little brother 
two hundred and twelve miles 
across West Texas, of course she’ll 
stop the jerk  cold a t the Shep­
herd front door.

But when Dawna yanked open 
the door to the chill December 
evening, the light from the elec­
tric icicles glinted off a golden 
seven-pointed star. She realized 
her v isitor was holding up a 
badge case.

“Team Leader Tommy O’Brien,” 
the man said. “Official business.” 

A m an with New York City in 
his voice has official business in 
Amity, Texas?

Curious, Dawna kept her 
mouth shut, studied her visitor. 
O’Brien was her height—six- 
three. Thick through the torso but 
not fat. In his forties, about ten 
years older than she was, time 
etching a trio of lines across his 
forehead. His Irish blue eyes were 
so deep set they looked as if they’d 
been smudged in with a sooty fin­
ger. Dawna was a sucker for eyes 
like tha t. But O’Brien’s appeal 
was negated by the ready-to-jump 
alertness in his posture. Ten sec­
onds, he’d be threatening to put 
cuffs on her. Another rush of 
adrenaline hit her bloodstream, 
an instinctive reaction to the 
menace coming off O’Brien as 
strongly as a bad scent. She 
squinted to read the print on his 
badge: F ugitive Recovery Team.

“A bounty hunter,” Dawna said 
flatly. She kept on her game face, 
stern  and  impassive, her body 
blocking the doorway. Fugitive 
recovery agents had the legal 
righ t to pursue bail jum pers 
across s ta te  lines, bu t they 
worked for bail bondsmen, not 
law enforcem ent. So O’Brien 
w asn’t all that official. And he 
w asn’t all th a t bright, either. 
W hat fugitive did he think he’d 
find in the home of Police Chief 
Donald Raymond Shepherd, 
Daw na’s father? “Who you 
huntin’?” she asked.

“Astrid Anderson.” O’Brien 
brushed a thick lock of dark hair 
off his forehead and held up a 
mockup of a wanted poster in his 
left hand. His right fell casually to 
rest on the extension baton tucked 
into his belt. He wore leather 
gloves, the fingerless version pre­
ferred by serious shooters.

Dawna plucked the poster from 
his hand, hiding her shock. She 
knew the  pallid girl pictured 
there. Baby-fine ash-blonde hair 
skinned back in a ponytail tha t 
emphasized the high hairline, the 
pale s treak s  of h e r eyebrows 
blending in to  the shiny white­
ness of the  broad forehead. The 
young woman was Bailey Win­
ters—the sam e Bailey W inters 
who’d hurried into the house on­
ly m inutes before w ith Dawna’s 
bro ther Zane. Both seniors a t 
Texas Tech, the two now huddled 
in the kitchen, waiting for Daw­
na to handle the m an who’d fol­
lowed them  from Lubbock to 
Amity.

But the pictured woman could-
7



8 DIANA DEVERELL

n ’t be Bailey, Daw na realized. 
Astrid Anderson was wanted for 
a m urder in connection with the 
robbery of a Bronx savings bank 
in 1971, nine years before Bailey 
was born. “You got the  wrong 
house,” Dawna said to O’Brien. 
“There’s no A strid Anderson 
here.”

“Jane Winters, then. T hat’s the 
nam e Anderson m ay be using 
now.”

Bailey’s mother? Dawna shook 
her head, vibrating her tumble 
of blonde curls. “Not possible.”

O’Brien folded his arm s, the 
ends of his fingers bluntly pink 
against the dark lea ther of his 
jacket. “Jane Winters was bora 
March 14,1950, in Eugene, Ore­
gon. Got a driver’s license in 
Odessa, Texas, in 1978. During 
th a t twenty-eight year gap, she 
had  no driver’s license, never 
held a job, never filed an income 
tax  return, never owned a credit 
card, and never borrowed money. 
Makes me want to ask Jane Win­
ters what she was doing between 
1950 and 1978. And since Bailey 
W inters came s tra ig h t to th is 
house, I thought I m ight find her 
m other here.”

“You didn’t.” Dawna’s basket­
ball instincts kicked in. The oth­
er team  comes at you suddenly 
with a strategy you’ve never seen 
before, you don’t  try to guess how 
to respond. You get control of the 
ball, call a time-out, analyze the 
play. Dawna pushed the  door 
shut and slammed the deadbolt 
home.

O’Brien spoke loudly from the 
other side. “Ma’am, there’s a very

serious charge against Astrid An­
derson. Really, you don’t  w ant to 
find yourself aiding and abetting 
a murderer. You think about it. 
I’ll be in town till I get some an­
swers. You want to talk  to me, 
you got my cell phone num ber 
right there.”

Dawna waited, her back 
against the door, until she heard 
O’Brien step off the front porch.

Then she was brushing past 
the  darkened Christm as tree, 
pushing through the swing door 
into the kitchen, jerking the cell 
phone out of Bailey’s hand, shut­
ting that down.

Bailey backed herse lf up 
against the Formica-topped 
counter. Her lanky frame seemed 
to shrink inside her baggy warm­
ups, the ketchup-red pants riding 
low on her narrow hips. She held 
her hand out to Dawna, begging 
for the phone back. “I got to talk  
to my mom.”

“That’s what he wants you to 
do,” Dawna said. “He’s outside 
righ t now scanning cell-phone 
conversations, waiting to listen 
in.”

Zane snorted and moved closer 
to Bailey. ‘You don’t  know that.” 
The shortest of the Shepherd 
family—only five feet nine—and 
the darkest, he flanked Bailey 
like a stunted shadow.

“He’s a bounty hunter, th a t’s 
how they work.” How we all work 
when we’re hunting, Daw na 
amended to herself. Right after 
denying knowledge of a fugitive’s 
whereabouts, a liar invariably 
tries to warn the fugitive of 
w hat’s going down. Listen in on
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th a t call, you can often locate the 
person you’re looking for.

Shoot, w hat was Dawna doing, 
interfering with the lawful ap­
prehension of a fugitive from ju s­
tice? An FBI agent, she couldn’t 
obstruct O’Brien ju st because her 
unreasonable gut told her he was 
a dangerous threat.

She moved an egg-stained 
plate from the table to the sink 
and sank into a chair. She’d been 
finishing her supper when Zane 
and Bailey arrived and the kitch­
en smelled of bacon.

Bailey dropped into the chair 
across from Dawna. The younger 
girl’s skin had grown translucent 
and a blue vein sliced across her 
forehead like a scar. “He’s made a 
mistake, right?”

“He m ust have,” Zane said, 
joining them at the table. Even in 
mid-December, his complexion 
stayed dark  and his tee th  
gleamed in the center of his tan  
face. “Jane never killed anyone.”

Dawna’s eyes flicked to the 
poster. Astrid Anderson hadn’t  
killed anyone, either. She hadn’t  
even been inside the Bronx bank 
when one of her partners shot a 
guard. But she’d driven the get­
away car. And as soon as she’d 
been released on bail, she’d dis­
appeared. Dawna’s glance went 
from the poster to Bailey, then 
back again. V irtual twins. No 
wonder O’Brien was already 
counting the bounty money of­
fered by the bondsman.

“S tart a t the beginning,” Daw­
na said to Bailey. “Tell me how 
this O’Brien got on your tail. 
When did he contact you?”

“Two weeks ago. In New York.”
Bailey played basketball for Tex­

as Tech. A shooting guard, she was 
hitting forty-eight percent from 
beyond the arc, on her way to set­
ting a new school record for three- 
pointers. Dawna knew that during 
the first week of December, the La­
dy Raiders had preseason contests 
at M anhattan College and Ford- 
ham University.

“He caught, up with me after we 
beat the Jaspers,” Bailey contin­
ued. “He said he was a sports re­
porter. And he asked all the right 
questions about my game. And 
then he wanted Texas color. You 
know, I’m a Texan, what about my 
folks and their folks and all that. 
So I told him, like there’s no story 
there. My mom’s folks are dead, I 
never knew my father. There’s just 
her and me and neither of us was 
born in Texas.”

Single mother, drifted into 
town, bought the Amity Cafe— 
that was all Dawna knew about 
Jane W inters, too. W hich was 
odd, when she thought about it. 
The sum m er Dawna was th ir ­
teen, Jane had ju st opened the 
cafe and was building up her 
lunch trade. She’d hired Dawna 
to baby-sit Bailey, which m eant 
taking her to the city playground 
in the morning and the city pool 
in the afternoon. Dawna was al­
ready crazy about hoops, and 
she’d given Bailey her first taste  
of the game in baby-sized morn­
ing workouts. Afternoons, Dawna 
had brought three-year-old Zane 
along to the pool; he and Bailey 
had been best friends ever since.

And in eighteen years of casu­
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al conversation, Dawna had 
picked up virtually nothing about 
Jane’s past. Ju s t a vague sense 
th a t  some d isaster—a house 
fire?—had wiped out Jane’s par­
en ts and all souvenirs of her 
youth. It was the kind of vague­
ness th a t would in terest a boun­
ty hunter.

“O’Brien came back,” Dawna 
said to Bailey.

The younger woman ducked 
her head in agreem ent. “Two 
nights later, after we lost to Ford- 
ham. Said he wanted to check his 
facts. But this time, he knew a 
bunch of stuff I hadn’t  told him. 
And he was wanting more. Like 
my mailing address is ju s t a ru r­
al route num ber so where do I 
actually live? I kind of brushed 
him off. And then he sta rts  in on 
my mom. W hat’s she do for a liv­
ing, how old is she, do I take after 
her? I stopped it right there, it 
was ju s t too weird. I told him we 
don’t  look a bit alike and I head­
ed for the locker room.”

“There’s no resemblance.” Zane 
glared a t Dawna, daring her to 
disagree.

But Dawna was already touch­
ing up her mental picture of Jane, 
cutting the bangs, lightening the 
hair, looking for Astrid Anderson 
in the familiar face. Because all 
the other facts fit too damn well. 
The Fugitive Recovery Team 
leader m ust have reached the 
same conclusion. “O’Brien came 
to Lubbock,” she said.

“I didn’t  know w hat he wanted 
exactly. J u s t  th a t  it had  to do 
w ith  my mother. I refused to 
m eet w ith him. B ut he hung

around outside my dorm. He fol­
lowed me to class. Not making 
any threats or anything. But he 
was just there. All I wanted to do 
was take my last exam and get 
out of Lubbock.”

Purposely spooking the girl so 
she’d run. So close to Christmas, 
he would have expected her to go 
to Jane. For a man who talked 
like a native New Yorker, follow­
ing Bailey was a safer strategy 
than  coming direct to Amity and 
searching for Jane Winters on his 
own. Bounty hun ters  who go 
charging into insular communi­
ties have been known to end up 
dead. Dawna had been home for 
th ree days, gossiping with her 
mother, catching up on every­
body’s business. If O’Brien had 
been in Amity, Dawna would’ve 
heard about it.

“I didn’t  know any of tha t when 
I picked Bailey up,” Zane was 
saying. “We were halfway here 
before she told me she recognized 
the car. He’d been behind me ever 
since Andrews, but I didn’t  think 
anything of it.” Zane looked a t 
Dawna from beneath lowered 
lids, checking to see if she’d chas­
tise him for letting himself be fol­
lowed—the way the ir father 
would have.

Dawna absolved him. “These 
back roads, hard to tell if some­
body’s tailing you or ju st going to 
the same place.” Her gaze moved 
from Zane to Bailey’s face. “And if 
she hadn’t  told you about 
O’B rien. . .”

“You should have,” Zane said 
to Bailey. “When I still could’ve 
helped you.”



BOOT SCOOT 11

Dawna heard the unspoken 
ending to the sentence: without 
telling my dad or my sister.

Red circles burned in each of 
Bailey’s cheeks. “But I wanted to 
tell my mom first.”

In Bailey’s place, Dawna 
would’ve phoned her mother 
from New York City. Surprised, 
she asked, “Your mom doesn’t 
know about O’Brien?”

“You think I’d call her up, tell 
her some man is stalking me?” 
Bailey shook her head. “She’d go 
crazy, worrying. Two hundred 
miles away, how’s she supposed 
to help me?”

“Right,” Dawna m urm ured 
agreeably. She realized that Bai­
ley had feared from her first en­
counter with O’Brien th a t he 
knew something harmful to Jane 
Winters. And for reasons Dawna 
could only guess at, Bailey had 
decided she had to confront her 
mother face-to-face. In Lubbock, 
she’d hugged her secret close, 
unwilling to reveal to anyone 
even remotely connected to law 
enforcement tha t O’Brien was 
tracking her movements. But by 
following her home, he’d forced 
her hand and she’d had to tell 
Zane about him.

“By the time I understood what 
the guy wanted,” Zane said, “it 
was too late to lead him away 
from Amity. I figured I’d come 
here and let Dad handle him.”

“I didn’t  want to bother the 
chief” Bailey said. “But Zane in­
sisted.”

“Sm art move, choosing not to 
deal with O’Brien alone,” Dawna 
said to Zane.

“Too bad I forgot Dad was go­
ing out tonight.”

The police chief and his wife 
were a t th e  Amity Grange Hall 
enjoying a  banquet honoring the 
retiring senior deputy. It was the 
kind of ceremonial event th a t 
Dawna hated  and she’d wiggled 
out of her invitation. “Lucky for 
you I was here,” she said.

Bailey looked unhappy, as 
though she didn’t think tha t find­
ing D aw na home had been so 
lucky a break. “Really, Dawna, 
I’m sorry to bother you with this. 
Thanks for getting rid of him, but 
I can handle it from here.”

“I don’t  see how. You can’t  go 
near your mother.” Dawna leaned 
across the  table, in ten t. 
“O’Brien’s got this place staked 
out. He’s probably got three or 
four more guys on his team. At 
least one of them will be on your 
tail from the  minute you leave 
here.”

“But I have to tell her about 
this,” Bailey protested.

“O’Brien wouldn’t  send his best 
tracker a fte r  me,” Dawna said 
thoughtfully. “I could take Zane’s 
truck, lose the follow car and—”

“No,” Bailey hurriedly cut her 
off. “No thanks, Dawna, bu t I 
w ant to do it.”

Dawna got it then. Bailey was­
n ’t  letting an  FBI agent near her 
mother.

And Zane was already running 
the play w ith her, double-team­
ing Dawna. “I’ll help you,” he said 
eagerly to Bailey. “I can get 
O’Brien to send someone after us. 
We lead him  out of town. Once we 
have our ta il good and lost, I
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shake him. Then we drive to your 
house.” Jane W inters had recent­
ly moved to a five-acre ranchette 
tucked into a grid of farm roads 
a dozen miles west of Amity.

“Works better if you two stay 
here and I do it.” Dawna kept her 
voice neutral.

Bailey pushed h e rse lf to her 
feet. “Zane and I will m ake it 
work.” She was a t the back door.

Dawna shook her head. I t al­
ways surprised h e r when kids 
stepped up, trying to protect par­
ents from m istakes m ade long 
ago. Not realizing when the mis­
takes were way too big for little 
kids to handle.

Bailey believed her m other was 
the fugitive Astrid Anderson. And 
Bailey wanted to w arn her be­
fore any bounty hun ters or FBI 
agents could catch up with her. A 
loving daughter, Bailey wanted 
to give Astrid Anderson a chance 
to s ta rt running again.

Zane stopped Bailey as she 
reached for the door handle. “We 
got to act sneaky, like we’re try­
ing to slip by.” He switched off 
the kitchen light and the  outside 
lamp before he eased th e  door 
open and motioned Bailey into 
the exterior darkness. “Do one lit­
tle thing for us,” he whispered to 
Dawna. “Go in  the fron t room 
and get busy, like you’re trying to 
distract him.”

“Zane.” Telling him w ith th a t 
one word tha t he was m aking a 
mistake.

He ignored her protest. “One 
little thing,” he growled accus­
ingly and pulled the door shut 
with a decisive click.

Dawna shook her head. Like 
she had a choice when it came to 
assisting a criminal flee prosecu­
tion. That Zane. He’d always had 
a crazy rom antic streak . She 
couldn’t help but love him for it. 
Grinning fondly, Dawna pushed 
through the swing door into the 
living room. She plugged in the 
lights on the noble fir and flicked 
on table lamps a t each end of the 
couch. Standing in front of the 
picture window, she plumped pil­
lows, inhaling the mingled scents 
of kapok and evergreen and mak­
ing sure th a t anyone watching 
the house knew precisely which 
tall, blonde woman was inside.

The dark shadow of Zane’s 
pickup rolled silently along the 
driveway to her right. No engine, 
no lights—she figured Zane was 
behind the car pushing while 
Bailey steered. As the car slid in­
to the street, the  driver’s side 
door popped open. The interior 
light flashed on Bailey sliding 
over to make room for Zane as he 
leaped inside. The door slammed 
shut, the engine roared, and the 
truck ’s taillights d isappeared 
northbound on Hackberry Street.

Headlights blazed in the alley 
across the street. An olive-green 
Celica pulled sharply out onto 
Hackberry and shot after the  
pickup. O’Brien’s team  had taken 
the bait.

Good. Dawna didn’t  w ant Jane  
captured by bounty hunters in­
ten t on collecting th e ir pay. 
They’d rush Jane to New York 
City as fast as humanly possible. 
She’d be lucky if she got to use 
the restroom before her w rist
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was cuffed to th a t of a strange 
m an’s and she was hauled to the 
nearest airport. Such a  primitive 
a rres t technique was harsher 
treatm ent than  Jane deserved.

Dawna felt a hollowness in the 
pit of her stomach. H er gut was 
telling her again th a t  O’Brien 
was as much her problem as he 
was Jane’s. Why?

Dawna couldn’t  worry about 
th a t now. She grabbed her parka 
from the coat closet a t the foot of 
the stairs. She shrugged into it as 
she hurried back into the kitch­
en. Zane knew the terrain; he’d 
need no more than  th irty  min­
utes to ditch the Celica. Then he’d 
take Bailey to her mother, start 
Astrid Anderson running again. 
The indigo readout on the mi­
crowave clock read 7:27. Would 
Bailey remember th a t her moth­
er wasn’t  home tonight, either? 
That Jane was catering the police 
departm ent banquet? Dawna 
had no time to waste. She had to 
reach Jane before Bailey did.

She’d have to do it without a 
car. Dawna’s parents had been at 
opposite ends of the county all 
day and had traveled to the ban­
quet separately, using both of the 
fam ily vehicles. Calling a cab 
wasn’t  an option. Even if  Dawna 
had been willing to advertise her 
departure, ne ither of Amity’s 
lackadaisical taxi firms could get 
a driver to her house in under 
fifteen minutes. But Amity was 
sm all—only twelve thousand 
souls—and the Shepherd home 
was in the southwest quadrant. 
The grange hall sa t on the town’s 
western boundary, no more than

three miles away. Even on foot, 
Dawna had a good chance of get­
ting to Jane  first.

She cracked open the back door 
as surreptitiously as Zane had. 
Crouching, she sped across the 
back law n and hoisted herse lf 
over the  fence and in to  the 
Moody’s yard. She ignored the 
frenzied barking from inside the 
house. D eputy Moody was the 
honored guest a t tonight’s ban­
quet. Nobody in his family would 
be home tonight. Staying out of 
the reddish  ligh t cast by the 
sleigh-and-reindeer display on 
the front lawn, she hurried down 
the side yard and turned left on 
Yucca S tree t. As soon as she 
reached the  in tersection with 
Alamo Boulevard, she s ta rted  
jogging west. Brown dust puffed 
from the street a t every footfall. 
Amity was on the high prairie a t 
the northern border of the Chi­
huahua D esert and the a ir  was 
never free of grit. Above her, the 
cloudless sky was studded with 
stars. H er breath fogged in front 
of her, the tem perature hovering 
at thirty-four, the cold a ir burn­
ing in her lungs.

Dawna sprin ted  across Park 
Street. On her right was the city 
playground. The basketball hoop 
had lost its net and moonlight 
glinted off the few spots of paint 
rem aining on the  rusted  rim. 
Odd th a t basketball had turned 
out to be Jan e ’s downfall, th a t 
Bailey’s trip  to New York had 
brought J a n e ’s secret p as t to 
light.

By seven fifty, Dawna was on 
the other side of the Pecos Valley



14 DIANA DEVERELL

Southern Railroad tracks and 
heading north on Texas Road. 
She stayed on the pavement, safe 
enough when the tem perature 
kept the  king snakes snug in 
their nests instead of out on noc­
turnal hunts. A fallow cantaloupe 
patch lay off to her left and she 
caught a whiff of rotting melon.

Ahead of her, the grange hall 
was visible from a quarter mile 
away, every window lit, the white 
clapboards gleaming like a bea­
con. Panting, Dawna picked her 
way through the crowded park­
ing lot. The chiefs Crown Vic was 
parked in the front row. Dawna 
spotted her m other’s black 
Beemer a t the edge of the lot, its 
“BST BRKR” vanity plates an ­
nouncing that Nancy Lynn Shep­
herd  had her own real esta te  
agency.

Dawna bypassed the front en­
trance, heading for the side door. 
The Amity Cafe catering van sat 
a t the bottom of the porch steps, 
its rear doors folded back. Dawna 
was stepping onto the  porch 
when the kitchen door flew open. 
Steamy air blew across Dawna’s 
face, smelling of dish soap with a 
lingering h in t of freshly baked 
corn bread. A young Hispanic 
wrapped in a white apron backed 
onto the porch, balancing a stack 
of em pty stainless steel pans. 
Dawna recognized him. Salvador 
Ramirez had started out washing 
dishes for Jane Winters and was 
now her partner in the catering 
business.

“Hey Sal,” Dawna said, grab­
bing the  door to hold it  open. 
“Jane still here?”

“W hat, not even a como vas, 
amigo?” Sal flashed her a smile 
as he noisily slid the hotel-sized 
pans into the rack inside the van. 
“So hungry you forgot your m an­
ners, 1 bet. Go on in, Jane’ll fix 
you a plate.”

Did Sal know about Jane?  
Dawna probed, her tone neutral. 
“Nobody tell you it’s a crime to 
bribe a federal officer?”

Sal laughed as if she’d made a 
joke. “Did I say your dinner was 
free? I don’t  think so. FBI, we got 
to charge you double.”

Relieved, Dawna said, “Cheap 
at twice the price,” as she stepped 
into the kitchen. She blinked as 
her eyes adjusted to the brighter 
light. The room was empty. She 
crossed to the door on the oppo­
site side and peeked through. 
Twenty folding tables crowded 
the main hall, and forks clinked 
against dessert plates in a lulling 
rhythm  as a burly man at the  
podium spoke glowingly of Dep­
uty Moody.

Dawna checked her watch. 
Seven fifty-five. The banquet was 
winding down, right on schedule. 
She spied her parents seated a t 
the head table to the speaker’s 
right. She felt a rush of affection 
for them both. But the warmth 
quickly gave way to a chill, th a t 
odd hollowness in her gut. Why 
did she have this strange feeling 
th a t she was confronting a major 
problem? If  Dawna busted the 
woman tonight, fine, she’d score 
some points, but nobody in the 
Bureau would blame her if she 
didn’t succeed.

Assigned for the past eighteen



BOOT SCOOT 15

months to Quantico-East, the In­
ternational Law Enforcement 
Academy in Budapest, Dawna 
had routinely reviewed the most- 
wanted files for fugitives known 
to be in Europe, but she hadn’t 
looked at the domestic ones. And 
even if she’d run across a photo of 
Astrid Anderson, Dawna had en­
countered Bailey W inters too 
rarely in recent years to see a re­
semblance between Bailey a t 
twenty-one and a picture of her 
m other a t the same age. Now 
th a t it had been pointed out to 
her, she was doing her best to 
check out the situation. That’s all 
the Bureau expected her to do.

Glancing around for Jane Win­
ters, Dawna found her ju st a few 
feet away. An industrial-sized urn 
sa t on a cart against the back 
wall. Jane was beside it, filling a 
coffee carafe. She passed the 
carafe to a teenage waitress and 
rubbed the heel of her hand ti red­
ly along her hairline, shoving the 
sweat-matted bangs off her face. 
Then Jane registered Dawna’s 
presence in the kitchen doorway 
and smiled a hello. Jane’s ha ir 
was grayer than Dawna remem­
bered, and with her broad fore­
head exposed, she was unm is­
takably an older version of the 
wanted woman.

Dawna kept her body between 
Jane  and the exit as she ap ­
proached the other woman. 
When her left hand closed 
around Jane’s forearm, the white 
fabric of the chef’s jacket was 
smooth against her fingertips.

Jane glanced down a t the hand 
on her arm, then back a t Dawna,

her expression wary. As if she 
knew what was coming.

“Bounty hunter followed Zane 
and Bailey home from school to­
day,” Dawna said. “He thinks you 
used to be known as Astrid An­
derson.”

Jane’s lips formed a perfect O 
in the center of her face. Shock 
widened her eyes to matching cir­
cles and a series of emotions 
flickered in their pale blue 
depths.

Dawna saw surprise and some­
thing else. Panic? Dawna wasn’t 
sure. But she felt a tug as Jane’s 
body pulled away, her muscles 
tensing into flight mode a t the 
sound of the  fugitive’s name. 
Christm as in jail, w hat a m iser­
able prospect. Feeling a twinge 
of sadness, Dawna tightened her 
grip, adding regretfully, “I can’t  
ignore this.”

But Jane didn’t  seem to be lis­
tening. Her face wasn’t  tu rned  
toward Dawna. Instead, her gaze 
roved the room.

From the podium, the speaker 
said, “I give you Amity Police De­
partm en t Senior Deputy, M ar- 
cellus Moody.” Loud applause ex­
ploded, the crowd welcoming the 
banquet’s end.

Who was Jane looking for? 
Dawna stared in the same direc­
tion. She realized th a t Jane was 
trying to make eye contact with 
Chief Shepherd. Dawna’s stom­
ach muscles cramped. She final­
ly understood what her gut had 
been trying to tell her ever since 
O’Brien came knocking on her 
door.

On the fifteenth of every
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month, Dawna’s fa ther reviewed 
the files of known fugitives who 
m ight be passing through West 
Texas. And the chief had had a 
front row seat, watching Bailey 
grow into a young woman. He 
couldn’t  have missed the girl’s— 
or the m other’s—resemblance to 
Astrid Anderson. Yet he hadn’t 
acted. And now, the  arrival of 
O’Brien in Amity would expose 
the collusion between Dawna’s 
father and a woman on the FBI’s 
most-wanted list.

“Please,” th a t woman was say­
ing now into Dawna’s ear, “don’t 
p u t handcuffs on m e here, in 
front of everyone.”

D aw na’d been here before. 
Down at her end of the  court, 
about to execute an  offensive 
play. Suddenly, the  opponent 
snatches the ball away. Transi­
tion—you had to change direc­
tion instantly and defend, defend, 
defend.

A t the microphone, Deputy 
Moody was saying thank  you and 
good night.

“You’re not going to run?” Daw- 
na asked Jane.

“No.” Jane  looked as though 
she wanted to say more. But she 
m ust have changed he r mind be­
cause the only word th a t  came 
from her mouth was another soft 
“No.”

Dawna let h erse lf be con­
vinced. “I don’t have j urisdiction,” 
she invented smoothly. “I could 
ask one of these guys to take 
over.”

C hairs scraped ag a in st the 
floor as the banqueters prepared 
to depart. Dawna lowered her

voice, speaking under the noisy 
gabble of farewells. “But really, 
Jane, your best move now is vol­
untary surrender.”

Jane gave her a puzzled look. 
“To you?”

By then Dawna had picked an­
other fam iliar face from the 
crowd. “I suppose George S ter­
ling is your lawyer.” She paused 
for emphasis. “He is, isn’t  he?” 

The confusion cleared from 
Jane’s face and she nodded.

“Get w ith him,” Dawna contin­
ued. “You two talk to the chief. 
Negotiate your way through 
this.” H er hand still on Ja n e ’s 
arm, she nudged the other wom­
an forward. They made their way 
along the wall, giving perfuncto­
ry responses to people who spoke 
to them. When they reached 
George Sterling, Dawna pressed 
the wanted poster into his hand. 
“Jane w ants to ta lk  with you 
about this,” she said to him.

Dawna looked toward her fa­
ther. An older, grayer version of 
Zane, Donny Ray Shepherd was 
watching Dawna. The measuring 
expression on his face told her 
he’d figured out what was going 
on. She was relieved to see him 
heading toward Jane.

That m eant Dawna could exe­
cute the rest of her defense. Re­
leasing Jane, Dawna pushed her 
way to the head table and leaned 
across it to speak to her mother. 
“Let me borrow your car.”

Her mother frowned and her 
spine stiffened in protest. Dawna 
had captured exactly the tone her 
father used when he had busi­
ness to handle tha t he wouldn’t
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discuss with a civilian. Nancy 
Lynn put up with that treatment 
from her husband, the police 
chief, but she didn’t  appear ready 
to take it from her daughter.

“Please, Mom,” Dawna added 
hurriedly, minding her manners. 
“Please, 1 really need to borrow 
your car.”

Dawna saw a hint of a smile 
flicker in her mother’s eyes before 
her gaze headed south, toward 
he r pocketbook. Nancy Lynn 
pulled a key chain from her purse 
and tossed it to Dawna, a smooth 
no-look pass. Dawna caught the 
keys, m urm ured a quick thank 
you, and headed for the door.

Ten minutes later she pulled in­
to the alley between Yucca and 
Hackberry streets where the Cel- 
ica had parked earlier. As she’d ex­
pected, the car was back in posi­
tion there. After Zane ditched it, 
the bounty hunters had regrouped 
a t the Shepherd home, hoping to 
pick up Bailey’s trail again.

Dawna turned off her ignition 
but left her lights on to illumi­
nate herself as she walked slow­
ly forward from the Beemer. On­
ly one head was visible in the car, 
a  man seated behind the steering 
wheel. W hite exhaust plumed 
from the Celica’s tailpipe. Wisely 
cautious, the bounty hunter in­
side had the engine running. And 
even when approached by a lone 
female with no visible weapon, 
he kept his window tightly shut. 
Dawna paused a t the driver’s 
door and pressed her shield 
against the glass.

After a long five seconds, the 
window powered down. “What,”

O’Brien asked, incredulous, “Ami­
ty, Texas, has an FBI office?”

“I’m not assigned here,” Dawna 
said. “Ju s t visiting. I didn’t have 
time to tell you earlier tha t I’m in 
law enforcement.”

“ ’Course you didn’t,” he m ut­
tered. “Had to get out there and 
make th a t  collar, didn’t  you?” 

Dawna laughed. “ ’Fraid the lo­
cals beat us both to that. Want 
me to tell you about it?”

“Sure, tell me a story.” The sar­
castic words were softened by the 
warm invitation in O’Brien’s voice.

The door locks clicked and she 
walked in front of the  car, 
climbed into the passenger seat. 
“You were right, of course. Jane 
Winters is Astrid Anderson. I saw 
her fifteen m inutes ago. Fully 
lawyered up and in heavy nego­
tiations w ith  folks from Amity 
P.D.”

“Damn.” O’Brien smacked the 
steering wheel. “I didn’t  figure on 
her surrendering before I got to 
her. Perps usually  got to think 
about it a  good long time before 
they go to the law.”

“At least she didn’t s tart run­
ning again,” Dawna said carefully.

O’B rien shook his head, dis­
missive. “She wasn’t going to run. 
I knew that. T hat’s why I figured 
I could go solo on this one.” 

Daw na was incredulous. 
“What, you’re a team  leader with 
no team?”

He grinned a t her. “All by my 
lonesome.”

“B ut you couldn’t know she 
wouldn’t  run.”

“Actually, I could,” O’Brien said. 
“Some th ings are obvious after
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you’ve been doing th is a while. 
Astrid Anderson w asn’t  hiding 
anymore. She’s been living on 
borrowed time since she let her 
daughter take th a t  Texas Tech 
scholarship. We’re talking the Big 
12 here, with major TV coverage. 
Somebody was certain to spot the 
girl, pick up on the resemblance.” 

Dawna realized th a t  O’Brien 
was right. Bailey could have got­
ten an equally good education in 
Odessa. But U T-Perm ian Basin 
didn’t  have a women’s basketball 
program, so Jane had let her a t­
tend Tech instead. And when 
Jane made that choice, she’d cho­
sen to come out of hiding. Dawna 
sighed. “Girl has so much talent. 
Guess her mom couldn’t  bear to 
keep her off the floor.”

“Yeah, tha t would’ve been the 
real crime,” O’Brien agreed.

Dawna caught the fervent con­
viction in his tone. “You sound 
like a fan.”

“I confess. I’m a  junk ie  for 
women’s hoops. My niece starts  
for the Jaspers. Ryane O’Brien, 
maybe you heard of her?”

Point guard, all-conference last 
season, likely to m ake it again 
th is year. Dawna had  seen the 
M anhattan-Texas Tech game on 
ESPN, noticed the athletic Irish 
player. Pure coincidence, then, 
brought O’Brien to the game 
where he’d spotted Bailey. Ju s t 
ou t there to watch his niece, 
Ryane O’Brien. Dawna shook her 
head as if the name m eant noth­
ing to her.

O’Brien studied her a moment. 
“You ever play?” he asked.

“Years ago,” Dawna said. This

wasn’t the time to mention her 
stint as a Lady Longhorn, her 
tough choice between the FBI 
and the WNBA.

O’Brien checked his watch. “I 
get going right now, I can ju s t 
make the ten o’clock flight from 
Midland-Odessa. Connection in 
Houston will get me home by 
morning.” He glanced a t Dawna. 
“But I’m in no rush. Suit me ju s t 
fine to fly out tomorrow. Maybe 
you’ll let me buy you dinner?” 

An attractive invitation. She 
liked O’Brien’s looks, he liked her 
sport. But Dawna didn’t  w ant 
O’Brien to be in Amity when he 
figured out that Astrid Anderson 
had surrendered to Dawna’s fa­
ther. “Sorry, I can’t.”

“Nothing but bad luck for Tommy 
tonight. I might as well head for 
home.” O’Brien gave her a lopsided 
grin. “You work out of D.C.? I’m 
down that way from time to time.” 

Dawna had just started a two- 
year assignment back a t the 
Hoover Building, but she let the 
h int lie on the seat between them 
untouched. Maybe if he left right 
now, O’Brien would forget her 
name. Maybe the New York City 
papers wouldn’t  report detailed 
information about the arresting 
officer. Maybe when Tommy 
O’Brien figured out w hat had 
really happened to him in Amity, 
Texas, he’d be too far away and too 
busy to make a stink about it. 
“Have a good flight,” she said, 
opening the car door. By the time 
she reached the Beemer, O’Brien’s 
Celica was on Hackberry Street, 
pointed south toward the 1-20 on- 
ramp. Dawna headed for home.
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She was sitting on the couch, 
working her way down a fifth of 
Walker Black when her father fi­
nally arrived home at midnight.

“Deputy and Mrs. Moody 
brought Mom back a couple of 
hours ago,” she told him. “She’s 
upstairs, reading.”

“Zane?” he asked.
“He’s staying over a t Bailey’s. 

Didn’t want her to be alone, she’s 
got so much to deal with. Not just 
her mom, but her own life. Telling 
her coach, th a t kind of thing. 
They’ll want to figure out a s tra t­
egy, keep the press away from 
her, let her play.”

Donny Ray fetched a glass of 
ice from the  kitchen, took the 
La-Z-Boy across from Dawna, 
and reached for the whiskey bot­
tle. “W hat you been up to?” he 
asked her.

“Saving your ass, mainly.” 
Dawna was drinking her Walker 
Black stra igh t up, no ice. The 
glass reflected the tree lights, fes­
tive glints of blue and red and 
gold. She took another sip. “I ran 
th a t bounty hunter out of town. 
Told him Jane  was with u n ­
named law enforcement officials, 
negotiating her surrender.”

“True enough,” Donny Ray said. 
“Been ne-go-shee-ay-ting for 

quite a while,” Dawna drawled 
sourly. “Damn, Chief, you should’ve

arrested her soon as you knew. Aid­
ing and abetting, it’s a crime. 
Someone like O’Brien comes along, 
you end up in deep shit.”

Her father clinked ice cubes in 
his glass. Outside, a car with a 
faulty m uffler growled past on 
Hackberry Street.

“So exactly when were you 
planning to bring her in?” Dawna 
prodded.

“April. Ja n e  w anted to see 
Bailey make it to the Big Dance.” 

March madness. Was no one in 
Texas immune? “I cannot believe 
this. W hat you ju s t said alm ost 
made sense.” Ten years ago, Don­
ny Ray hadn’t let anything stop 
him from seeing Dawna play in 
the NCAA Sweet Sixteen. He’d 
probably broken some rules in 
order to do it. Ju s t as she’d bro­
ken a few for him tonight. She 
sighed. “W hat is it about th is  
place th a t makes a serious cop 
go soft in the head?”

“M ust be the water,” Donny 
Ray said promptly. “Lucky th ing 
you don’t  d rink  the  stuff. We 
needed your hard head tonight, 
no question about it.” He raised 
his glass to her, acknowledging 
what she’d done for him.

She touched her glass to his, a 
private toast. “I’m an FBI agent. 
I don’t let nobody get away with 
nothin’.”
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Four Days in April

Mithran 
Somasundrum

Thursday, 23rd April, 1998 
After a week in Luang Prabang 

I’d seen enough temples, but I 
still had four days of my holiday 
left, so I took a boat up the river 
to Huay Xai. They told me if I 
didn’t go by fast-boat it would be 
a two-day journey, but in fact a 
two-day journey would have been 
better. The fast route m eant tak­

ing a “long-tail” with a souped-up 
engine. It m eant sitting  cross- 
legged and squashed for six 
hours with the engine screaming 
behind me. At the speed we trav­
eled, the river became as hard as 
tarm ac and when we h it waves it 
was like a car hitting bumps in 
an uneven road. And there were 
plenty of stops. Each time the riv-
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F O U R  D A Y S  IN  A P R IL  21
!Sl5ISlSi5l51SlSM SISlSlSM SlS151S151BlS151515E!S!S151SlSI51SlSlS
er crossed from one Laotian 
province to the next we’d have to 
pause for a passport check, while 
sometimes at lonely mudbanks 
th e re ’d be passengers waiting, 
seeming to have appeared from 
nowhere. When I finally disem­
barked, the circulation had gone 
from my legs and I was partially 
deaf.

And at Huay Xai there was 
nothing.

It turned out to be a small bor­
der town whose only special fea­
tu re  was its immigration post. 
W hen I arrived the post was still 
open and the boats still running. 
It would have been easy for me to 
cross the Mekong back into Thai­
land, but then my holiday would 
have ended. Thailand meant the 
office, it meant regular hours and 
the eight A .M . gridlock. I guessed 
the  town on the other side, 
Chieng Korng, would be similar 
to Huay Xai, and I could see what 
would happen: I’d get bored and 
take the bus back to Bangkok, 
th inking about work as I trav­
eled down. Instead, I wanted to 
recapture the lazy, peaceful mood 
I ’d found in Luang Prabang. So I 
decided to stay in Laos for as long 
as possible.

I found a guesthouse that had 
bare, clean rooms, and after 
dum ping my rucksack, I wan­
dered around the town. Soon I de­
cided I’d made the right choice. 
True, there was nothing in Huay 
Xai for tourists, but after two 
years in Bangkok, the things it 
didn’t  have were enough. It didn’t 
have cars and crowds; it didn’t 
have buses trailing ink-dark ex­

haust fumes; it didn’t  have any 
buildings higher than two stories. 
Instead there were lazy swarms 
of dragonflies hovering over hot 
empty stree ts, dusty wooden 
houses, s tray  dogs sleeping in 
shadows, and a muddy river that, 
like everything else, could only 
move slowly. This is w hat it 
m eant to travel alone: no Dulani 
to hurry me on. I could imagine 
how it would have gone if she’d 
been here, the way her restless 
brown eyes would have swept 
over the town. She’d have stepped 
down from the landing stage al­
ready looking for the next event, 
the next view to marvel at, the 
next person to entertain her. Then 
she’d have gone striding off and 
I’d be h a lf  a step behind, with the 
uneasy feeling th a t for her, my 
presence alone would never be 
enough.

But now it was just me. So I 
could take  everything in and en­
joy the sense of time slipping 
through my fingers to no pu r­
pose.

Eventually I came to a noodle 
stall w ith four metal tables set on 
dry red earth  overlooking the riv­
er. By now I was hungry, and be­
sides, the  view was good: the sun 
sinking into Thailand and the 
sky painted with a brush of dull 
fire. I sa t over a bowl of noodles, 
watching the flat water catch the 
sunset.

After a  while, I started to take 
an in terest in the only other cus­
tomer, a  man in perhaps his ear­
ly sixties, w ith close-cropped 
graying hair and a th in  down- 
turned m outh th a t seemed like a
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m ark of perpetual sadness. Or 
maybe it was his eyes th a t made 
me think that. Sitting one table 
away from me, he gazed out at 
the barren Thai border with the 
needy look of a refugee.

I was in th a t benevolent mood 
when everyone has a story to tell, 
and all the stories are  romantic 
for being unknown. In th is case, 
I thought of good tim es gone to 
seed, mainly because of his cloth­
ing. He wore a burgundy silk 
sh irt tha t m ust have been fash­
ionable once, but was now ta t ­
tered and creased. G linting on 
his wrist was an expensive-look­
ing watch.

I cast him as a homesick Thai 
businessm an whose deals had 
fallen through, and I began imag­
ining a life for him. A family-run 
business was going to the wall. A 
fish sauce factory, perhaps, in 
Hatch b un . He’d come to Laos to 
relocate, b u t today had  learn t 
he’d been cheated. He’d spent all 
his savings on land too moun­
tainous to build on. Now he was 
pu tting  off traveling  back to 
Thailand. He didn’t  w ant to tell 
his wife of th is catastrophe, but 
a t the same time, he was desper­
ate to go home.

At a rational level I knew all 
th is was ridiculous. And yet in 
th a t  golden light anything 
seemed possible. Any story I 
made up could be as real as his 
own. He’d settled comfortably in­
to my im agination, and would 
have stayed there if not for what 
happened next.

He beckoned to the young girl 
serving the food. She came over

and he began speaking in a low, 
patient voice. I had no idea what 
he was saying and, I realized af­
ter a while, neither did she. Laot­
ian and Thai are very close; if you 
know one you can communicate 
in the other (and besides, every­
one in Laos watches Thai TV). 
But it seemed th is m an spoke 
something else. His words had 
the lilt and shape of Thai, but in­
habited an unknown vocabulary. 
Also, there was an occasional un- 
Thai rolling “r ” sound. The girl 
looked across uncertainly a t the 
woman (I suppose her mother) 
who was doing the cooking.

“Ow ig mai?” the mother called 
out, but he didn’t  understand the 
question. Finally he had to get 
up and point to w hat he wanted. 
It seemed he’d been asking for 
another serving, bu t th is time 
with the large-sized noodles.

I wondered how he’d got the 
first bowl.

Back at his seat with his food 
in front of him, he began weigh­
ing out the table condiments as 
though they were gemstones, 
tapping out a precise half-tea- 
spoon of dried chili, a pinch of 
sugar, a spoonful of fish sauce, a 
pause, one drop more. He stirred 
the whole thing together, and ap­
parently this used the last of his 
energy. He put down his chop­
sticks and stared out a t the dark­
ening river.

Now he’d moved out of my 
reach completely. His real story 
was one I couldn’t even guess at. 
When he finally ambled off up 
the street, I felt like following 
him.
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Friday, 24th April, 1998

It turned out he didn’t  need to 
be followed. Huay Xai was a 
small town and tha t threw us to­
gether. The next day I found him 
in the morning market. It was a 
single road of a style I’d become 
used to. Produce was sold from 
m ats on the  pavement and, as 
with Luang Prabang, you had the 
feeling anything could be a 
source of income: a dead bird, raw 
sections of snake, two squirrels 
lying facing each other, looking as 
though they’d fallen asleep. The 
burgundy sh irt moved through it 
all w ithout much sign of in ter­
est—perhaps the markets in his 
own country were similar. I sus­
pected th a t like me, he was ju st 
killing time.

Later he sat with a coffee and 
baguette, and when he’d finished 
breakfast, he strolled back to the 
river. Over the next two days it 
was a pa ttern  th a t would repeat 
itself. He could never stay away 
from the Mekong for very long. 
An invisible magnet, would 
switch and he’d be drawn back 
to stand hands in pockets some­
where, staring sadly at the brown 
Thai earth.

It would have made a good sto­
ry to take back to Dulani, if only 
we’d still been together. Except 
that, of course, if we had, she’d 
have been watching him with me. 
This was the holiday she’d want­
ed for the two of us. Ironically, it 
was I who hadn’t  been keen, who 
hadn’t backpacked in over a dec­
ade and had only agreed because 
to adm it th a t I was too old for 
Dulani’s holidays would be one

step from admitting I was too old 
for her. Which might have been 
the tru th  in the end, since we’d 
split up anyway. A fter unsuc­
cessfully trying to get a refund on 
our Bangkok-Nong Khai sleeper 
tickets, I ’d stubbornly gone by 
myself. I’d taken an angry satis­
faction in noting all th e  things 
she’d missed: sunsets on the 
Mekong, the m ist forming over 
Luang P rabang  as though the 
town had caught fire, the sign 
outside W at P ra  Kaoew saying, 
Now t h e  E m erald  B u d d h a  was
IN THE FOREIGN ABROAD.

And now this as well.
W hatever “th is” was.
As the heat rose towards noon, 

Burgundy Shirt set off again, and 
since I had nothing better to do, 
I followed him. Through the hot, 
sleepy streets he wound his way 
back to a guesthouse. It was a 
small cheap place near the m ar­
ket th a t I’d checked en route to 
my own accommodation but had 
rejected on account of the dingy 
rooms. I thought it told me some­
th ing  else about him —he was 
anxious to save money.

Perhaps th a t was why he only 
had noodles for dinner, ra the r 
than  a bigger meal, and why he 
drank only water with his food. 
(I’d guessed correctly—he’d gone 
back to the same stall that eve­
ning and I was thinking all this 
as I sa t watching him  eat.) I 
couldn’t  avoid th ink ing  th a t if 
Dulani had been here, she’d have 
tried  ta lk ing  to him  by now: 
“Come on, we should go and say 
hello. He’s probably lonely . . . ”

I t was som ething I ’d consid-
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ered, but I couldn’t do it. I’m not 
the type to approach strangers 
and s ta r t  chatting. “Always 
watching,” Dulani used to say, a t 
first to tease me, and then  later 
with an edge of impatience in her 
voice. Although she didn’t pu t it 
in so many words, I th ink it was 
one reason she left. W anting 
“someone more my own age” was 
her indirect way of saying some­
one who bungee jumps and slam 
dances, someone who is watched 
by others. That won’t  ever be me, 
I have to admit. But then, it can 
be educational to watch.

Saturday, 25th April, 1998
The next morning I woke too 

late for the m arket and so had 
breakfast elsewhere. I’m sure if 
I’d been with Dulani we’d have 
been quickly on the move, hiring 
bikes and riding out to a water­
fall, or tram ping around Huay 
Xai looking a t “sights,” and no 
doubt I’d have been tensely 
aw are of the need to keep up. 
Such was the fate of a m an in his 
late  forties dating a woman in 
her late twenties. Now though, I 
was free to choose my own speed. 
So instead , I was sitting  back 
with a glass of thick, sweet Laot­
ian coffee. T hat was when the 
jeep arrived.

Coated in red dust, it came to a 
halt outside the shop. Two young 
men climbed out and stood 
hands-on-hips in the sunlight. 
One was shorter than me, m us­
cular, and wore dark glasses, 
while the other was closer to my 
height and thinner. And both had 
something, a look about them:

Well here we are and what are 
you going to do about it? Walking 
up to my pavement table, they 
peered behind me into the dark 
interior of the shop. They were 
looking ju st over my head, their 
hips pushing my table slightly, 
but for all the attention they paid 
me I might have been invisible.

I think it was then I made a 
subconscious decision about 
them. I m ust have recognized 
they didn’t  fit that sleepy town, 
because when they spoke and 1 
heard the now familiar almost- 
Thai with its rolling “r” sounds, I 
wasn’t a t all surprised.

They climbed back into the  
jeep and, kicking out dust, accel­
erated up the street. I couldn’t 
help but associate them with 
Burgundy Shirt. Why else should 
these people be here? It seemed 
the old man had a life that could 
match all my fantasies. Whenev­
er I’d invent something for him, 
he’d trum p it with reality.

I sipped my coffee, trying to 
th ink  of explanations and not 
coming up with any, and by the 
tim e I’d finished the glass, the 
jeep came back. This tim e 
though, it was different. It rolled 
down the street at the pace of a 
brisk walk and then turned right 
onto the road parallel to the riv­
er. I watched them go with a sin­
gle, clear thought: They were 
looking for Burgundy Shirt! I 
was illogically sure of this.

I checked my watch—it was 
close to eleven. By now the old 
man had probably retreated back 
into his guesthouse. If he kept 
similar hours to yesterday, he’d
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stay there until three or four in 
the afternoon. T hat was when 
th is search, if it really was a 
search, would become interesting.

So I ended up renting a bike af­
ter all. But instead of cycling out 
to the waterfalls, I used it to 
make slow circuits of Huay Xai. 
The town was bounded on one 
side by forest and on the other by 
the river, with flat, dusty streets 
in-between. I set out at around 
half past two and shuttled be­
tween them , stopping in the 
shade occasionally to drink from 
a bottle of mineral water.

I began to get a sense of Huay 
Xai as a town waiting for some­
thing to happen. It was the way 
you’d see people sitting on s ta ­
tionary motorbikes watching the 
road, or sitting at food stalls with 
no food in front of them, or some­
times just squatting on the pave­
ment in twos and threes. Often 
when the cyclo drivers didn’t  have 
passengers, they’d climb into the 
backs of their cabs and slouch 
down with the hood up. I’m sure 
it was always like this, and yet I 
couldn’t shake the feeling th a t 
the final act of something was 
about to be played out, and that 
the whole town knew it.

Occasionally I ’d come across 
the jeep, still moving slowly, and 
once we turned into a road to­
gether. We traveled up it side by 
side for a few hundred yards and 
then I stopped, feeling awkward.

After I’d been doing circuits for 
about an hour, the resting cyclo 
drivers started to smile and wave 
as I rode past (thinking, no doubt: 
another crazy farang). By this

tim e my legs were s ta r tin g  to 
stiffen. It was a long time since 
I’d been on a bike. Then finally, I 
saw the old man.

He was strolling by the river. 
As soon as I confirmed it was 
him, I turned my bike and went 
looking for the jeep. Eventually I 
found it parked and the two men 
drinking 7UP a t a food stall. As I 
watched, they drained their cans, 
and then Dark Glasses took the 
car keys from his pocket and be­
gan rapping them on the table. 
The harsh metal-on-metal sound 
disturbed everyone, and yet he 
seemed totally unaware of the 
heads turning around him. Even­
tually the waitress bustled across 
wearing a pronounced frown. In 
all the tim e I’d been in Huay Xai, 
it was the closest I’d seen any­
one come to showing anger.

After the  two men climbed 
back inside, the jeep trundled  
eastward, away from the river, 
and I rem ounted my bike and 
rode back to Burgundy Shirt. In 
this m anner I spent the rest of 
the day, traveling from one to the 
other. I t  wasn’t  difficult, as both 
the old m an and the jeep were 
moving slowly. Together they 
made for a strange spectacle— 
like two blind m en chasing a 
third. The jeep would stop a 
street or two away from the old 
man and then inexplicably move 
in the wrong direction. Or some­
times it would tu rn  into a street 
ju st as he’d left it. And the old 
man always moved infuriatingly 
slowly. Free from the knowledge 
that he was searched for (by now 
I was sure of this), he’d stroll
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down side roads, waving away cy- 
clos when they pulled up next to 
him. Occasionally he’d stop to 
wipe the sweat from his face with 
a soiled handkerchief, or simply 
to s ta re  a t the river. He was liv­
ing a blessed life, but I knew it 
couldn’t  last. Huay Xai was too 
small.

In fact, it could all have been 
over in a couple of hours if only 
the men in the jeep had  spoken 
Laotian or Thai. In  April, we 
were far enough away from peak 
season for the town to be almost 
free of tourists. I was sure tha t 
Burgundy Shirt had been noticed 
and th a t  most of the locals could 
have given directions. B ut when­
ever I saw them  a t food stalls, 
the two men seemed to trea t the 
Laotians with an offhanded a r­
rogance. Apparently it  didn’t  oc­
cur to them  to ask for help.

Thanks to this, Burgundy Shirt 
reached nightfall w ithout being 
discovered. At dinner, there  he 
was again, m easuring  out his 
dried chili.

S unday , 26th A p r il , 1998
I had breakfast near the  morn­

ing m arket and looked on as the 
old m an spilled baguette crumbs 
onto h is lap. As he pulled the 
bread apart, his watch flashed 
silver in the sunlight, and it oc­
curred to me I’d never seen him 
check it. Not once. I t  was as 
though he was letting tim e run 
down. He’d do the sam e things 
each day and look forward to 
nothing, except perhaps sunset.

After his meal he stood, 
brushed off his trousers, and then,

with unhurried steps, slouched off 
to the river. Meanwhile, a long bus 
ride back to Bangkok lay ahead of 
me. I knew the sooner I got s ta rt­
ed, the better it would be. But I 
couldn’t help thinking again of 
Dulani’s reaction if she’d been 
here. I knew she’d want to warn 
the old man, and irritatingly, I felt 
I’d failed her.

I finished my own meal and 
then rode after him. The old man 
was walking parallel to the river 
as I approached.

And then I rode past.
1 wish I could explain why I 

didn’t  stop. There he was, plod­
ding ahead of me, his broad back 
dimpled with sweat between the 
shoulder blades, soon close 
enough to touch. But he had his 
own life and I had mine. And 
then he was already behind me. 
Maybe it happened too quickly, or 
there’s something ju s t  not in my 
nature. I’ve always had a gift for 
avoiding complications.

I cycled ahead of him  up the 
road, with a  nagging disappoint­
m ent that lessened as I got far­
ther away. I tu rned  left, away 
from the river, and passed the 
two men without first recogniz­
ing them. Then something made 
me stop and look back. I don’t  
know why they’d gone without 
the jeep—perhaps it was simply 
th a t in the cool of the morning 
they’d felt like walking. They 
were about th irty  m eters from 
the T-junction. After spending a 
whole day driving circuits 
around H uay Xai, they were 
about to find the old m an on foot.

Like so many o ther tim es in
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my life, I kept quiet and held 
back until it was too late. This 
would be a story I could never 
tell anyone.

I was already cycling back.
I rounded the two and came to 

a stop with my bike across their 
path . Suddenly I was full of a 
wild hilarity. It was like being 
someone else.

“Hello! How are you both do­
ing? Are you tourists? Me too, I’m 
a tourist as well.”

They looked at each other and 
then Dark Glasses put his hand 
out, palm up, and said something 
dismissive. They both stood, ex­
pecting me to get out of their 
way, and when I didn’t, they be­
gan to walk round. I pushed my 
bike forward to stay in front of 
them.

“Not going already? Perhaps 
you’d like to change some money? 
U.S. dollars for kip? Or U.S. dol­
lars for baht? Or baht for kip, 
come to th ink  of it.”

The th in n er man snarled 
something and made to walk on. 
I pushed my bike in front of him 
again.

“So w hat do you think of Huay 
Xai, anyway? As a . . . ”

The punch in the face knocked 
me backward. I lost my balance 
and went over with the bike. My 
glasses flew off and I scrabbled 
for them in the dust, with blood 
dripping out of my nose. A kick 
thumped into my kidney and the 
pain left me taking short breaths. 
Dark Glasses shouted something 
above me. I wrapped my arm s 
around my sides and then heard 
them walking away.

After finding my glasses, I 
stood up slowly and saw the two 
men d isappearing  around the 
comer. There was a red center of 
pain ju s t above my left hip. I dug 
out a tissue  and stood w ith it 
pressed against my nose. In the 
morning silence I could hear my 
heart beating. With my head tilt­
ed slightly  upward, I walked 
down to the end of the street. The 
two m en were strolling ahead, 
and it seemed Burgundy Shirt’s 
luck was still holding. He m ust 
have turned  down a side road be­
cause he was nowhere in sight.

“Turn arai?” the woman at the 
guesthouse w anted to know, 
pointing to my blood-splattered 
shirt. I didn’t  feel like explaining 
and w ent to my room to change 
and pack.

I had the exit stamped on my 
passport, then from the landing 
stage stepped into one of the 
long-tail river boats. The engine 
sputtered into life and the wood­
en jetty  fell away behind us. After 
the attack, I’d been in a hurry to 
get out of Huay Xai, but now that 
I was quickly safely away, I 
wished I’d stayed longer. I looked 
back a t Laos and wondered about 
the m ystery I’d left behind.

As I w atched, a figure ap ­
peared on the jetty, the bright, 
fierce sun behind it creating a sil­
houette. With the distance of the 
river widening between us, the 
figure became a th in  line and 
then nothing. It didn’t  have to be 
the old man, of course. It could 
have been anyone.

On the bus, my side continued 
to hu rt, m aking a cramped jour-
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ney even more uncomfortable. 
B ut in a way I didn’t mind. It 
m ade me feel I was traveling  
back home as someone else. 
Someone better.

By early evening we were in 
the city’s outskirts. Quick tropical 
darkness had fallen and I could 
feel the depressing approach of 
Bangkok—the occasional blazes 
of neon, the th u n d er of the 
trucks, and then the bus slowing 
to a crawl. The quiet streets of 
Laos seemed much more d istant 
th an  a day’s ride.

Stepping out of th e  bus, the 
rush of bodies at Mor Chit station 
was too much to take. I couldn’t 
deal with im m ediately going 
back into the traffic for the 
crowded city bus tha t would take 
me home. So instead I bought a 
Sunday paper and some khao  
tom mak  and sat on a bench, de­
term ined to keep a t  my own 
speed.

D uring my time in  Laos I’d 
been pleasantly isolated from 
world news. In Vientiane, I had­
n ’t  bothered with the Vientiane 
Times, and nowhere else sold 
English-language papers. So it 
was only there with the fluores­
cent station lights flicking over 
the  pages, with fingers sticky 
from the rice and banana, th a t I 
came across the photo of the 
m akeshift funeral pyre, and 
learned th a t Pol Pot was dead.

A feature in one of the supple­
ments described the shift of pow­
er in the Khmer Rouge’s old 
guard, how Ta Mok had  taken  
over and apparently  placed 
Khieu Samphan and Nuon Chea

under arrest. (Later both men 
would defect and Hun Sen would 
welcome them into Phnom Penh 
with flowers and the deathless 
advice that Cambodians should 
now “dig a hole and bury the 
past.”)

Then I saw the old man again.
I t was a younger, leaner face, 

bu t even in the grainy black and 
white photo the eyes and the sad 
downtumed mouth were recog­
nizable. His name, apparently, 
was Heng Suon. It said he was 
under arrest also, but I suppose 
he’d seen it coming and had fled 
until he’d run out of crossable 
borders.

Two clinical paragraphs out­
lined his notoriety—the villages 
in the north of Cambodia emp­
tied to fill a labor camp a t Stung 
Treng; the mass graves outside 
the camp for the workers driven 
to their deaths; the list of chil­
dren’s names with “kill them  all” 
scrawled across it, supposedly in 
his handwriting. Above the arti­
cle was a photo of a young wom­
an sitting on a bed, w ith  the 
number 207 stuck onto the wall 
behind her. Who knows, it  might 
have been from Stung Treng it­
self. She was looking directly in­
to the camera and in her blank 
stare there was nothing—neither 
hope, nor fear, nor anger. Not 
even the question “Why?”

I’d carried the old m an to 
Bangkok as an ally, or a t least a 
good deed. Now I felt I’d carried 
a heavy weight of ghosts down 
with me.

That sensation persists, and 
I’ve come to think Bangkok can’t
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be too full. There can’t  be enough 
cars or tuk-tuks. For the first 
time I like this city of strangers. 
I like the fact tha t there are too 
many people moving too quickly 
for me to guess the lives of any­
one.

I think about Heng Suon often. 
I wonder what the Thai border 
m ust have m eant to him. P er­
haps in the good old days, the  
Thai army had welcomed him a t 
their H ua Hin resort, the way 
they’d welcomed Pol Pot.

I’d like to explain Heng Suon to 
someone—Dulani even, but I 
heard she was seeing somebody 
else, and after the way we broke 
up—arguing about the Nong

Khai sleeper tickets—I can’t  
imagine phoning her one evening 
to discuss the Khmer Rouge.

I dream of Heng Suon some­
times.

They’re not “bad” dreams; they 
don’t  involve dead children or 
anything like that. I ju s t see my­
self on the long-tail, crossing to 
Thailand, and the silhouette on 
the jetty, watching me go, is Heng 
Suon, knowing I’ve saved him. 
That’s all. Ju s t me in the boat 
and him on the jetty, and on the 
Thai side the long-tails are load­
ing with exports to Laos; toilet 
paper, Coke cans, and sacks of 
rice, their noses pointing up ­
stream  as they tack across.
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or once,” he said, “I 
don’t have any reser­
vations about the 

place. Party  Planners—w hat 
could be safer, or more innocent?” 

“Or more fun,” she agreed, fold­
ing the plastic wrap around her 
sandwich. “Pm sure I’ll enjoy 
working there. Still, the building 
does have an unsavory past.”

“ ‘Unsavory.’ That’s the word, 
all right.” He took the sandwich, 
sealed it more firmly, and put it in 
the paper bag. “But that was 
when it was Brabantino’s House 
of Pasta. I’ve never heard a word 
against Party Planners—no tales 
of searching for roadkill after 
midnight and grinding it up for 
meatballs, no stories about—” 

“T hat’s enough,” she cut in. “I 
don’t  even like to think about it. 
Now, the agency said I’ll have 
some evening work. You’re sure 
you can manage?”
‘ “We’ll do fine, Leah.” He put a 
napkin  in the bag, slipped a 
m iniature Almond Joy under it 
as a lunchtime surprise, and fold­
ed the bag shut. “Sarah and Ra­
chel are good helpers, and if 
you’re out late, I have the new 
Rutherford commission to keep 
me busy.”

“Yes—you’ll have to tell me 
more about that,” she said, and 
peered hopelessly into her purse. 
“Keys, wallet, pencil—but, na tu ­
rally, no notebook. I never can 
keep track of the blasted thing. 
Have you seen it, Sam?”

Monday, J une 15 
3:30 in the afternoon—my first 

chance to take notes. I arrived at

Party Planners at 7:55 and found 
it locked up tight. It was twenty 
m inutes before Edgar Roderick 
arrived, flustered and full of 
apologies. He’s a pale, slender 
man in his early fifties, graying 
and crisply dressed. “I was up so 
late last night,” he said, fumbling 
to fit key into lock in the oak door 
carved w ith  vines and leaves, 
doves and cherubs. “We hosted a 
retirem ent dinner, and those peo­
ple would not stop making toasts. 
I’m happy you could help us on 
such short notice, Mrs. Abrams— 
we have a  busy week ahead.”

“I’m glad to have the work, Mr. 
Roderick,” I said. “And please, call 
me Leah.”

He smiled but didn’t  ask me to 
call him Edgar—not much of a 
Reverse Distancer, I judged. “I’ll 
show you around,” he said, lead­
ing me into a huge room w ith a 
gleam ing hardwood floor and 
striped, dull gold, velvety stuff on 
the walls. “Well, th a t’s nice. Otto 
put the tables away, even polished 
the floor. He must have been here 
half the night.”

“This is an impressive room,” I 
said, adm iring the crystal-drip­
ping candelabra dangling from 
the ceiling and ju tting from the 
walls. “Do you hold all your par­
ties here?”

“Not all.” He squatted to pick 
something up—a dust ball, possi­
bly. “This space works well for 
medium-sized parties. We hold 
sm aller ones in clients’ homes, 
and ren t hotel ballrooms for larg­
er ones. You’ve never been to one 
of our parties, then?”

“No, b u t I read a newspaper ar-
31
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tid e  about your business once. I 
know you originally ran  it out of 
your home, when you and your 
wife—”

“My ex-wife,” he cut in, flushing 
instantly. “Amanda Roderick is no 
longer associated w ith Party 
Planners. Don’t  m ention her 
again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, stunned. “I 
didn’t  realize.”

“Of course not. Sorry.” He led 
the way to a small suite of offices. 
“I’m still a b it sensitive—our di­
vorce became final ju s t  last 
month, and it wasn’t  entirely am ­
icable.”

What could I say? “Divorces sel­
dom are,” I tried.

“Yes, but th is wasn’t  ju st per­
sonal. It was business.” Switching 
on lights, he strode into the re­
ception area, turned, and looked 
a t me directly, his cheeks hot 
w ith anger. “Evidently, she 
thought I had the wrong person­
ality for th is business. Evidently, 
she constantly underm ined my 
authority with the staff. I cannot 
to lerate th a t. She’s in  A tlanta 
now, living with her shrew of a 
mother. I hope she’s happy.”

“I hope so, too.” A senseless 
thing to say, I know, but I couldn’t  
th ink  of any th ing  else. Maybe 
he is a Reverse D istancer—he 
certainly seems eager to initiate 
Intimacy Enhancem ent. “The 
agency said you’ll need me all 
week?”

“At least. Our secretary, Cassie, 
quit on Friday without giving no­
tice. Evidently, she’s having prob­
lems with her marriage, and her 
finances, and her son. I wasn’t

sad to see her go because—but 
we must prepare for our 9:00 
meeting with the Leonards and 
Lawrences to discuss the final 
preparations for Wednesday’s 
wedding.”

“Wednesday? A Wednesday 
wedding?”

He shrugged. “They wanted a 
June wedding, they wanted the 
ballroom a t the Endicott Hotel 
for the reception, and they didn’t 
decide to get m arried until six 
months ago. June  weekends at 
the Endicott are booked a year in 
advance. They were lucky to get a 
Wednesday. Here. I’ll show you 
how the phones work.”

Just before 9:00, two employees 
joined us: an attractive, petite 
woman in her twenties, wearing 
a bright teal leotard and a 
densely flowered chiffon skirt; 
and a big-boned, gaunt woman 
of forty or so, shrouded in a 
shapeless black suit, shoulders 
hunched down and forward self­
consciously, thick blunt-cut black 
hair half-obscuring her face.

“Leah,” Mr. Roderick said, 
“meet Ella Godin. She’s a won­
derful singer and dancer, an in­
credible emcee, a dynamite 
florist.”

The younger woman gave me a 
peck on the cheek, then reached 
into her purse, pulled out a  small 
ja r  of raspberry lip gloss, and did 
a quick, expert re-application job. 
“I can’t wait to get to know you, 
Leah,” she said and winked.

“And this is Amelia Spogue.” 
Mr. Roderick pointed to the other 
woman, who acknowledged the 
introduction with a  shallow nod.
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“Amelia’s our chef and decora­
tions coordinator, also our per­
cussionist. We all wear several 
hats—th at keeps our staff small, 
our overhead low. That reminds 
me. Do you play a musical in­
strument?”

“I played bassoon in high 
school,” I said, taken aback. “But 
it’s been a long time. I doubt a 
bassoon would be of much use 
in—”

“Splendid!” he said. “We never 
had a bassoon before. Don’t wor­
ry—Otto will work you in. He’s 
our bandleader, our guitarist, one 
hell of a janitor. And here he is. 
Otto, this is Leah, our temporary 
secretary and photographer. 
Leah, meet Otto Moore.”

Otto shook my hand without 
speaking. He was very tall, rath­
er stocky, pleasantly swarthy, in- 
triguingly moody-—Heathcliff in 
khakis, I thought. “Nice to meet 
you, Otto,” I said. “And Mr. Rod­
erick, I’m sorry if the agency gave 
you the wrong impression, but I 
don’t have any skills as a photog­
rapher. My husband won’t even 
let me take pictures at our daugh­
ters’ birthday parties because I 
always cut off heads or feet, or 
both, and make a blur of every­
th ing  in between. You’d better 
find someone else—”

‘You’ll do fine,” Mr. Roderick as­
sured me. “Cassie was our pho­
tographer; if you’re replacing her 
as secretary, you have to replace 
her as th a t as well. Just snap 
away constantly, and Ella will 
find the shots worth salvaging. 
She’s our developer, and a damn 
good one. Heads up, everybody!

Here come the proud parents and 
the happy couple!”

D uring the m eeting, I jotted 
down notes about three solid days 
of parties—bridesm aids’ lun­
cheon today, rehearsal dinner and 
bachelor party  tomorrow, wed­
ding and dinner-dance on Wed­
nesday. I didn’t have much time to 
form impressions of the wedding 
party, and I didn’t  much care. My 
scholarly interests focus on work­
place communication: I was here 
to observe employees, not clients. 
At one point, however, I couldn’t 
help noticing th a t the happy cou­
ple m ight not be all th a t happy.

“Now, the  dinner-dance,” Mr. 
Roderick said. “I spoke to the 
m anager a t the Endicott, Mr. 
Leonard, and if you want to switch 
to an open bar—”

“Cham pagne punch,” the 
bride’s fa ther said. He was a 
round little  m an with a  broad, 
shiny, no-nonsense forehead. “We 
had champagne punch at our own 
wedding, we had it a t our older 
girl’s wedding, we’ll have it a t 
Rose’s wedding. W eddings are 
happy things. Folks shouldn’t 
need hard  liquor to have a good 
time at a wedding.”

The groom’s fa ther snorted. 
“Maybe you should ju st serve root 
beer, then.”

“Dad, it’s fine,” the groom said 
anxiously, running  a  hand 
through his hair. “After all, we’ll 
have open bars a t the rehearsal 
dinner and the bachelor party.”

“At the  events your  family’s 
paying for, in other words,” the 
bride said. She was a jewel-like 
beauty dressed in peasant blouse
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and jeans. “W hat are you imply­
ing, Clay?”

“Nothing.” The groom didn’t 
quite look at her. “I just want ev­
erything perfect.”

“It would’ve been perfect if we’d 
gone to Vegas,” she shot back. 
“Hundred bucks, fun time, done 
deal. I hate all this fuss.”

“I’m sorry it’s ju st fuss to you.” 
Clay wouldn’t  look a t her a t all 
now. “It means a hell of a lot more 
to me.”

“Well, well,” Mr. Roderick said 
hastily. “Champagne punch it is. 
Let’s review the entertainm ent 
plans.”

Ella took over, and things went 
smoothly. She’s a natural Reverse 
Distancer—charming, outgoing, 
able to sense when to lighten the 
mood with a joke, when to press 
for decisions. Amelia, by contrast, 
listened carefully, watched close­
ly, bu t didn’t  speak unless Ella 
prodded; Otto seemed even more 
withdrawn. Interesting—only El­
la has a personality suited to this 
business, but Party Planners is 
successful. I’ll expand Chapter 
Four, pu t more emphasis on how 
Key Facilitators maximize Cohort 
Functionality.

The meeting ended a t ten, and 
Mr. Roderick told me to report to 
the kitchen and help Amelia pre­
pare for the  bridesm aids’ lun ­
cheon. Good, I thought, hoping I’d 
get to get to know her better—I 
figured she might open up more 
in a one-to-one setting.

I was right. As soon as we 
stepped into the spacious, blue- 
tiled kitchen, Amelia bristled 
with energy and confidence. En­

casing herself in an oversized 
white apron, she set me to work 
chopping celery for the chicken 
salad while she whipped up 
cheese puffs. To initiate Intimacy 
Enhancem ent, I asked a few 
questions and learned she’d 
worked here for over five years. 
Ella had been with the company 
half that long, and Otto was hired 
ju st over a year ago, when the 
Rodericks’ marriage was break­
ing up.

“Mr. Roderick used to do the 
heavy work,” she said, “but he 
was getting too old. And he need­
ed a new bandleader to replace 
Mrs. Roderick. Otto was a perfect 
fit.”

“Mr. Roderick must have felt 
lucky to find him,” I commented. 
“It’s a shame the Rodericks’ m ar­
riage broke up, though.”

“It was bound to happen.” Deli­
cately, Amelia slid a tray of cheese 
puffs into the oven. “Mr. Roderick 
hated his mother-in-law, com­
plained about her behind his wife’s 
back. And Mrs. Roderick hated the 
way he fusses before a party. I’m 
amazed they put up with each oth­
er for over twenty years. As for 
Rose and Clay, I’ll be amazed if 
they make it to the altar.”

“They did  seem a t odds—but 
there’s often some tension just be­
fore a wedding.”

“I t goes deeper than  th a t,” 
Amelia said darkly. “He thinks 
her father’s cheap, and she knows 
it and doesn’t like it. And he does­
n’t like the way she—oh, hello, 
Otto.”

He lingered in the doorway, as 
if reluctant to come in. “Should I
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bring the fake cake in here? Or 
are you gonna decorate it in the 
banquet hall?”

She thought it over. “In here. 
And could you get the cowboy 
cutouts?”

He nodded and walked away. 
“Poor Otto,” Amelia said. “He 
found out his wife was sneaking 
out for drinks with a  man from 
her office. He confronted her, and 
she filed for divorce. Imagine— 
she walks out, when she’d been 
cheating on him.”

“Maybe she wasn’t  cheating,” I 
said, imagining how horrible it 
would feel to be falsely accused. 
“Maybe she and this man were 
just friends.”

Amelia laughed harshly. “Boy, 
are you naive. Ju st like my ex- 
husband.”

The kitchen door swung open, 
and Ella entered sideways, car­
rying a large plastic tub filled 
with cut flowers. “How’s it going?” 
she said brightly. “Amelia, it 
smells sinful in here. Don’t  tell 
me you’re making cheese puffs— 
you know I can’t resist them.”

Amelia shrugged the compli­
ment off. “You shouldn’t  complain. 
You never gain weight, no m atter 
what you eat. Meanwhile, I starve 
myself, and I still look like a 
truck.”

‘You look fine now.” Ella s ta rt­
ed to dip a finger into the chicken 
salad, then stopped. “No peanuts, 
right?”

“Would I put peanuts in any­
thing w ithout warning you?” 
Amelia demanded. “There isn’t  a 
single nut in the entire kitchen.”

Ella smiled, scooped up a taste

of chicken salad, and reapplied 
her lip gloss. “Delicious,” she said. 
“Is it okay if I use the small sink?”

“Help yourself,” Amelia said. 
“And if you need to borrow Leah, 
go ahead.”

“I could use help with corsages,” 
Ella said. “How are you with flow­
ers, Leah?”

“Clumsy,” I said, wiping my 
hands on my apron, “but willing 
to try.”

She guided me expertly, and in 
minutes I was amazed a t the tiny, 
lovely things I’d somehow creat­
ed—white rosebuds and baby’s 
breath, graced by a vivid h int of 
fern. I’d finished my second when 
the door swung open again. Mr. 
Roderick and Otto entered—Mr. 
Roderick glancing at his watch, 
Otto rolling a huge, lidded ply­
wood cylinder.

“Don’t tell me you’re still fuss­
ing with cheese puffs, Amelia,” 
Mr. Roderick said, his forehead 
dewing up. “When will you have 
tim e to do the fruit kabobs, and 
the  beans and franks and the 
fake cake for the Hughes b irth ­
day?”

“The fruit’s all cut up,” Amelia 
said patiently. “It won’t take me 
but a minute to kabob it. And the 
Hughes party isn’t  until 5:00— 
I’ll get the beans and franks done 
in plenty of time. As for the fake 
cake, I’ll decorate tha t right now.”

Otto shoved the plywood cylin­
der upright—it’s five feet tall, six 
feet around—and Amelia slapped 
precut pieces of yellow, adhesive- 
backed felt in place, covering 
sides and top. Solemnly, Otto 
handed her felt cutouts of pistol­
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pointing cowboys and hoof-rear­
ing horses. Amelia smacked them 
on, then planted eight yard-high 
Styrofoam candles into subtle in­
dentations in the lidded top. So, I 
thought. This is the fake cake.

Amelia wiped her brow. “We use 
it a t all our birthday parties,” she 
said, “and a t some other parties, 
too. Ella hides inside, Otto wheels 
it out, and then Ella pops up and 
sings ‘Happy Birthday’—or what­
ever. I t’s our most popular prop.”

I couldn’t  pause to admire it. 
With Mr. Roderick hurrying us 
along, we got the food and flowers 
finished and the Party Planners 
van loaded. By the time the guests 
arrived a t the Lawrence house, 
we’d transformed the dining room 
into a lacy, fragrant bower. The 
food made everyone swoon with 
delight, and Ella sang while Otto 
accompanied her on guitar. It was 
a lovely party; I ju st hope some of 
the pictures turn  out, so Rose will 
have a record of it. Knowing how 
utterly I’d failed whenever I’d tak­
en pictures, I snapped frantically, 
hardly bothering to aim and fo­
cus—aiming and focusing never 
seem to help anyway. With all 
those rolls of film, Ella should find 
something to salvage.

The one tense moment came 
when Rose’s fa ther shook Mr. 
Roderick’s hand and gave him a 
ten-dollar tip. I saw Rose cringe, 
and no wonder—I’m not surprised 
h e r fiance th inks he r father is 
cheap. She seemed subdued for 
the next hour, but by the time we 
left she’d recovered her spirits, 
and thanked us all with hugs and 
compliments.

So now I’m a t my desk, munch­
ing cheese puffs and taking notes, 
wondering if  Mr. Roderick will 
send me home at five or ask me to 
help at the birthday party  to­
night. With everyone else in the 
kitchen, it’s a good tim e to reflect 
on the communications dynam­
ics of—oh, th a t sounds like Mr. 
Roderick. I’d better pu t my note­
book away.

7:45 P.M.—I probably won’t 
have time to take many notes 
now. I’m a t my desk, waiting for 
Ella to finish changing. W hat a 
nice woman—when she heard me 
calling for a cab, and I explained 
tha t our car’s in the shop, she in­
sisted on driving me home.

Obviously, Mr. Roderick did ask 
me to work a t the birthday party. 
He also gave me twelve dollars— 
my share, he said, of the tip  for 
the bridesmaids’ luncheon. How 
generous, I thought. I’d seen the 
tiny tip Mr. Lawrence handed 
him; my share should’ve been just 
two dollars. But when I protested, 
Mr. Roderick cut me off, smiled, 
and sent me to the kitchen. I won­
der if he tipped all the employees 
out of his own pocket.

In the kitchen, I helped Amelia 
cut biscuits shaped like cowboy 
hats, then helped Otto construct 
a remarkably realistic campfire 
from Styrofoam logs and red foil. 
Ella toiled nearby in the dark­
room, developing the pictures I’d 
taken a t the luncheon, then fi­
nally emerged frowning. “Ju s t 
look!” she said, holding out a pic­
ture. “It’s awful.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, anguished.
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So Rose wouldn’t  have a record of 
her party. “I told Mr. Roderick I 
can’t  take photographs. Aren’t 
there any shots you can use?” 

She looked at me in surprise. 
“Oh, sure. Out of the two hundred 
or so pictures you took, I can save 
maybe th irty  with a little crop­
ping and retouching. You do tend 
to blur, but your focus was sharp 
as hell on this one. Look.”

She held up a nine-by-twelve 
enlargement, a back view of Rose 
and Mr. Roderick. Rose was whis­
pering to him, and her right hand 
was caressing his behind.

“At her own bridesmaids’ lun­
cheon!” Amelia cried. “And he’s 
old enough to be her father! Dis­
gusting!”

“I spotted it in the comer of a 
shot Leah took of the maid of hon­
or.” Ella’s voice shook. “I couldn’t 
believe my eyes. So I blew up the 
comer section, trying to convince 
myself she couldn’t be doing that. 
But there’s no denying it.”

“I’m not surprised,” Amelia 
said, “considering how she flirted 
with the waiters at the engage­
ment party. Everybody was talk­
ing about it. She even made a 
pass a t Otto—”

“It wasn’t  a pass.” Otto wedged 
another Styrofoam log into the 
fake campfire. “She just asked me 
to show her how to play a chord 
on the guitar, th a t’s all.”

“She sure  got plenty close to 
you while she was asking,” 
Amelia countered. “Clay sure 
thought she was making a pass. 
Evidently, he was very upset.” 

“He’d be even more upset about 
this picture,” Ella said, squinting

a t the reflection in her compact 
m irror as she freshened her lip 
gloss. “So we m ustn’t  say a word 
to him. I’ll ju s t fold it  up and put 
it in my purse, and we’ll all forget 
about it.”

“But Clay has a right to know,” 
Amelia argued. “It’s wrong to let 
him go through with the wedding 
when she’s making a  fool of him.”

“It’s a shame,” Ella agreed. “But 
if people find out Mr. Roderick’s 
having an  affair w ith a Party 
Planners bride—good grief! Now! 
How about those biscuits?”

Soon, we were so busy I almost 
forgot the picture—almost. It was 
hard  to act naturally around Mr. 
Roderick. No wonder he’d over­
tipped us. He m ust be in a great 
mood. He was sleeping with his 
clients’ daughter, probably chuck­
ling about how skillfully he was 
deceiving them —and probably 
overcharging them , too. Dis­
graceful.

The birthday party  proved a 
sweet distraction. Sixteen little 
boys dressed as cowboys, racing 
around, firing cap pistols— 
enough to distract anybody. And 
Ella looked adorable as she 
popped out of the fake cake in her 
rhinestone-studded cowgirl out­
fit, singing “Happy Birthday” 
with an expertly western twang. 
It was another grand success.

Ella’s coming. Tomorrow, I hope 
to have more insights into the 
communications structure th a t 
m akes P arty  P lanners so suc­
cessful and troubled and fasci­
nating.

It was nearly eleven o’clock
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when she climbed th e  three 
flights of stairs to Sam ’s studio. 
“ ‘Some evening work’ is right,” 
he said, turning away from his 
sculpture to smile a t  her. “I hope 
Party Planners doesn’t  keep you 
this late every night.”

“Tomorrow will be even later.” 
Leah sank onto the faded plaid 
couch. “B ut I haven’t  actually 
been at work all th is time. A very 
nice woman, Ella, drove me home. 
She wanted to stop for dinner, 
and I didn’t  know how to say no.” 

He shook his head. “You say, 
Thanks, but I have a  lonely hus­
band who’s probably keeping a 
succulent tuna  casserole warm 
for me.’ Do you w ant some?”

“I don’t  want to ea t again for a 
week.” Leah held h e r hands 
against her stomach. “The cook 
a t Party P lanners is positively 
lethal. The cheese puffs and the 
fruit kabobs, and so many cakes 
and—good grief! W hat is that? It 
looks like a monster.”

“It’s supposed to.” He gazed at 
the five-foot tall, tensely coiled 
snake he’d carved from rough 
gray stone. “When Rachel came 
up to say goodnight, she took one 
look and ran away screaming. I 
was so pleased. Mrs. Rutherford 
should love her scarecrow.”

“Her scarecrow?” Leah walked 
over for a closer look, reflecting 
that it was a shame Sam couldn’t 
sell his serious work, th a t he had 
to make a living sculpting custom- 
m ade lawn o rnam en ts. “Isn ’t 
she p resident of the  Audubon 
Society?”

“She was.” Sam  picked up a 
chisel to deepen the  serpent’s

scowl. “But she resigned, and got 
herself elected president of the 
Horticultural Club. She’s decid­
ed growing living things is more 
spiritually rewarding than  m ere­
ly watching them, so now she 
wants those damn birds out of 
her garden. She wants scare­
crows—but not the usual, vulgar 
sort. No straw-stuffed replicas of 
low-class farmers for her. She 
wants natural predators only. I 
thought a snake would be a  good 
start. That should make robins 
think twice about pecking Mrs. 
Rutherford’s petunias.”

“It should make them think se­
riously about never m igrating 
north again,” Leah said. ‘You’re 
quite an artist. And—well, Ella 
says I’m artistic, too. I took the 
pictures at the luncheon, and 
even though some didn’t  tu rn  out 
perfectly, she says the camera an­
gles showed real creativity. She 
says once I get the technical stuff 
down, I could be a gifted photog­
rapher. So maybe I should take 
pictures at the girls’ birthday par­
ties. I mean, I know you consider 
yourself the only a r t is t  in the 
family, and that makes you very 
critical of other people’s efforts, 
very reluctant to adm it anybody 
else might have talent or—” 

“Good heavens.” Sam set down 
his chisel. “Of course you have tal­
ent. You’re very creative. I would­
n’t have thought photography is 
the best medium for you, bu t if 
you want to take the pictures at 
the girls’ parties, fine. I had no 
idea it meant that much to you. 
Would you like to take photogra­
phy courses?”
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“Maybe some day.” Ella was 
right—it was irritating when a 
man was sensible and fair all the 
time, making you feel foolish if 
you ever complained. “I’m sorry. 
It’s been an emotional day. The 
bride’s flirting with everyone in 
sight, the groom’s jealous, and the 
staff! The cook divorced her hus­
band because he made fun of her 
for being fat, the secretary stole 
office supplies and has a son 
who’s a juvenile delinquent, and 
Otto’s wife left him. Plus, Mr. Rod­
erick’s drinking problem isn’t ex­
actly helping things, and—” 

“Slow down, Leah,” he said. 
“You’re m aking my head spin. 
You’ve worked there ju st one day, 
and already you know all these 
things about all these people?” 

“We communicated,” she ex­
plained. “That’s what my book is 
about—workplace communica­
tions. Some people a t Party Plan­
ners communicate very well.” 

“Maybe too well.” Sam frowned. 
“Maybe this much communica­
tion isn’t  such a good idea. It’s 
sure got you about as worked up 
as I’ve ever seen you.”

“I’m sorry if I seem over­
wrought, Sam,” she said, offend­
ed. “But Clay may be making a 
mistake he’ll regret all his life, 
and I’m concerned about him— 
everyone is.”

“I’m concerned about you,” Sam 
said, and turned back to his 
snake.

Tuesday, J une 16 
Nearly midnight. I’m at my 

desk again, waiting for Lieuten­
ant Brock to finish the last inter­

rogation and drive me home. It’s 
still hard to believe all th a t’s hap­
pened. How could a day th a t be­
gan so sweetly end in so much 
confusion and misery—and m ur­
der?

When Sam and I came down­
stairs this morning, we found the 
girls had set the breakfast table 
as a surprise. They had an ulteri­
or motive for being extra nice: 
They wanted to sleep in the back 
yard tonight, just the two of them. 
I hesitated, not sure it was safe, 
and since I’d be working late, it 
didn’t  seem fair to m ake Sam 
handle all the extra bother. But 
he said it’d be perfectly safe and 
no bother a t all—he can be irri­
tatingly fair and sensible. I 
sighed, picked up my bassoon, 
and went to meet the cab.

I arrived a t Party Planners a t 
7:45, found the door unlocked, 
and reflected th a t Mr. Roderick 
must have come in early. But he 
wasn’t  the one in the reception 
area when I walked in. I t  was a 
woman of about forty, w earing 
jeans and a tan T-shirt, looking 
in tent as she rifled through a 
desk drawer. When she saw me, 
she slammed the drawer shut.

“Goodness!” she said. “Who— 
oh. You m ust be the tem p. I’m 
Cassie.”

The secretary who quit last Fri­
day, I thought, remembering the 
stories about how quickly she 
went through ink cartridges and 
stamps, about Mr. Roderick’s sus­
picion th a t  she was stealing 
them. “Hello,” I said, stiffly. “May 
I help you find something?”

She opened another drawer.
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“Well, I left in a hurry on Friday. 
I thought I’d taken all my per­
sonal stuff, but last night I real­
ized—oh, there it is.” She held up 
a small, oval box covered with 
pasted-on macaroni shells. “My 
daughter made this for me years 
ago.”

“I see,” I said. How convenient 
th a t  she’d forgotten one tiny 
thing, giving herself an excuse to 
sneak back into the office when 
she didn’t  th ink  anyone would 
be around. Were he r pockets 
crammed with cartridges, the box 
stuffed with stamps?

“So, how’s it going?” she asked. 
“Any questions about the files?”

“No, thanks.” W hat could I pos­
sibly say next? “How are things 
going for you? Are you looking for 
a new job? Or are you taking ex­
tra  time with your family?”

Her spine stiffened. “My fami­
ly’s fine—they don’t  need extra 
time. My son did  get a one-day 
suspension, but even the princi­
pal said the other boy started the 
fight. And my husband and I did  
have problems—or thought we 
did—but we’re doing better, and 
his business is slow but is not go­
ing bankrupt. Does tha t answer 
your questions?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. Ella was 
right—Cassie is incredibly over­
sensitive. “It was ju st an innocent 
question. I didn’t  mean anything 
by it.”

“No? Then I m ust be imagining 
things.” She slung her purse over 
her shoulder. “So you can tell ev­
eryone how paranoid I am. T hat 
should m ake you real popular 
here.”

That was obviously a stalking- 
out line—a fine one—but the of­
fice door opened ju s t as she 
reached the last syllable. Otto 
walked in and Cassie smiled.

“I was hoping I’d see you,” she 
said. “How are you?”

“All right,” he said, hugging her. 
“How are you, Cassie?”

“Better than  I would have 
thought possible a week ago,” she 
said. “I did the right thing, Otto. 
Jerry  and I saw a counselor yes­
terday, and she was wonderful. 
Let me give you her number. I bet 
Mona would try if you—”

“No,” Otto said. “I’m happy for 
you and Jerry, but it’s too late for 
Mona and me.”

“But it’s wrong,” Cassie pro­
tested. “It’s stupid. It started over 
nothing.”

She held out her hand; he 
squeezed it briefly. “It doesn’t  mat­
ter how it started. We can never 
feel the same way again. We know 
too much now, both of us.”

“But you didn’t  find out any­
thing really terrible,” Cassie said, 
her tone reasonable and plead­
ing. “Couldn’t  you learn to trust 
her again?”

He shrugged faintly—such a 
tiny shrug for such a big man. “It 
isn’t that. It’s tha t she knows I 
didn’t tru st her. She’ll never get 
over that. Some hurts go too deep 
to heal.”

Now this, I thought, is classic 
Intimacy Enhancement. But then 
the office door opened again, Ella 
and Amelia entered, and En­
hancement ended.

“Cassie!” Ella cried. “How are 
you? We’ve been so concerned.”
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“I’ll bet,” Cassie said, in a dis­
tinctly Distancing tone. Defiant­
ly, she turned her pockets inside 
out. “See? Ju s t a crumpled 
Kleenex—no stamps. And here— 
I’ll open this box. Oh, my—two 
paper clips, and they’re probably 
Party P lanners property. You 
caught me, Ella. Better discuss it 
with Amelia, so she can tell Mr. 
Roderick later.”

That was another stalking-out 
line, and this time she followed it 
up with an actual stalk. Ella 
sighed. “Maybe you’re right, 
Amelia,” she said, reaching for 
her lip gloss. “Maybe Cassie is 
having a nervous breakdown. I 
didn’t  want to believe it, but—oh, 
well. Did you work out the musi­
cal arrangements for the bachelor 
party tonight, Otto?”

He nodded, reached into a fold­
er he was carrying, and passed 
out hand-scrawled sheets of m u­
sic paper. “Ju s t the usual num ­
bers for your vocals. I added some 
new instrumentals for before you 
pop out of the cake. Leah can help 
with those.”

“I hope so,” I said, flipping 
through the sheets. “At least I 
recognize most of the titles. The 
last one’s a classic, of course, and 
‘Brilliant Disguise’ is one of my 
favorite Springsteen songs. I’ve 
never heard it played on bassoon, 
but I suppose it could work. And 
‘Take It on the Run’ is a great 
old REO Speedwagon song, and 
‘No Secrets’—that’s Carly Simon, 
isn’t  it? I don’t  know ‘Till I Hear 
It from You.’ Who sings that?”

“Gin Blossoms,” he said. “We’ll 
make sure you get time to prac­

tice. Right now, I better set up the 
tables.”

Amelia looked after him sadly. 
“He’s a musical genius,” she said. 
“No m atter w hat instrum ent you 
play, he can work it in. Once, we 
had a tem p who played harpsi­
chord, and he worked her into the 
John Philip Sousa Festival ban­
quet, no problem. B ut does his 
wife appreciate him? No. Appar­
ently, she’d ra ther sleep with tha t 
geek from h er office. Well, time to 
tenderize the  steaks for the bach­
elor party.”

Ella lingered. “You look pale,” 
she said. “Did you work up the 
courage to  ask your husband 
about taking birthday pictures? 
Was he angry?”

“Not a t  all,” I adm itted. “He 
even suggested I take photogra­
phy courses.”

“He implied you a ren ’t  good 
enough to take pictures a t chil­
dren’s pa rties  unless you take 
courses?” E lla  shook her head. “I 
guess he tried  to put you in your 
place. My—look a t the time. Al­
most 8:05. And Mr. Roderick still 
isn’t  in?”

“He was late yesterday, too,” I 
offered. “He told me to meet him 
at 8:00 but didn’t  show up until 
8:15.”

“He kept a new employee 
standing outside th a t long? He’s 
having a lot of trouble getting up 
and getting to work. I hope he 
isn’t—but I’d be tte r get to my 
flowers.”

Mr. Roderick didn’t  arrive until 
8:22—I made a note of the time, 
so I could tell Ella. I didn’t  actu­
ally smell the  alcohol on his
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breath, but he almost stumbled 
over a throw rug. Well, now even 
Ella couldn’t deny he’d been 
drinking again. He pu t me to 
work typing up plans for a silver 
anniversary dinner, and I had a 
quiet hour until a deliveryman 
arrived, carrying a huge vase of 
red roses. I looked a t  the card: 
“Mrs. Amelia Spogue, Party Plan­
ners.” Amelia will love these, I 
thought.

She didn’t. When I carried the 
flowers into the kitchen, her lips 
curled tightly inward. Ella, who 
was working on the bridal bou­
quet, shot a mournful glance at 
Otto.

“Let’s see the dam n card,” 
Amelia said. She ripped it from 
its holder, glanced at it, tore it to 
bits, dropped it in the garbage, 
and dumped the flowers in, too, 
vase and all.

“Amelia!” I cried. “How can you? 
They’re so lovely.”

“They’re from my ex-husband,” 
she said. “He’s still begging me to 
come back—as if I could ever for­
get the cruel things he said. Ap­
parently, he ran around telling 
everyone how flabby I am, how 
I’m so obese he thought I’d drop 
dead any minute.”

“You’re not obese,” I protested 
and it’s true. She’s big-boned, yes, 
but hasn’t got a spare pound on 
her. If  she’d stop wearing those 
baggy black outfits, sh e ’d look 
fine.

She shrugged. “I’ve lost a lot 
of weight. He made me so 
asham ed—every bite I take 
m akes me feel sick. Maybe he 
thinks he did me a favor. But I

used to get pleasure from eating, 
and now I hate it. I hate him even 
more.” As if to demonstrate her 
loathing, she grabbed a meat mal­
let and let loose on a sirloin, re­
ducing it to mush in moments.

“That one looks done,” I said, 
rushing over to rescue the rem ­
nants. “Maybe you should take a 
break, have a snack—no, never 
mind. I’ll make you a nice cup of 
tea.”

She didn’t  reply, just attacked 
another sirloin. As I watched 
helplessly, there was a knock on 
the kitchen door, and Rose and 
Clay walked in. Yesterday’s ten­
sions seemed forgotten; finally, 
they looked happy enough to live 
up to all these parties—arms cir­
cling each others’ waists, eyes 
shining, giggles erupting. I gazed 
at this charming image of young 
love and sighed. Oh, the sad gap 
between appearance and reality, 
I thought.

“Sorry to disturb you guys,” 
Clay said. “We just stopped by to 
drop off the—yikes, is th a t the 
bouquet? Is it bad luck if I see it 
before the wedding?”

“Not a t all,” Ella said, but 
looked alarmed as she threw a 
sheet of tissue paper over the 
brimming circlet of white roses. 
“You m ustn’t  worry about bad 
luck, Clay. Try to trust tha t ev­
erything will tu rn  out well, no 
m atter what you see.”

‘Yeah, sure,” he said, and dug 
into his jeans pocket. “We ju s t 
wanted to drop off the list of songs 
for the dinner-dance tomorrow. 
We finally got it together—”

“—after weeks of stormy nego­
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tiations,” Rose said, laughing. “I’m 
sorry to throw  this a t you so late, 
bu t my dad was so stubborn. He 
tried  to veto every th ing  post- 
S inatra.”

“He’s a g rea t guy,” Clay said, 
kissing h er cheek. “I love him , 
Rose—I really do.”

She looked a t  him  coyly. “Not 
yet, maybe, b u t you will. H e’ll 
never stop d riv ing  you crazy, 
though. He su re  as hell s till 
drives me crazy. It’s p a r t  of his 
charm.”

“It’s part of y o u r  charm .” Clay 
scooped h er up in h is  arm s, 
swinging h e r a round  as she 
shrieked in delight. Well, I 
thought. Maybe she is  attracted  
to him. It would be a sham e if her 
fu tu re husband  were th e  only 
m an on earth  she d o e sn ’t  find a t­
tractive.

“P u t me down, idiot,” Rose said. 
“Otto, we w ant to s ta rt th e  danc­
ing with ‘Love, Look a t th e  Two of 
Us.’ Do you know the words, Ella?”

“Oh, yes,” E lla said. “T he C ar­
penters song about lifelong love.” 
She lifted an  eyebrow to make 
sure I caught the  irony. I t was a 
poignant choice, since th is  m ar­
riage probably wouldn’t  last six 
months.

Otto gripped th e  list, no t seem­
ing able to take  his eyes off it. 
“T hat used to be my favorite 
song,” he said. “I played it  a t my 
own wedding reception.”

“How sweet,” Rose said, not re­
alizing she’d nudged th e  irony 
level up another th ree notches. 
“Clay, we have to get to Aunt 
Priscilla’s—sh e’ll be freaking 
out.”

“I’ll speed you there ,” he said  
solemnly, “on wings of love. A fter 
th a t, I ’ll speed  you to A u n t 
Dawn’s, and A unt Denise’s, and 
A unt K ay’s, and  A u n t C aro l’s. 
And tomorrow, righ t afte r th e  re ­
ception, I’ll speed you far from 
all aunts, and fly you to Paris for 
two solid weeks of ju s t  you and 
me.”

As soon as th ey  left, A m elia 
seized an o th e r sirlo in . “I don’t  
th ink  he’d be so lovey-dovey,” she 
said, swinging h e r mallet, “if he 
knew about th a t  p icture of h e r 
and Mr. Roderick. Is it still in your 
purse, Ella?”

E lla glanced a t  h e r purse , 
which sa t open on a  counter. “I 
guess. I m eant to throw it out, b u t 
I forgot. Well, I should go show 
the o ther pictures to Mr. R oder­
ick. O tto, rem em ber to  get th e  
fake cake—Amelia h as  to redeco­
ra te it  for the bachelor party.”

The day raced by. One m inute, 
I scrubbed potatoes while Amelia 
hung up on an o th er phone call 
from h e r ex-husband; th e  nex t 
m inute, I typed while Mr. Roder­
ick paced. And every tim e I could 
pry a mom ent free, I closeted m y­
self in  the  walk-in freezer, prac­
ticing the bassoon solo for “No Se­
crets.” M idway th ro u g h  th e  
afternoon, E lla tapped my shoul­
der, pulled me into the mom en­
tarily  em pty kitchen, and smiled 
regretfully.

“You’ve had  a fran tic  day, 
Leah,” she said , “b u t you’ll get 
some relief tonight. Mr. Roderick 
says you don’t  have to go to the 
rehearsal d inner a t th e  Endicott. 
You can stay  h e re  and  help
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Am elia w ith desserts for the 
bachelor party.”

Instantly , I knew w hat she 
m eant. “He didn’t  like my pic­
tures,” I said, feeling hollow and 
wretched. “He doesn’t  want me to 
tak e  the pictures for the re­
hearsal dinner.”

E lla shrugged. “Oh, well. He 
says he’ll ju s t snap a few him­
self.”

“He hated my pictures.” I 
slumped onto a stool, nearly fall­
ing over backwards—it’s not 
sm art to slump onto a stool. “You 
were wrong, Ella. I don’t have tal­
ent.”

“I  think you do,” she said. “But 
he asked how much film you’d 
used up, and I had  to tell the 
tru th . He commented on the ex­
pense—but he said he likes you, 
Leah.”

He hates me, I thought. And I 
h a te  him, and I th in k  he’s a 
drunken philistine who wouldn’t 
know a good photo if it  bit his 
nose. “Fine,” I said, staring at El­
la’s still-open purse. “Tell him I’d 
ra th e r help Amelia—or does he 
th ink  I’m a lousy cook, too?”

I felt uncomfortable around Mr. 
Roderick for the rest of the day— 
how could I not feel uncomfort­
able, now th a t I knew w hat vi­
cious things he’d said? It was a 
relief when he, Ella, and Otto left 
for the rehearsal dinner. Grimly, 
I held felt pieces for Amelia as 
she slapped them  on the fake 
cake—the background pieces 
were purple th is tim e, and the 
black silhouettes resembled the 
undulating figures in the title se­
quences of James Bond films. She

never spoke, and neither did I. I 
was burning inside. So, I assume, 
was she.

Around 9:00, we heard the van 
pull up. Ella ran in and plunked 
her purse on the counter. “That 
was tense,” she said. “Clay looked 
very upset, and Mr. Roderick kept 
me jumping so much I never got 
to eat—I haven’t  had a bite since 
lunch. He m ust have something 
on his mind. I hope Otto didn’t 
tell him about the picture. Once, 
I asked Mr. Roderick why he was 
so on edge, and hinted about a 
photo of him and Rose, and asked 
if Otto had said anything. He said 
no, but you should have seen his 
face. He—”

She broke off when Mr. Roder­
ick came in the kitchen, followed 
by Otto. “Good grief, ” Mr. Roder­
ick said, clasping and unclasping 
his hands. “Where are the pret­
zels? Where are the centerpieces? 
The bachelors will be here soon, 
and nothing’s ready.”

“Everything’s ready.” Amelia 
pointed to the brimming bowls 
and spangle-covered centerpieces. 
“If you guys could help me set 
them  out—”

Groaning, Mr. Roderick seized a 
bowl of pretzels. For the next half 
hour, we all raced in and out of 
the kitchen, grabbing things, 
straightening things, sometimes 
dropping things because Mr. Rod­
erick kept urging us to go faster, 
faster. Then the phone in the 
kitchen rang. He answered it, 
talked a few moments, and hung 
up with a moan.

“Damn!” he said. “Mrs. Carver’s 
on her way to the airport and says
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she must talk  to us about the 
songs for the anniversary dinner, 
now. She’ll be here in five min­
utes!”

“It’s okay.” Ella scurried to her 
purse, hastily reapplying her lip 
gloss. “Otto and I have the songs 
worked out. I’ll deal with Mrs. 
Carver and then get dressed.”

She hurried out, then hurried 
back ten minutes later. The pres­
sure seemed to be getting to her 
now, too. She looked flushed and 
out of breath and kept rubbing 
h e r eyes with her hand. She 
grabbed her purse. “Now we are 
short on time,” she said. “Leah, 
will you help me change? I’ve got 
to get into tha t cake.”

Glad to leave the kitchen, I fol­
lowed her to the storage room 
where the fake cake waited on its 
wheeled cart, where one comer 
was curtained off as a changing 
room. “Grab the four-inch silver 
heels,” Ella said, ducking behind 
the curtain. “And the silver biki­
ni, and the black lace slip, and 
the extra-dangly earrings. And— 
oh, I guess the black dress with 
silver fringes. Or the silver dress 
with black fringes. Which do you 
think?”

I peered a t the two alterna­
tives—they were both slinky and 
skimpy—that hung on either side 
of the choir robe Ella wore when 
she sang “My Heart Will Go On” 
at wedding ceremonies. “Black 
dress, silver fringes,” I said. “It’ll 
set off the shoes more.”

She agreed, I handed her 
things, and soon she emerged 
snugly sheathed in black silk and 
silver fringes, looking fetching but

still flushed, holding her make­
up pouch. “I’ll climb into the cake 
now,” she said, “and finish my 
m akeup in there. God, my stom­
ach hurts. I’d almost think—but 
th a t’s impossible. Give me a 
hand—I’m a little dizzy.”

Taking her arm, I steadied her 
as she climbed the stepladder 
next to the cake. “Are you sure 
you should do this?” I asked. “If 
you’re dizzy, being shut up in tha t 
cake for fifteen minutes or more 
won’t  be good for you—there can’t  
be much air in there.”

“I’ve done this a million times,” 
she said, lowering herself into the 
cake. “It’ll be fine. And the show 
m ust go on, right? What’s the last 
song you play before I pop out?”

I checked the list Otto had giv­
en me. “ ‘Heard It Through the 
Grapevine,’ ” I said.

“Okay,” she said, a little faintly. 
“Well, close me in.” She gave me a 
thumbs-up.

I closed the lid on the cake. A 
scene from Apollo 13 came to 
mind—NASA technicians shut­
ting the astronauts into the space 
capsule for their doomed flight. 
But th a t’s silly, I told myself im­
patiently. This is ju st a party.

Moments later, Otto hurried in­
to the storage area. “Is she 
ready?” he asked.

“She’s in there,” I said, and 
rapped softly on the lid. “Are you 
all right, Ella?”

H er voice came back faintly. 
“S’all right,” she said.

Otto wheeled her out, and I 
grabbed my bassoon. When we 
reached the banquet hall, bache­
lors and once-baehelors were
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ranged at their tables, demolish­
ing appetizers. A m ighty hoot 
went up when the men spotted 
the cake—they knew w hat was 
coming. I raced to the bandstand, 
joining an edgy Mr. Roderick on 
keyboards, a stoic Amelia on 
drums. Frantically, I tried to work 
up the spit to moisten my reeds.

Mr. Roderick, nodding slightly, 
gave me a Polaroid camera. “The 
best man wants humorous shots 
to use when he makes his toast at 
the reception,” he said. “Snap 
what you can, whenever anyone 
else has a solo—unless th a t’s too 
much of an imposition.”

After the mean things he’d said, 
I never expected him to hand me 
a camera again. “You w ant me to 
take pictures?” I said. “But I have 
no talent, and I waste film—”

“Film? Why should I care about 
film?” he asked impatiently. “I’ll 
ju st put it on their bill. And don’t 
go on and on about your talent, 
and don’t  expect me to, either. You 
shouldn’t need constant praise for 
everything you do.”

Otto leapt onto the bandstand, 
guitar in hand, and we blasted 
out the opening bars of “Brilliant 
Disguise.” Whenever I had a mo­
m ent free, I picked up the Pola­
roid. Plan, aim, focus, I kept tell­
ing myself, concentrating on the 
head table, where groom and ush­
ers were horsing around, jabbing 
each other and pointing a t the 
cake. Clay’s putting up a brave 
front, I thought—hiding his bro­
ken heart, showing his friends a 
good time.

We got through “Take It on the 
Run,” I was shrill but competent

in my “No Secrets” solo, and “Till 
I Hear It from You” went by with­
out disaster. Finally, soaring to 
the best of our ability, we thun­
dered out “Heard It Through the 
Grapevine.” Amelia went into a 
lusty drum roll, the bachelor 
hooting intensified, and we all 
looked expectantly a t the cake, 
waiting for the lid to pop up, for 
Ella to pop out.

Nothing popped. The cake 
stayed demurely shut. Confused, 
Amelia kept drumming, faster 
and more insistently. Still, no pop.

The bachelors stared and then, 
as one man, began pounding beer 
bottles on tables. “M grumph,” 
they chanted, inarticulately but 
rhythmically, thinking this was a 
tease.

“Poor Ella,” Mr. Roderick whis­
pered. “She’s worked so hard— 
she must have fallen asleep. Bet­
ter wake her up, Leah.”

Oy, was this awkward. Setting 
down my bassoon, I inched to­
ward the cake. Bachelors howled 
automatically a t the sight of a fe­
male in motion—hum iliating, 
since I know very well th a t after 
two babies my figure isn’t the sort 
to inspire honest howls. I reached 
the cake and rapped. “Ella?” I 
whispered. “Wake up, dear. It’s 
time to pop.”

She didn’t respond. Some­
thing’s wrong, I knew suddenly— 
horribly wrong. Amelia’s drum ­
ming started to falter. It’s bad, I 
thought, and flung up the lid on 
the cake.

Ella lay curled in a comer, eyes 
wide open, face completely white 
except for a wide sm ear of rasp­
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berry lip gloss. “Oh, God!” I cried. 
“Is there a doctor here?”

Already, Otto and Mr. Roderick 
had run over to join me, and a 
plump, short man was working 
his way up from a back table. He 
peered over the edge of the cake, 
took one look at Ella, and turned 
pale himself. “Drummer!” he bel­
lowed. “Call 911! And you, big- 
guy—get her out of there. Clear 
the head table!”

Mr. Roderick ripped the table­
cloth off, sending pretzels flying, 
while Otto lifted Ella from the 
cake and set her on the table. Oh, 
God, I thought, I can’t  see any 
sign she’s breathing. She’s dead 
already.

The doctor tried anyway, giving 
her mouth-to-mouth resuscita­
tion, pumping on her chest to try 
to sta rt her heart, checking again 
and again for a pulse that never 
came. The bachelors stood back, 
silent and aghast, and Amelia ran 
over.

“The ambulance is on its way.” 
She looked a t Ella in horror. “Is 
she—is she dead? What was it? 
H eart attack?”

“In a woman this young and 
fit?” the doctor said, still pump­
ing. “I don’t  think so. Did she have 
any medical problems—food al­
lergies, for example?”

“Ju s t to peanuts,” Mr. Roder­
ick said. “She’s—she was—vio­
lently allergic to peanuts. But she 
was very careful about it. We all 
were.”

“Then she probably kept epi­
nephrine handy,” the doctor said. 
“Where?”

“In her purse,” Amelia said, sob­

bing. “But I don’t  know—”
“It’s in her dressing area,” I said 

and ran to get it. Maybe, maybe 
an injection would miraculously 
bring her back.

It was too late. When I ran back 
with the  purse, the doctor 
dumped it out on the table—wal­
let, keys, calendar, pen—and 
found the  epinephrine kit. He 
tried, then  shook his head when 
she didn’t  respond. “I’m sorry,” he 
said, wiping off the lip gloss th a t 
had smeared on his cheek when 
he gave E lla  mouth-to-mouth. 
“She’s—w ait a minute.”

He looked a t his hand, rubbing 
a bit of lip gloss between thumb 
and forefinger. “This feels gritty,” 
he said, and smelled it, and ta s t­
ed it.

The param edics rushed in 
then, but the doctor held up his 
hand. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t  touch 
her. We can’t  do anything for her 
now anyway. Call the police.” 

“The police?” Mr. Roderick said, 
shrinking back. “But why—” 

“Because this woman may have 
been m urdered.” The doctor 
peered into the cake again. “There 
it is. The police will want to ex­
amine that.” He looked up a t us 
grimly. “I th ink  we should all sit 
down,” he said, “and keep quiet, 
and wait for the police.”

I don’t  remember much about 
the next hour—it was so sad and 
tense and awful, and there were 
so many police. Uniformed ones 
came first, then ones with cam­
eras and small plastic bags, then 
Detective Brock. He was ab­
sorbed, a t first, in talking to oth­
er officers, the doctor, Mr. Roder­
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ick—b ut th en  he spotted me, and  
did a  double take.

H e w alked over to  the  tab le  
w here I sa t clutching m y stack of 
b lu rry  Polaroids. “I’m surprised 
to see you here,” he said. “A noth­
e r tem p job gone sour, huh?”

T h a t w as a tad  insensitive, I 
though t. “I know i t ’s the th ird  
tim e,” I said, “and it  m ust seem 
like a coincidence. B u t I’ve had  
p lenty  of o ther tem p jobs in-be­
tw een. I’ve worked a t  plenty of 
places w here people weren’t  m ur­
dered.”

H e p a tted  my shoulder. “I ’m 
sure you have. And you were a 
good w itness in those other cases. 
After I finish up here, I’d like to 
ta lk  to you. How about I drive you 
home, beg a  cup of coffee, ask you 
a few questions? You can w ait in 
your office.”

“Fine.” I stuffed th e  Polaroids 
in to  my p u rse—I d id n ’t know 
w h a t else to  do with them —and 
cam e here  and  s ta r te d  th ese  
notes. I t’s been a long time—De­
tective Brock m ust be nearly fin ­
ished. Such a wretched night— I 
can’t  w ait to get home.

She unlocked her fron t 
door and led Detective 
Brock into th e  dimly lit 
living room, where Sam  
lay half-spraw led on the sofa. 

“Sam, I’m back,” she said, touching 
h is shoulder. “Detective Brock’s 
here, too. How are the girls?”

He sa t up  and rubbed his face. 
“Sorry—-guess I fell asleep. How 
a re  you, D etective? And Leah, 
how are  yo u  ? On the phone, you 
sounded so-—”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Really. 
W hat about the girls?”

“I’m su re  they’re asleep by 
now.” He stood up and stretched. 
“I haven’t  checked on them  since 
th e  last tim e you called. I’ll get 
th e  coffee.”

“And I’ll tak e  a peek a t  the 
girls,” Leah said. “Will you excuse 
me, Detective?”

She got the large flashlight that 
hung on a  hook by the kitchen 
door and stepped into the back 
yard , pu lling  her jacket tig h t 
ag a in st th e  breeze th a t  had 
picked up so much in the  las t 
hour. The ten t stood close to the 
house, snug and quiet. Shining 
h e r flashlight around, Leah spot­
ted two small figures in pajam as 
back near the  trees, both bend­
ing over, both in tent upon some 
task . Goodness, she thought. Still 
up? And w hat are they doing?

“Sarah!” she called “Rachel! 
W hy are you still up? W hat’s go­
ing on?”

They both snapped guiltily up­
right. “We’re ju s t—cleaning up,” 
Sarah  said, h e r voice faltering as 
her mother approached.

“Cleaning up?” Confused, Leah 
stared  a t th e  cloth th ings they 
were trying to hide behind their 
backs, a t the  bits of white fluff 
clutched in  th e ir  hands. “Are 
those feathers? Where did you get 
them ? And—oh, no. Not my 
grandm other’s goose feather pil­
lows!”

Rachel s ta red  a t the  ground. 
“We just w anted to have a pillow 
fight, and these are the softest 
pillows in the house. We didn’t  
th ink  they’d bust open. We’re sor­
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ry, Mom. We’ll fix it. We’ll pick all 
the feathers up.”

“How?” Almost ready to cry, 
Leah took the hand-embroidered 
pillowcase from her daughter’s 
hand and looked at the  pitiful 
mess of damp, muddy feathers 
Rachel had collected. “In this 
wind, those feathers will have 
scattered all over the neighbor­
hood, maybe farther. You can’t 
even know where they ended 
up—there’s no way you can get 
them  all back. Some kinds of 
damage can’t  be undone.”

“But we never meant to do any 
damage,” Sarah said, starting to 
sob. “It was ju st a game. We nev­
er meant to hurt anyone.”

“Well, you have hurt someone,” 
Leah said. “You’ve hurt me, very 
much. You knew those pillows 
were the only things I have to re­
member Great-Grandma by. Now 
you’ve ruined them, and there’s 
no way to make it right again. I’m 
very, very upset. Go to your 
rooms, right now. Your father and 
I will decide on a punishment to­
morrow.”

The girls scurried inside, and 
Leah took a moment to shine her 
flashlight around the yard, to sigh 
at the feathers lodged in the trees’ 
upper branches, or still whipping 
past in the wind. Lowering her 
flashlight, she saw something 
else and almost shrieked before 
recognizing Sam’s sculpture. The 
snake m ust be done—Sam must 
have put it in the garden to test 
its effectiveness as a scarecrow. 
Well, judging by the fright it had 
given her, it was damn effective. 
In this light, the rough gray stone

looked m enacing as scales, the 
eyes were merciless, and the 
fangs! It didn’t  take much imagi­
nation to picture venom dripping 
from them , poisoning all it 
touched. It was frightening—and 
more than frightening. For some 
reason, Leah found the image 
deeply troubling. Shuddering, she 
shone her light away from it and 
walked back into the house.

Sam was waiting. “I’m sorry,” 
he said. “Sarah told me what hap­
pened. I didn’t  know they’d taken 
the pillows. I should have 
watched them  more closely.”

“You shouldn’t  have to watch 
them th a t closely. They knew it 
was wrong, and they did it any­
way.” Gently, she laid the  two 
limp, dam p pillowcases on the  
kitchen table. “Let’s talk  to De­
tective Brock and put this whole 
miserable night behind us.” 

Detective Brock was hanging 
up the phone as they walked into 
the living room. “It was murder,” 
he said. “Definitely. The lab test­
ed the lip gloss in the ja r  in the 
cake, and the traces of lip gloss on 
the victim ’s face, and found 
ground-up peanut in both.”

“It doesn’t  make sense,” Sam 
said. “I know she was allergic, bu t 
how much ground-up peanu t 
could you pu t in a tiny jar? How 
much could she have absorbed?” 

“It wouldn’t  take much,” Leah 
said. “I’ve read about this. Don’t  
you remember the notice we got 
from Sarah’s school last year, say­
ing the kids can’t pack peanut 
butter sandwiches for lunch any 
more? Even the smell can make 
severely allergic people sick—
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th a t’s why some a irlines have 
stopped serving peanuts. Once, a 
teenager died after eating  pie 
baked in a pan th a t hadn’t been 
cleaned well enough after being 
used to bake something contain­
ing peanuts. If you’re allergic 
enough, even a tiny bit can kill 
you.”

“That’s right,” Detective Brock 
said. “Even a trace am ount can 
set off a  reaction called ana—wait 
a minute.” He checked his note­
book. “Anaphylaxis. Early symp­
toms include itchy eyes, being 
flushed and out of breath, dizzi­
ness, stomach pains—”

“My God,” Leah said. “Ella 
showed all those symptoms. She’d 
been talk ing  to a client—good 
heavens, th a t’s right. We were all 
getting ready for the  bachelor 
party, running back and forth 
from the kitchen to the banquet 
hall. Around nine thirty, the client 
called, and Ella freshened her lip 
gloss before meeting her. When 
Ella came back, she looked 
flushed, and she was breathing 
unevenly and rubbing her eyes. 
Later, ju s t before she got into the 
cake, she said she felt dizzy and 
her stomach hurt. And she took 
her m akeup case w ith her into 
the cake and said she was going 
to freshen up again.”

“I knew you’d be a good wit­
ness.” Brock jotted it down. “So 
she got her first dose of poison lip 
gloss around nine thirty, a second 
in the cake. The second one killed 
her—no wonder, in th a t closed-in 
space. Even the sm ell would 
make her sick in there.”

“And if she tried  to call for

help,” Leah said, rubbing her fore­
head, “we wouldn’t have heard 
her—not with our stupid band 
playing so loudly and the bache­
lors yelling. And she took the stuff 
on an empty stomach, too—she 
said she hadn’t had a bite since 
lunch. And she—oh, Detective! I 
think she started to say it felt like 
she was having an allergic reac­
tion. But she cut herself off and 
said ‘that’s impossible,’ probably 
because she hadn’t eaten in so 
long that she figured it couldn’t 
be anaphylaxis.”

“Good information,” Brock said. 
“Next questions: Who could have 
poisoned her lip gloss, and when? 
She kept the lip gloss in a pouch 
in her purse, right?”

“Right,” Leah said. “But she 
didn’t watch her purse closely—it 
was sitting open on a kitchen 
counter most of the day and again 
th a t evening. And with us all 
rushing in and out of the kitchen, 
I suppose any of us could have 
grabbed the  lip gloss a t some 
point, poisoned it, and put it back. 
That makes us all suspects, does­
n ’t  it?”

He shrugged. “Technically. Any 
other suspects? Could someone 
have planted the peanut-dust 
earlier in the day?”

“Not much earlier,” Leah said, 
considering. “Ella reapplied her 
lip gloss frequently—it was a hab­
it, almost compulsive. And she 
seemed fine when she got back 
from the rehearsal dinner—I 
don’t think she’d ingested any­
thing before then. But I don’t  re­
member h e r reapplying her lip 
gloss until her meeting with the
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client. So I suppose someone 
could have tampered with it ju st 
before she left the Endicott 

“So everyone at the rehearsal 
dinner is a suspect, too.” Brock 
nodded. “That settles it. The fam­
ilies decided to go ahead with the 
wedding—bad taste, if you ask 
me, but no one ever does—but 
since one of them could be the 
murderer, I’m not letting anyone 
in the wedding party leave town 
until we get this thing settled.” 

“Not even the bride and 
groom?” Leah said, shocked. “But 
they have tickets to Paris—and 
Ella said they got them at a spe­
cial price. If  they don’t  use the 
tickets tomorrow, they lose them. 
Besides, what motive could they 
have?”

Brock raised an eyebrow wise­
ly. “I talked to the folks at Party 
Planners. They say Rose and Clay 
put on an act in public because 
they want the wedding to go off 
smoothly, but really she’s a slut 
and he’s jealous, plus they fight 
about how cheap her father is. 
And someone hinted Ella knew 
something real explosive about 
Rose, something that could make 
a public stink. I figure Ella was 
blackmailing one of them—” 

“Blackmailing?” Leah nearly 
dropped her coffee cup. “Oh no, 
Detective. Ella would never 
blackmail anyone. She was so 
open, so concerned about every­
one, so willing to share, so adept 
a t Intimacy Enhancement, such a 
natural Reverse Distancer—” 

“Hey, that sounds like your sort 
of lingo,” Brock cut in. “You work­
ing on another book, Mrs.

Abrams? I know that’s the main 
reason you take these tem p 
jobs—so you can gather data  for 
your books on workplace commu­
nication. W hat happened to tha t 
last book, the one on Impactful 
Hierarchies? Was it a big seller?”

“Actually, I didn’t  find a pub­
lisher for tha t one, either,” Leah 
confessed. “It’s not surprising, giv­
en all the corporate takeovers in 
the publishing business—a criti­
cal examination of workplace hi­
erarchies might seem too painful 
a probing of a tender subject. I’m 
working on a new book now—A  
Hermeneutics o f Workplace Com­
munication: Optimal Cohort Ac­
tualization Through Strategic In ­
timacy Enhancement and Reverse. 
Distancing Behaviors. That’s ju st 
a tentative title, of course.”

“B ut a damn catchy one,” Brock 
said. “W hat’s the theory th is 
time?”

“It’s rather complex,” she said. 
“But in a nutshell—sorry, inap­
propriate  metaphor, consider­
ing—I posit that co-workers form 
m axim ally functional cohorts 
when they reverse pre-existing 
distances by risking intimacy. See 
w hat I mean?”

“Sure,” Brock said easily. “You 
mean people work together better 
if they open up more. Well, you 
could be right. Of course, judging 
from what I’ve seen at the s ta ­
tion, when people get too open, 
they end up saying nasty things 
about each other, and before you 
know it everybody hates every­
body else, sometimes w ithout 
knowing why. But I’m ju s t  a 
dumb cop—you’re the one w ith a
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Ph.D, Well, I’ve kept you folks up 
long enough. Thanks for the cof­
fee, Mr. Abrams. A nd Mrs. 
Abram s—see you a t the wed­
ding.”

The wedding. Leah couldn’t 
blam e the families for going 
through with it—so m uch had 
been planned, so much spent— 
but she dreaded witnessing that 
ceremony. It would be so mean­
ingless, since Rose and Clay did­
n ’t  love each other. And it would 
seem so wrong, since E lla would­
n’t  be there.

She lay awake for a long time 
next to Sam, thinking about all 
th a t had happened, grieving for 
Ella, feeling guilty whenever she 
caught herself grieving for her 
pillows as well—such a trivial 
loss, compared to the loss of a hu­
m an life. And when she fell 
asleep, sleep brought a  chilling 
dream . It started  innocently— 
Bruce Springsteen pulling a little 
red wagon through a  garden, 
plucking gin blossoms to make a 
bouquet for Carly Simon. Then 
came an ominous rustling in the 
grapevines, and an immense gray 
snake emerged amid flashes of 
white light, tail swathed in rolls of 
film, fangs dripping venom, 
m outh stuffed with feathers. 
Then it spit out the feathers, and 
they swirled upwards furiously 
in the  wind, forming a  tw ister 
th a t swept away the wagon, the 
garden, everything.

She woke up screaming to find 
Sam ’s arm s already strong 
around her. “It’s all right, Leah,” 
he said. “It was just a nightmare. 
You’re fine.”

“No, I’m not,” she sobbed. “I 
haven’t  been fine at all. I’ve been 
ju s t awful. And—oh, Sam! Can 
we get up? Can we have coffee? I 
need to talk to you.”

Sam glanced at the alarm clock. 
“Coffee at four in the morning. 
Sure. Why not? If you need to 
talk, that’s what we’ll do.”

So fair, so sensible—how could 
she have found that irritating? It 
was ju st sweet, ju st good. She 
pulled on her bathrobe and joined 
him at the kitchen table as he 
handed her a mug. “Now,” he said, 
“do you want to tell me about 
your dream?”

“It was a dream based on a sto­
ry,” she said, “and I bet you know 
the story. It’s Hasidic, I think. A 
woman is reprimanded for being 
a gossip, so she goes to the rabbi.” 

“Sure, I know that one,” Sam 
said, handing her the sugar. “On­
ly the way I heard it, the person 
who goes to see the rabbi is a 
man.”

“Well, there m ust be a thou­
sand versions. And it doesn’t  m at­
ter—both men and women can be 
gossips. In the version I know, the 
woman asks the rabbi how to 
atone, and he tells her to take a 
pillow out on a windy day, cut it 
open, and scatter the feathers.” 

“Right,” Sam said, sitting for­
ward. “And then the rabbi tells 
her—or him—to gather up all the 
feathers again, and the gossip 
says, ‘How can I? There were so 
many, and they’ve scattered in all 
directions—I don’t  even know 
where they’ve all landed.’ It’s like 
the girls ruining your grandmoth­
er’s goosefeather pillows, isn’t  it?”
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“Yes—th a t m ust be what 
brought the story to mind. And 
the rabbi says, ‘That’s what gos­
sip is like. You tell evil stories 
about people, and you can’t know 
how far they’ll spread, or how 
much h u rt they’ll cause. And 
once you’ve spread those stories, 
you can never call them back. 
Some kinds of damage can’t be 
undone.’ I said practically the 
same thing to the girls tonight— 
I didn’t  realize how important it 
was then, but I do now. Ella was 
a gossip—a chronic, compulsive 
gossip. She probably didn’t  mean 
to hu rt anyone—the girls didn’t 
mean to hu rt anyone when they 
took the pillows outside. It was 
ju s t a game to them, and maybe 
gossip was ju st a game to Ella— 
or maybe she’d convinced herself 
she was helping people, telling 
them  things they had a right to 
know. B ut she h u rt them, ir­
reparably, with her gossip. And 
I’ve been a gossip, too.”

Sam took her hand. “No, Leah. 
You’re no gossip. You wouldn’t—” 

“I would—I did, and I have to 
take responsibility for the stories 
I spread. Ella thought Mr. Roder­
ick’s an alcoholic, and I fueled her 
gossip by telling her that he was 
late for work two days in a row, 
th a t he almost stumbled—”

“But th a t was true,” Sam ob­
jected. “Wasn’t it?”

“I was still wrong to say it. 
There’s a Hebrew phrase—lashon 
hara, evil tongue—that applies 
specifically to saying things that 
are true but unkind. Even true 
things can easily be misunder­
stood because we’re all too eager

to think ill of each other. Chances 
are, Mr. Roderick isn’t  a drunk— 
chances are, he’s ju s t disorga­
nized and clumsy. Even if he is a 
drunk, will it help him to have 
his employees gossip about him? 
Or will th a t ju st make his prob­
lems worse? There’s no telling 
how much damage an unkind sto­
ry, true or not, m ight do. So we 
should keep our uncharitable 
thoughts to ourselves ”

“And you do,” Sam  insisted. 
“I’ve never heard you say an un­
charitable thing—”

“You didn’t  hear the things I 
said to Ella.” Leah covered her 
eyes with her hand. “I even said 
uncharitable things about you, 
Sam, about my stupid pictures, 
and—oh, I feel so ashamed. I can’t 
ju st blame Ella. She drew it out, 
yes—she seemed to have that ef­
fect on everyone. She was like the 
snake in the garden of Eden.” 

“T hat’s righ t,” he said. “The 
rabbis say the  snake’s the one 
creature who can’t  be forgiven be­
cause it slandered God. The 
snake’s a symbol of gossip—it 
spouts venom, it spreads poison. 
Did my sculpture make you think 
about that? Wow.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s a coinci­
dence. So was the pillow fight, 
and Detective Brock thinks it’s a 
coincidence th a t  I keep taking 
temp jobs a t  places where people 
get killed. But life’s full of coinci­
dences—if the snake and the pil­
lows hadn’t  made me see the mo­
tive, something else would have. 
Party P lanners is riddled with 
m isery caused by gossip. Take 
Amelia—she used to be heavy,
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and she heard her husband criti­
cized her. So she divorced him, 
and now she starves herself, and 
feels ashamed when she eats, and 
throws out his flowers. Probably, 
there was some tru th  to what she 
heard . Probably, he r husband 
loved her so much tha t he worried 
about her health and told Ella he 
wished she’d lose weight. And El­
la told Amelia the tru th , basical­
ly, but made it sound ugly. Her 
gossip killed Amelia’s marriage— 
and Otto’s, and Mr. Roderick’s. 
She was poisoning our marriage, 
too, Sam, and Rose and Clay’s, be­
fore it even got started.”

“So one of her victims poisoned 
her.” Sam started to take a sip of 
coffee, then pushed his mug away, 
as if put off by all this talk  of poi­
son. “Well, if the m urderer was 
looking for a  symbolic way to kill 
a gossip, I guess he—or she— 
found it. Ella’s lips spread poison; 
someone killed her by poisoning 
her lips. But if you’re right, if she 
h u rt so many people, which one 
struck back?”

“I think I know,” she said slow­
ly. “There were other things in my 
dream, too, things I haven’t told 
you about. The only problem is, I 
don’t  have a bit of real evidence.”

“So w hat do you plan to do?” 
Sam asked.

Leah glanced a t the clock on 
the  kitchen stove. “Well, the wed­
ding isn’t  until five, and I don’t 
have to be a t work until ten. So, 
right now, I plan to go back to bed. 
And then I plan to get up at eight 
and s ta r t  m aking phone calls. 
And the first person I’ll call is 
Cassie, the secretary I’m replac­

ing. I want to ask her why she 
quit.”

W ed n esd a y , J u n e  17
This shouldn’t have been a busy 

day. Since the reception’s at the 
Endicott, we had no cooking to do. 
We had to rehearse songs for the 
reception, though, and deal, some­
how, with the flowers. Ella had 
finished the bouquets and bou­
tonnieres, but we still had to do 
the centerpieces for the reception, 
and make corsages for a slew of 
mothers and aunts, and decorate 
the church. We all toiled grimly 
in the silent kitchen, struggling 
to twist stems and harmonize 
blossoms. When we finished, we 
stared hopelessly a t the arrange­
ments tha t now looked random 
and lumpy, at the miserable heap 
of crammed-together corsages. It 
was like surveying a ruined gar­
den. Mr, Roderick sighed.

“Oh, well,” he said. “Extraordi­
nary circumstances, and so on— 
I hope the families understand. 
Grab the tub of lilies, Amelia. 
Time to go to church.”

Once there, we plastered swift­
ly wilting lilies onto pews and 
propped against the altar a lop­
sided glump of white roses that 
did no justice whatsoever to the 
magnificent vision Ella had 
sketched. When Rose arrived, I 
couldn’t  blame her for looking dis­
mayed.

“Oh, my,” she said, and rallied 
tactfully. “Well, it’s very—white, 
isn’t  it?”

“Ella was our florist,” I remind­
ed her. “We did the best we could. 
I’m  sorry.”
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She smiled graciously. “Hey, no 
big deal. Ju s t flowers, right? It’s 
cool.”

So she was a nice girl, after all. 
I burned with shame, thinking of 
the unkind things I’d said and 
thought and hinted, and of what 
I was about to do to her wedding. 
But none of it could be helped— 
not the past, not the future. I had 
to go through with it.

Thank goodness Mr. Roderick 
had hired professional photogra­
phers for the wedding—and hired 
them long before Cassie quit, as 
he was careful to tell me, so their 
presence was no reflection on my 
abilities. I nodded, realizing only 
now that Ella must have stirred 
up bad feelings between us by 
hinting to me tha t he’d been up­
set about the film I’d wasted, 
hinting to him th a t I’d wanted 
more praise. Those things she’d 
told us about each other had 
doubtlessly been half true, half 
untrue, wholly hurtful.

Detective Brock was the first 
guest to arrive, notebook in hand, 
watchful smile in place. I sat in 
the back pew assigned to Party 
Planners, between Amelia and 
Otto. Mr. Roderick sat a t the or­
gan, whispering advice to the con­
tralto  he’d hastily  recruited to 
sing “My H eart Will Go On.” It 
felt wrong to see her there in El­
la’s robe. You were a flawed hu­
man being, Ella, I thought, as Mr. 
Roderick plunged into the open­
ing chords of the march from Lo­
hengrin, but you were a human 
being all the same. You deserve 
justice.

The minister ambled out, Clay

and his best m an stepped into 
place, and the flower girl started  
down the aisle, followed by pink- 
clad bridesmaids, rose-hued m a­
tron of honor, white-enveloped 
bride on the arm of proudly tuxe- 
doed father. It was so grand, so 
solemnly joyous—Rose’s eyes 
seemed so pure as she took Clay’s 
hand, and his smile faltered so 
little—that I almost lost courage. 
But no. This had to be done.

I listened to the minister’s gent­
ly encouraging words, watched 
parents wipe away happy tears, 
saw bride and groom gaze a t each 
other with newly-awakened won­
der. And I waited. This is straight 
out of Jane Eyre, I thought, and 
I’ve got to be Mr. Briggs—about 
the last role I’d ever want to play. 
But I had no choice.

And we had, a t last, reached 
the climax. The minister glanced 
at his book, shrugged in a half- 
em barrassed way, and asked if  
anyone knew of any reason why 
this m arriage should not go for­
ward. And I swallowed hard, and 
stood, and spoke.

Thank goodness for Jane  
Eyre—I could never have found 
the words on my own. “This m ar­
riage cannot go on,” I said. “I de­
clare the existence of an impedi­
ment.”

The m inister blinked, polished 
his glasses on his robe, and 
blinked again. “This is hardly the 
time—I mean, it’s p art of the cer­
emony, I have to say it, but real­
ly, w hatever you have to say, 
wouldn’t  it be better to say it pri­
vately, when—”

“This is the only time to say it.”
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I was surprised at how loud my 
voice sounded, a t how hard ev­
eryone was staring, a t how close 
to fainting Mr. Roderick looked. 
“Rose cannot tie her future to this 
man. He is the cold-blooded mur­
derer of Ella Godin.”

The gasp was collective, and 
thunderous. Rose stared at Clay 
in confusion, then tried to clasp 
his hand more tightly. He took a 
step back from her.

“T hat’s ridiculous,” he said. “I 
barely knew Ella. Why would I 
m urder her?”

“Because she knew too much 
about you,” I said, “and much too 
much about Rose. She knew Rose 
was a compulsive flirt, and was 
coming on to other m en just two 
days ago. Ella had proof—a pic­
ture of Rose with her hand on Mr. 
Roderick’s behind.”

More gasps from the congrega­
tion, a  deep groan from Mr. Rod­
erick, a still deeper groan from 
the organ as he half-collapsed on­
to the keyboard. Rose blushed as 
deeply as he r name. “I know 
about that picture—people were 
whispering about it  a t  the re­
hearsal. It’s nothing. My father 
gave Mr. Roderick a ten-dollar tip 
a t the luncheon, and I thought 
tha t wasn’t enough—sorry, Dad, 
but Clay’s right, you are cheap— 
so I slipped a fifty into Mr. Rod­
erick’s back pocket when no one 
was looking. That’s all your cam­
era caught.”

That much, I’d figured out— 
that brought the tip to sixty dol­
lars, and tha t’s why Mr. Roderick 
gave me twelve dollars as my one- 
fifth share, not two. I looked at

Rose sadly. “But Clay didn’t  know 
you were just giving Mr. Roderick 
a tip—even if you told him, he 
probably couldn’t believe it fully. 
And could he make other people 
believe it, or make you forgive 
him for doubting you? That’s how 
gossip works—it destroys trust, 
and creates hurts too deep to 
heal. Clay knew Ella was the 
source of the gossip, knew he had 
to destroy the picture before it 
hurt your love and tru st and rep­
utation still more. I’m sure he 
knew Ella had the picture in her 
purse—she constantly reminded 
people she’d put it there, con­
stantly left her purse unguarded, 
almost as if she hoped someone 
would steal the picture and show 
it around. And Clay did steal it, at 
the rehearsal dinner—and while 
he was at it, he mixed ground-up 
peanuts into Ella’s lip gloss, so 
tha t she’d die of an allergic reac­
tion, and the gossip would be si­
lenced forever.”

Clay stared at the floor. “I nev­
er stole that picture,” he said, his 
voice flat.

“Someone did,” I said. “The doc­
tor emptied Ella’s purse onto the 
table, looking for her epinephrine. 
Her wallet fell out, and her keys 
and calendar and pen. No nine- 
by-twelve glossy of Rose with her 
hand on Mr. Roderick’s behind. 
What happened to it?”

Clay tried to shrug. “Someone 
else took it, I guess.”

“But you were the one with a 
reason to take it,” I insisted. “Be­
sides, there’s another picture.” I 
dug into my purse, took out a Po­
laroid I’d snapped last night, and
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held it up. “There you are a t the 
bachelor party, making an ob­
scene gesture a t the fake cake. 
You knew Ella was inside th a t 
cake, you knew she was probably 
already dead from the poison 
you’d planted, and you made that 
obscene gesture to signal your tri­
umph.”

Furiously, Clay strode down the 
aisle and snatched the Polaroid. 
“This picture’s a blur,” he said. 
“You can’t even be sure it’s me— 
all right, it is me, but I’m not mak­
ing an obscene gesture. I was ju st 
goofing around with my friends. 
We thought Ella was going to pop 
out of the cake any second, and I 
was giving her a thumbs-up.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t  
look like a thumb to me,” I said.

That’s when Detective Brock 
walked over, seized the Polaroid, 
and squinted. “I can’t tell if th a t’s 
a thum b or not,” he said. “Boy, 
Mrs. Abrams, you can’t focus 
worth a damn, but it’s evidence. 
Clay Lawrence, I’m taking you in 
for questioning, right now. Rose 
Leonard, I’m sorry your wedding 
was spoiled, but you really ought 
to ask yourself if you’re ready for 
marriage, if you’re still fondling 
other men and—”

It was terribly unfair that De­
tective Brock was the one to get 
punched, after I’d started all the 
trouble. But he did get punched, 
so hard he was sent sprawling 
across the highly polished floor, 
and smacked his head against the 
opposite pew. Otto loomed over 
him, massaging his hand against 
the sting of contact with the de­
tective’s nose.

“T hat’s enough,” Otto said. “I 
don’t  know if th is is a trap  or 
not—it’s so damn flimsy, it sure 
feels like one—but I don’t  care. I 
can’t  let you people keep saying 
these things. If you do, no m atter 
what happens later, some people 
will always suspect Rose is a slut, 
and Clay’s a murderer. Well, I 
don’t  th in k  she’s a slut, and I 
know he’s not a murderer. I killed 
Ella. I poisoned her lip gloss, and 
I stole the picture and destroyed 
it, because I couldn’t  let her do to 
Rose and Clay what she’d done 
to me and my wife, and Mr. Rod­
erick and his wife, and Amelia 
and her husband, and Cassie and 
her husband—and you and your 
husband, Leah, whether you 
knew it or not.”

“Don’t say anything more, son.” 
Brock struggled to his feet, wip­
ing blood from his nose with a 
wilted lily. “You’ve got rights, and 
I’ve got to tell you about them.”

Otto nodded slowly. “I’ll listen to 
what you have to say about my 
rights. J u s t  stop saying things 
about Rose and Clay. We’ve heard 
too much of that poison already.”

“So, you figured out Ella was 
the big gossip at Party Planners.” 
Detective Brock settled on the 
couch, sipping the tea and honey 
Sam judged most soothing to a 
quarter-crushed nose. “And some­
one killed her to shut her up. How 
did you know it was Otto?”

“From th e  way he communi­
cated,” Leah said, restitching the 
seam on one of her pillowcases. 
She’d handwashed it, she’d locat­
ed a goose feather supplier—but
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the pillows would never be the  
same. “Not the things he said, but 
the way he communicated 
through music, and the things he 
didn’t  say. Ella gossiped con­
stantly, and so did Amelia and 
Mr. Roderick—half their sen­
tences began with ‘evidently’ or 
‘apparently,’ so they m ust’ve been 
repeating  nasty  things they’d 
heard  second-hand. Otto never 
did that.”

“So you figured he hates gos­
sip,” Brock said. “And the person 
who spread it.”

“Yes, and then my dream  
brought everything together. It 
was full of musical figures and 
images—Bruce Springsteen, Gar­
iy Simon, a speedwagon, gin blos­
soms, grapevines—and th a t  
made me think of the instrum en­
tals Otto picked for the bachelor 
party. All the songs were about 
suspicion, about gossip, about 
knowing too much to be happy 
with one’s love. I realized Otto 
picked those songs because he 
was obsessed with those themes. 
No wonder—Ella destroyed his 
m arriage by making him doubt 
his wife.”

Sam  shook his head. “So Otto 
d idn’t  ta lk  much, b u t he ex­
pressed his feelings through the 
songs he picked. I’m amazed you 
saw that.”

“I’m embarrassed I didn’t  see 
it sooner,” Leah said. “I went to 
P arty  P lanners to study work­
place communication, but I paid 
insufficient attention to Nonar- 
ticulate Signifiers and Subcogni- 
tive Verbal Substitutions.” Al­
ready, she was working on the

title for the next book. “Rose and 
Clay picked a song, too, for their 
reception—Otto’s favorite song, 
one he’d played at his own wed­
ding. I think th a t made him real­
ize Ella was poisoning their m ar­
riage, just as she’d poisoned his. I 
th ink  tha t’s when he snapped, 
when he decided he had to kill 
her. To make sure, I called the 
secretary, Cassie, this morning 
and asked her to tell me more 
about Otto and Ella.”

Sam winced. ‘You asked her 
about office gossip? That’s ironic, 
considering.”

“I know,” she said. “The Talmud 
says that saying bad things is jus­
tified only if it prevents terrible 
suffering and injustice—I hope 
this situation fit that description.”

“I’ll say it did,” Brock put in. 
Y ou got a murderer arrested and 
cleared innocent people of suspi­
cion. If you hadn’t, we might’ve 
sent the wrong person to prison.”

“That’s what I keep telling my­
self” Leah said. “And Cassie did 
confirm my suspicions. She said 
Mr. Roderick and his wife had 
been happily m arried for over 
twenty years, but Mrs. Roderick 
made the mistake of confiding in 
Ella, saying she worried the bus­
iness was hard on her husband 
because there’s so much last- 
minute hustle, and he has deli­
cate nerves and feels the strain 
acutely. Well, Ella told him what 
she said but made it sound like 
an attack, and he felt hurt and re­
taliated by saying things about 
his mother-in-law—things he’d 
held back for decades—and Ella 
told Mrs. Roderick, and before
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you knew it they’d both said cru­
el things to each other, things nei­
ther of them could forgive.”

“I know how that goes,” Brock 
said, sighing. “I’ve seen it a hun­
dred times. Was it pretty much 
the same with Otto and his wife?” 

“Pretty much. Ella saw his wife 
Mona a t a bar with a friend from 
her office. It was just an innocent 
drink, Cassie said—Mona was 
upset about work and needed to 
talk to someone who understood 
her frustrations with the software 
she was designing—but Ella 
made Otto think Mona was hav­
ing an affair. He confronted 
Mona, and she got mad and said 
he was incapable of grasping the 
complexities of her job. So he de­
cided she thought he was stupid, 
and—well, th a t was the end of 
that marriage.”

“A real shame,” Brock said. “You 
already told us how Ella soured 
Amelia’s marriage. Ella also gos­
siped about Cassie, right? That’s 
why Cassie quit?”

“Yes, but before she did, she told 
Otto ju st what she thought of El­
la. She said she was trying to save 
his marriage. I’m sure she was— 
but she also made him hate Ella. 
That poison did its work, too. It 
helped make him decide to com­
mit murder.”

“I guess.” Brock rubbed his chin 
doubtfully. “I mean, I know Otto 
did it—he signed the confession, 
gave us all the details—but it’s 
hard to believe gossip was the on­
ly motive. That hardly seems like 
a reason to kill a person. Hell, 
everybody gossips some.”

“True,” Leah said. “The rabbis

say it’s one of the hardest sins to 
avoid. But they still say it’s one of 
the worst sins—right up there 
with m urder and idolatry and in­
cest. T ha t seems extrem e, but 
maybe not, considering the dam­
age gossip can do.”

“It did plenty of damage a t Par­
ty P lanners.” Sam refilled the 
teacups. “All those m arriages 
ruined, all th a t misery and dis­
trust, and finally a murder. I’m 
glad you stopped it before it 
ruined Rose and Clay’s marriage, 
too.”

“I’m glad they agreed to play 
along,” Leah said. “I never would 
have said those things a t their 
wedding otherwise. But when I 
called them  this morning, they 
agreed th a t catching a m urderer 
was more im portant than having 
a wedding go smoothly.”

“And they didn’t  want to lose 
their tickets to Paris,” Brock re­
minded her. “If we hadn’t  had this 
case locked up, no way would I 
have let them  on that plane. They 
played their parts well. I th ink I 
carried my lines off good, too, and 
you—you were great. I’m sorry 
Mr. Roderick fired you.”

“I can’t  blame him,” Leah said, 
grimacing, “after I made such a 
scene at the wedding and left him 
without a guitarist for the recep­
tion.”

“Yeah, he ended up with a sor­
ry excuse for a band,” Brock said. 
“I stopped by the Endicott, and it 
was ju s t  him  on keyboards, 
Amelia on drum s—no guitar, no 
vocals, no bassoon. People were 
dancing up a storm, though. It’s 
funny how fast some folks bounce
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back after a shock. B ut not Mr, 
Roderick—he says he’s shutting 
down Party Planners. He says he 
feels like the business is cursed— 
like the building is cursed.”

“No wonder it gives him the 
creeps,” Sam said, “considering 
what went on there when it was 
B rabantino’s House of Pasta. 
Those stories about grinding up 
roadkill—*”

Brock set his teacup down, 
“Those stories,” he said, “were just 
stories.”

Leah stared a t him. “That can’t 
be. Everybody said Brabantino 
put roadkill in the meatballs. I 
saw reports on TV, and—”

“—and there was never a  bit of 
proof to back up any of it,” Brock 
said. “I worked th a t case. A cus­
tom er saw someone toss some­
thing th a t looked like a  squirrel 
skin in a  trashcan outside the res­
tauran t. He assumed the worst 
and ran  to us—and also to the TV 
stations. Well, by the tim e we fig­
ured out it’d ju s t been a waiter 
throwing away an old fur hat, the 
stories had spread so far and 
grown so much there was no stop­
ping them .”

“So the  custom er told the 
tru th ,” Leah said, “but th a t tru th

got twisted into horrible stories— 
and I accepted those stories with­
out question. Good grief. I’m a 
fine one to lecture about the evils 
of gossip. W hat happened to poor 
Mr. Brabantino?”

“He had some rough years,” 
Brock adm itted. “Lost all his 
money, took to drinking. But his 
wife stuck with him, and they 
moved to Boston, changed their 
names, and opened a new restau­
rant. O’Reilly’s House of Vegeta­
bles, they call it—they figure they 
won’t run  into trouble if they 
avoid m eat altogether. I hear 
they’re doing great.”

“Thank goodness.” Leah put 
down the first pillowcase and 
picked up the second. “Well, Sam, 
we’ve always meant to take a trip 
to Boston. Let’s go next month, 
and take Sarah and Rachel to 
O’Reilly’s House ofVegetables for 
Fourth of July dinner. That’s not 
much of a way for us to atone for 
believing those stories, bu t it’s 
something.”

“Fine with me,” Sam said. “But I 
don’t know how much the girls will 
enjoy it. They hate vegetables.”

“I know.” She smiled a t him  
sweetly. “That’s going to be their 
way of atoning.”
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Copperhead jack  
Meets the Witness
Stuart R. Ball

Iwas breathing hard when I stumbled through the door of Joe’s 
place.

“Billy, what’s the m atter with you?” Sheriff Brady asked. He and 
Copperhead Jack both had their feet up on the same table.

“Bear,” I managed to gasp.
“Outside?” Brady asked calmly. He had his chair leaned back so it 

balanced on two legs.
“In the woods,” I replied. I paused to catch my breath. “I went out 

to check on that deer stand th a t you put up last year, Jack. I w ant­
ed to see what kind of shape it was in, kinda hoping you’d let me use 
it this year. I found th a t hat you lost when I looked inside, and I was 
bringing it back to you.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Jack. “Where’s the hat?”
“I lost it,” I replied, “when the bear chased me. I was walking by 

th a t bluff about a quarter mile behind the deer stand, and this 
brown bear came out of nowhere. I think he’s living in th a t cave at

Illustration by flank Bhuistein 61 Alfred Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine 10/02
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the base of the bluff. I made it to a tree, but th a t was only because I 
dropped the hat and the  bear went after it. He nosed around the tree 
for a while, looking for a  way up, then took the hat off into the woods 
and I ran all the way here.”

Jack thought a minute. “Did this bear have a limp and a white 
streak  on his head?”

I nodded. “You’ve seen him before?” I asked.
“We’re acquainted. Our last m eetin’ left him with a lame foot and 

a real bad attitude. I kinda named him Elmo. I figure my hat smelled 
like me, so he thought you were me.”

“Good thing I dropped it then.”
“I don’t  know about that. I liked th a t hat.”
Sheriff Brady bought me a beer and asked Jack if he’d had any luck 

w ith the deer stand las t year. Jack was just winding up to tell us 
about the big buck he took when a woman stumbled through the 
door, more winded th an  I had been, if you can imagine.

“Please help me,” she said. “You’ve got to help me.”
“If we can, miss,” Brady replied, although without moving. “Exactly 

w hat kind of help do you need?”
“People are trying to kill me.” Her accent placed her quite a ways 

from here. She looked behind her as if she expected them to come 
through the door any second.

Brady looked at Jack, who shrugged. “Exactly who wants to kill you 
and why?” he asked. You could tell he didn’t believe it.

“I don’t  know. They were driving a dark-colored pickup truck.” 
“T hat describes ha lf  the vehicles in the county,” Brady replied. He 

was right. The other h a lf  are light-colored pickup trucks.
“They were shooting a t us,” she said.
“Aha,” Brady said. Now he was interested. “Who is ‘us’?”
“I was with a federal m arshal. I th ink they killed him.”
“And you are?”
“Rachel Nelson,” she said.
Brady’s hand was hovering over the grip of his .44 magnum. “You 

were a prisoner?” he asked.
“No. I’m married to  Johnny Nelson.”
“Knuckles Nelson? The mobster?” I asked.
“Yes. The m arshal was taking me to court to testify. I guess John 

doesn’t  want tha t to happen. The m arshal found out that there was 
a contract on us, so he decided to drive instead of flying. He was afraid 
they’d be watching the route to the airport. He was calling in for back­
up when a pickup pulled up beside us and someone started shoot­
ing. The car ran  into a ditch and I got out and started running. You 
will help me, won’t you, Sheriff?”

“How do I know you weren’t  a prisoner that he was transporting 
to trial?”
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She held out the arm other expensive jacket, which pulled up to 
reveal a gold and diamond bracelet on her arm. “Do they usually let 
prisoners dress like this?” she asked.

“Not usually,” Brady admitted. He got up and used the telephone 
to tell a deputy to go look for the m arshal’s car. He sat back down to 
wait, putting his feet up on the table again and picking up his drink. 
Rachel looked around, then pulled out a chair and sat down. Before 
the deputy called back, the door opened again and a character in an 
expensive suit came in. His eyes narrowed when he saw Rachel, then 
he saw Brady and smiled. He reached into his jacket and pulled out 
a badge, which was good, because Brady had already drawn his .44 
and was aiming it under the table. He still hadn’t  moved his feet or 
set his drink down, although he had very gently lowered his chair 
onto all four legs so he wouldn’t  go over backwards if he had to shoot.

“Chip Halverson, Federal M arshal,” the suit said.
Rachel looked relieved. “He got through,” she said.
“You’d be Rachel Nelson?” Halverson asked.
She nodded.
“I’m here to take you in, Mrs. Nelson,” said Halverson. “You have 

a court date day after tomorrow.”
“The other m arshal is dead,” she replied.
“I know. We’d better go before they find us, too.”
“Need a police escort?” asked Brady.
“T hat would be too conspicuous. We’ll ju s t keep a low profile.”
Halverson took Rachel by the arm  and they started  out the door. 

We heard someone gunning an engine, then Halverson pushed Ra­
chel back through the door and slammed it behind them. They hit 
the floor ju st as bullets started spraying around the windows. It 
sounded like an army out there. Jack grabbed his glass and pushed 
over the table th a t he and Brady had been sitting  at, pulling Rachel 
down behind it.

“Jack, did you have to use that table?” Brady shouted as he watched 
his beer crash to the floor. Jack ju st shrugged.

Brady and Halverson drew their guns and returned fire, while Joe 
dropped behind the bar and shouted at them to aim through the win­
dows, since they were already broke. A couple of slugs came through 
the door, and Joe got his ten-gauge from behind the counter.

“Danged gangsters,” he shouted as he pumped double-aught shot 
through the windows. ‘T h a t’s a brand-new front door they’re shoot­
ing up!” The blast from the shotgun made my ears ring and added 
considerably to the smoke that filled the room.

“Jack, you and Billy get Rachel out the back,” Brady hollered as he 
shoved rounds into the cylinder of his gun. “We’ll catch up with you 
later!”

We crawled behind the bar and went out the back door, then ran
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down a game trail. The shots got fainter and fainter, until we could 
barely hear them  by the time we got to Joe’s still. We kept moving 
until Rachel said she had to stop. It must have been hard going in 
those flimsy shoes she was wearing,

“Over here,” Jack said, pointing to a tree stump. She brushed off 
the top and sat down.

“We haven’t  m et,” Jack said. “I’m Copperhead Jack. This here’s 
Billy.” He shook her hand. I thought for a m inute he was going to 
kiss it.

“I’m very grateful for your help,” she said.
“How did you get mixed up with someone like Knuckles Nelson?” 

I asked.
“Oh, I was waiting tables in Vegas and trying to break into mod­

eling when Johnny took a liking to me. I had no idea what he did. I 
thought he could get me into the modeling business, but one thing 
led to another and we ended up married. I didn’t  find out until a lot 
later w hat he did for a living.”

I could believe the modeling part. She sure had the figure for it. 
Jack had noticed, too.

“W hat were you doing out here?” Jack asked.
“Hiding. I have an uncle who lives around here. John tried to have 

me killed once before and I thought I’d be safer here. But I guess if 
the m arshals can find me, Johnny’s boys can too. That must have 
been who was shooting a t us. Will the sheriff be all right?”

“Brady? They’ll be sorry if he catches them,” Jack said. I had often 
wondered w hat would happen if Jack and Brady ever tangled. Not 
th a t I’d want to be in the same county if they did.

“I hope he does catch them,” she said.
“Knuckles m ust really be mixed up to try and kill you,” Jack said.
“T hat’s why I agreed to testify against him. I think he still loves 

me, but he’ll do anything to stay out of jail, and I’m tired of wonder­
ing when they’ll find me. The federal people promised to put me in 
the witness protection program.”

“We’d better go,” Jack said. “We don’t  want to be too near the road 
if they come looking for us.”

We went on for about another hour. Jack kept finding reasons to 
take Rachel’s arm  and help her over a fallen log or a ditch or some­
thing. He finally stopped under the  tree where the deer stand was. 
He had built it well: It was covered to keep rain off his head and had 
a sturdy ladder leading up through the branches to the platform, 
which you could ju st see the bottom of through the leaves. He had 
built it about six months before last season started so the deer 
would get used to it. Or maybe so he could s ta rt the season a little 
early.

“Billy,” he said, “you head back toward town. Brady’s probably
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looking for us by now. I’ll hide Miss Rachel. You find Brady and 
Halverson and bring them back here.”

I went back the way we’d come, m uttering about why I had to be 
the one to find the sheriff and wondering w hat Jack and Rachel were 
up to while I was gone. Not th a t I was jealous or anything.

I ran into Halverson after I’d gone maybe a quarter of a mile. He 
was puffing his way up a steep hill.

“Over here,” I said, waving. I waited for him.
“Where’s Brady?” I asked, when he’d walked up to where I was.
“Chasing the black pickup th a t started all the shooting. W here’s 

Mrs. Nelson?”
“With Jack. Come on.” I led him back to where Jack waited.
“Glad to see you found us, Mr. Halverson,” Jack said.
“You won’t  be,” Halverson replied. I turned around and saw th a t 

he had his gun pointed our way.
“You’re not really a federal m arshal, are you?” I asked.
“Sure I am. I ju st let Knuckles supplement my income from time 

to time. With Brady doing me the favor of chasing the hired guns all 
over the county, I’m free to collect on that contract myself. After that, 
Knuckles will get me out of the  country, and I’ll retire to some place 
with umbrella drinks and no extradition. W here’s the girl?”

“Why should I tell you?” Jack replied.
“Because if you don’t, I’ll kill you and find her myself.”
“Oh,” Jack replied. “Since you put it th a t way . . . ”
“Jack,” I exclaimed.
“A very reasonable decision,” Halverson said.
“She’s in a cave a t the base of tha t bluff” Jack said, pointing. “Ju st 

over tha t hill.”
“You hid her there?” I said.
“Be quiet,” Jack replied. He turned to Halverson. “She has a gun. 

I told her to shoot if  anyone bu t Brady or me tried to come in. I told 
her I’d wave my hat.”

“In that case,” Halverson said, “I’ll need your hat. And let me have 
your jacket, too. I don’t  want to confuse her un til I’m inside.”

“But Jack—” I began.
“Shut up, Billy,” he replied.
‘Yes, Billy, shut up,” echoed Halverson.
Jack handed over his hat and removed his jacket. Halverson mo­

tioned with his gun. “I’d shoot you,” he said, “but she’d hear it. Looks 
like you two will have to go along. If you try  anything, I’ll kill you.” 
He put on the hat and jacket and told us to walk in front of him. I 
kept thinking I smelled something, but I couldn’t  pu t my finger on 
what it was.

“He’s going to kill us, you know,” I said.
“No, he’s not,” Jack replied.
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“Jack, I thought you had taken a liking to Rachel,” I said.
“Not like you think. She’s nice enough, but she’s not really my type. 

I ju st can’t see her hunting a bear with a 30.06. And I think her taste 
in clothes, food, and everything else is a little out of my reach.”

“So you let Halverson have her?” I was disgusted.
Jack just shook his head at me and looked real disappointed.
“Shut up,” Halverson said. About then, we heard a growl from be­

hind us.
“T hat’d be Elmo,” Jack  said.
We turned around as the same bear that had chased me came out 

of the trees and w ent stra ight for Halverson. Halverson looked 
around wildly, shouted something I couldn’t understand, then ran in­
to the woods with Elmo right behind him. The shouting and growl­
ing moved away and trailed off into the distance.

Jack started walking back the way we’d come.
“Where are you going now?” I asked.
“To get Miss Rachel,” Jack replied.
I sniffed again. “Perfume,” I said. “You used Rachel’s perfume to 

mask your scent so Elmo would go after Halverson instead of you.”
“T hat I did.”
“It don’t smell nearly as good on you as it does on her.”
“I’m glad you think so.”
We reached the tree stand and Jack looked up into the tree. “You 

can come down now, M iss Rachel,” he said. Rachel climbed down the 
ladder.

“How did you know about Halverson?” I asked.
“You don’t  buy silk su its on a federal marshal’s salary. And Halver­

son showed up awfully fast, considering that the nearest marshals 
are over in Cain County. I bet we’ll find his car ju st over th a t way.”

“W hat about Halverson?”
Jack shrugged. “If he drops the  hat, like you did, he’ll probably 

make it to the tree, and then Elmo will keep him there until Brady 
gets back. But either way, I lose another hat.”
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When Jim  Gunnell first 
came among us noth­
ing hinted a t the dis­
cord tha t would result from his 

presence. The widower was a re­
tired farmer in his seventies who 
made friends easily and casually, 
although he was not aggressive in 
establishing relationships.

The neighborhood was pleas­
ant. Not especially upscale, but 
pleasant. There were young cou­
ples, middle-aged people, and 
many elderly retirees like Jim. 
Most of the houses were single 
storied. Some back yards had pa­
tios, most front yards had con­
crete driveways. Almost every 
property had a back fence against 
the alley, but few had fences to 
separate them  from the neigh­
boring yards or the quiet resi­
dential streets. Garages and car­
ports sheltered clean, undented, 
often new cars, pickups, and mini- 
vans. There were more motor- 
boats than motorcycles. Children 
were safe skating in the street. 
Trees, shrubs, and flowers grew 
abundantly; in summertime the 
neighborhood was darkly green 
with vegetation. The trees were of 
many species and, like the hous­
es, of varying ages.

Two years ago Jim  had bought 
the white clapboard house next 
door to mine. Built before World 
War II, it was among the neigh­
borhood’s oldest. Its lawns were a 
bit wider than  others in the area, 
and the green shingled roof was 
somewhat higher. A great variety 
of bushes and flowers grew there, 
and the trees were the oldest and 
tallest on our block. Two great

ponderosa pines dominated the 
back yard, towering over a Dou­
glas fir and ancient Chinese elm. 
Three birches, two cedars, four 
handsome blue spruces, a big- 
leafed maple, an apple tree, and 
two more elms grew elsewhere on 
the property. They blanketed the 
house and yard with a dark, cool, 
appealing shade during summer. 
U nfortunately, some of them  
blanketed our own yard with a 
snowlike fall of wind-blown 
leaves during autumn.

Wind was another feature of 
our hilltop neighborhood. Almost 
every afternoon a gentle breeze 
tha t missed the city’s lower ele­
vations blew across it. A welcome 
feature during hot summ er days.

“W hat are those noises?” Jim  
asked me one day. He had strolled 
over to watch me repaint my boat. 
He was leaning against my car be­
side the boat, his arms folded over 
his chest. A lanky man with iron 
grey hair, he wore his habitual 
garb: a long-sleeved cotton shirt, 
old blue jeans, and scuffed-up old 
cowboy boots. “I hear them every 
time the wind blows. Sometimes 
even when I’m inside the house.”

I stopped painting and listened. 
I heard only the breeze whisper­
ing through the upper branches 
of the trees, a few wind chimes, 
and the normal distant summer 
sounds: children playing, traffic, a 
power lawnmower.

“I hear nothing unusual,” I said. 
“W hat does it sound like?”

“Sort of like disjointed music or 
the tinkling of bits of glass or met­
al. It comes from several direc­
tions a t once.”
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I listened again. “You don’t 
mean the wind chimes, do you?” 

“W hat are wind chimes?”
An American adult who didn’t 

know about wind chimes? It 
seemed impossible. I had grown 
up next door to a house with a 
set mounted over the back door. I 
had heard  wind chimes all my 
life.

I explained them to Jim. When 
I had finished, he related that not 
only had neither he nor any of his 
neighbors on ranches in  eastern 
Oregon ever owned wind chimes, 
he had never before heard of them. 

“We had the cowbell,” he added 
I wasn’t  such a city slicker that 

I didn’t  know what a cowbell was. 
I had seen them  in movies and in 
magazine illustrations advertis­
ing dairy products. I even knew 
th a t the  purpose of hanging a 
loud bell around the neck of an in­
offensive cow was to help the 
farm er locate her out in the pas­
ture. W hat I did not understand 
was how the memory of a bell 
hanging around a cow’s neck 
would invite comparison to a 
wind chime. Perhaps my expla­
nation had not been sufficiently 
lucid.

“W hat do you mean?” I asked. 
“We had an old rusty  cowbell 

hung on a lower branch of a big 
pine tree about a hundred feet 
behind the house. Big old tree. 
Bigger than those two in my back 
yard here. Wind gusts rang the 
bell. Not steadily, ju s t now and 
again. You wouldn’t  think that an 
old cowbell could produce such a 
sweet sound as it did when ring­
ing in the company of the wind. I

heard tha t bell all my life. When 
the wind blows now I miss it.”

I understood Jim ’s nostalgia. 
We normally want good and fa­
miliar things to remain the way 
they are: an obsolete radio; a cer­
tain model of a now classic auto­
mobile; the hometown the way it 
looked, sounded, and moved the 
year we graduated from high 
school.

I’d forgotten how some people 
seek to restore the past in order to 
recover what they’ve lost. I was 
reminded a week later.

As usual, Kathy and I had gone 
to bed shortly before midnight. 
The day had been sunny and 
warm, but forecaster Jennifer 
Colline said th a t a cold front 
would arrive during the night. No 
thunderstorm s this time, but 
cloudy skies and scattered show­
ers. And tonight, she warned, 
strong winds. I went to bed think­
ing that the wind would help me 
sleep soundly.

Clang!. . .  Clang! . . .  Clang!
The harsh noise intruded upon 

the depths of my unconscious­
ness, and then upon the lighter 
sleep that had replaced it, until fi­
nally, suddenly, it dragged me in­
to full awakeness. And the metal­
lic clanging continued, while the 
house was walloped and braced 
by gusts of wind.

I had no idea what the clanging 
was. None. My first thought was 
tha t the wind had dislodged 
something th a t was h itting  
against something else, but I had 
not a clue what those two some­
things might be. The digital clock 
showed 3:42 a.m.
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Kathy stirred beside me.
“What on earth is tha t noise?” 

she asked sleepily.
“I don’t know. The wind’s blow­

ing, but—”
“It isn’t  the wind. You’d better 

go check.”
Reluctantly I got up, drew a 

bathrobe over my pajamas, and 
slid my feet into slippers. The 
clanging continued as I walked 
out of the bedroom.

“Dad.” Kevin was awake. 
“What’s th a t noise?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing impor­
tant. Go back to sleep.”

“As if.”
I flipped on the overhead light 

in the living room and walked 
through. The clanging continued 
without pause.

I unlocked the front door, 
opened it, and stepped out onto 
the porch. The night felt cold for 
summer. The wind was piercing. 
The clangs were coming from be­
hind the house. I strolled around 
to the back yard. I saw the 
Yaegers’ house directly across the 
alley suddenly light up. Despite 
the late hour, I could see four 
houses with their lights on.

I couldn’t  be sure exactly where 
the clanging came from.

I closed my eyes tightly, turned 
around several times to disorient 
myself, and then listened. I 
turned myself toward the sharp 
clangs and, eyes still shut, point­
ed directly a t where I heard the 
noise.

I opened my eyes.
I was pointing at one of Jim ’s 

big pine trees.
That’s when I knew. And I did

know, not merely suspect. Al­
though I had never heard a cow­
bell before in my whole city-dwell­
ing life, I realized instantly tha t it 
could be nothing else.

When I returned to the bed­
room, Kathy was propped against 
the bed’s headboard, wide awake. 
The end table’s lamp was on. I re­
moved my slippers and robe and 
climbed back into bed.

“Well?” she said irritably. 
“W hat’s causing the racket?”

“Ju st a cowbell,” I said. “Go 
back to sleep.”

“A cowbell! What’s a cowbell?”
I explained everything.
“Well, he’ll just have to take it 

down, that’s all,” she said when I’d 
finished. ‘We can’t  have continu­
al banging coming from next door 
every time the wind blows.”

“The tree’s on his property. Le­
gally he can hang whatever he 
wants to on it. But I’m sure he’ll 
be reasonable. He probably had 
no idea it was going to make such 
a racket.”

She turned off the lamp and we 
both tried to go back to sleep.

Impossible. Knowing what was 
causing the noise did not help us 
to adapt. Moreover, the wind was 
blowing from the west, the direc­
tion of Jim ’s house, carrying the 
sound right to us. Nothing—not 
even tossing and turning, not put­
ting the pillows over our heads, 
not lying there trying to force our­
selves to enjoy the clanging, pro­
vided relief. By the time dawn il­
luminated the eastern curtains, 
Kathy was whispering over and 
over again, “I’ll kill him, I’ll kill 
him, I’ll kill him.”
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Usually breakfast in our house 
is noisy. Conversation, jokes, and 
ribbing abound, especially be­
tween Kevin and his fifteen-year- 
old sister Caitlin. Not th a t  morn­
ing. Breakfast was consumed in 
grumpy silence. Kathy and Kevin 
both had headaches, and  instead 
of cutting her waffles, Caitlin 
more or less hacked them  to piec­
es. Outside, the bell continued to 
clang.

“Who in their right mind does 
th is sort of thing?” dem anded 
Caitlin at last. “I m ean, like, in 
America a t the start of the third 
millennium where does one even 
find a cowbell?”

As I was walking out to the car 
to go to work, I saw Jim  carrying 
his garbage can out to the curb for 
the trash  collectors. I had carried 
ours out last night, b u t I w ent 
over anyway. If, as I suspected, 
the new feature had not turned 
out as Jim  intended and he 
planned to remove it, I could go 
back and tell Kathy the  good 
news.

“Morning, Jim,” I called. He had 
ju s t placed his can down next to 
ours.

“Good morning. Looks like it’s 
gonna be a cool one.”

“Yes, at least for th is  tim e of 
year.”

“Say, do you hear my new cow­
bell?”

“I think everybody for a mile 
hears it.”

“Best darned idea I’ve had since 
I married Lena back in 1947.” A 
broad smile had formed on his 
lean face. His grey eyes were 
sparkling. “It’s amazing how mel­

low the sound of a cowbell sounds 
when it’s ringing in the wind.”

Right then I realized tha t we 
had trouble.

“Frankly, Jim, it kept us awake 
all night.”

I’d expected Jim ’s jaw to drop, 
followed by an apology coupled 
with assurances th a t the bell 
would be muffled or removed.

Instead, he smiled and, tu rn ­
ing back toward his house, said, 
“Oh, well, you’ll get used to it.”

Leaving me to wonder what we 
would get used to: the bell’s ja r­
ring clangs or our lack of sleep.

When I returned from work 
th a t afternoon, I found th a t the 
wind had slackened a bit, but the 
bell continued to clang. Kathy 
said that she had talked with 
Mildred Yaeger and Ann Corrin 
and informed them of the source 
of the noise they were complain­
ing about. Both had been awak­
ened in the same m anner as we, 
and their families also had en­
dured a sleepless night.

That night our problem was not 
being awakened, but getting to 
sleep in the first place. The wind 
continued, just strong enough to 
keep the clangs coming at regular 
intervals. We kept trying to dis­
cover some way to use pillows as 
earplugs. Kathy again repeated, 
“I’ll kill him. Tomorrow I’ll really 
kill him!” while I responded with 
a helpful, “Try to discover music 
in the sound.”

But it was no use: cowbells 
aren’t musical.

While I was at work the follow­
ing day, the neighborhood rose 
against the cowbell. Ann Corrin
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drafted a petition. She soon 
learned how far the noise had 
traveled. Everyone east of us for 
a third of a mile was eager to sign. 
She also obtained signatures 
from people living north, south, 
and even west of the cowbell. Al­
together, 137 signatures. She as­
serted tha t if it had been a week­
end, when more people were 
home, she might have tripled that 
number.

Until now no animosity had ex­
isted between Jim and the neigh­
bors. This changed abruptly after 
Mrs. Corrin handed him the peti­
tion. The broad smile which had 
greeted her a t his front door van­
ished as he read it. And it was 
then that we learned what a stub­
born, headstrong, contrary cuss 
Jim Gunnell really was. He ripped 
up the petition and ordered Mrs. 
Corrin off his property.

Mrs. Corrin wasted not a mo­
ment. Plenty headstrong and 
stubborn herself, indignant tha t 
Jim  had ripped up the signatures 
th a t she had spent most of the 
day collecting, she marched home 
and phoned the police.

An officer visited Jim and 
viewed the  offending bell, but 
could only recommend that Jim  
try to get along with his neigh­
bors. The cowbell, of course, was 
as legal as the wind chimes. The 
episode only strengthened Jim ’s 
determination to keep the bell be­
cause the police visit seemed to 
intrude upon his legal right to do 
so. It had become a m atter of 
principle. Nothing is better cal­
culated to induce animosity than 
someone having a principle in

conflict w ith everybody else’s 
peace of mind.

When I arrived home, a gentle 
afternoon breeze was floating 
through the  neighborhood, ac­
companied by an occasional 
clang!

I witnessed the next act in the 
dram a from my back yard. I was 
studying a basketball-sized wasp 
nest a ttached  below a corner 
eave, wondering how it came to be 
there w ithout risking my hide. 
Jim  was also outside, on my side 
of his house, adjusting his old 
television an tenna in the latest 
attem pt to improve reception.

Suddenly a man whom I had 
seen occasionally but did not 
know came down the alley. A 
husky, broad-faced, crewcut red­
head in his late twenties, he was 
hurrying along with a determined 
look on his face and steady pur­
pose in his steps. When he 
reached J im ’s back gate, he flung 
it open and headed toward the 
pine tree  where the cowbell 
clanged interm ittently from the 
lowest branch.

He grabbed the cowbell, tore it 
off the  branch, and flung it 
hard—and loud—to the ground. 
When Jim  rushed around to in­
vestigate, the m an yelled, “And 
don’t  put th a t damned thing up 
again!”

Jim  didn’t  say anything, wheth­
er because of fear or simple as­
tonishm ent I don’t  know.

But he was not slow to act af­
ter the fellow had departed (glar­
ing a t me for some reason as he 
marched briskly down the alley). 
Jim  im m ediately  replaced the
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bell. He then  studied it for a mo­
ment. He took it down and laid it 
on the ground. He went round to 
the other side of the house, and 
returned  carrying a steel exten­
sion ladder. Pulling it out to its 
full length, he selected a strong, 
very high branch and leaned the 
ladder against it. After testing 
the ladder against the branch a 
few times, he picked up the  cow­
bell and began climbing. He 
went up about twenty feet. There 
he a ttached  the  cowbell to a 
branch.

The cowbell clanged for the re­
m ainder of the afternoon. I ex­
pected to see the husky fellow 
come down the alley again, but 
he never returned.

Fortunately, there  followed a 
period of windless days and 
nights. The bell was quiet. Not 
one single dang.

Tempers cooled.
The bell began clanging again 

after a week of silence. This time, 
however, a big blow did not inau­
gurate the din, only normal af­
ternoon breezes. In term itten t 
clangs! came with strong gusts. 
Perhaps only two or three clangs 
a  m inute instead of thirty  or for ­
ty. Still irritating, but no longer 
intolerable. We could sleep.

This is not to say th a t people 
didn’t continue to complain and 
threaten. They did. Kathy heard 
talk  th a t the first time Jim  left 
town on a trip, a couple of men 
planned to steal the cowbell. It 
would never be heard from again. 
The pair ignored both the risk of 
police involvement and the very 
real probability th a t Jim  would

ju s t go out and buy another cow­
bell. My concern, with my recent­
ly acquired knowledge of his 
combativeness, was that he would 
retaliate by buying and hanging 
a whole slew of cowbells in his 
trees. But I need not have wor­
ried. Jim never went anywhere. 
The conspirators never had a 
chance to remove the bell. And so 
it continued to clang. And clang. 
And clang. Its racket became as 
constant a feature of our after­
noons as the breeze itself.

The first week of September a 
powerful thunderstorm  rolled 
very slowly over the region. Tor­
rential rain , sheets of m arble­
sized hail, roaring gusts of wind— 
it had it all.

“It’s sure pouring,” Kathy said. 
She was standing at the open door 
looking through the stormdoor at 
the rain pounding the street. I 
was seated in my arm chair lis­
tening to it. The kids were playing 
backgammon on the dining room 
table. It was only six o’clock, but 
because of the storm the house 
was dark except for the overhead 
light in the dining room.

“Do you realize,” I asked her, 
“that it’s been more than a month 
since our last thunderstorm?”

“Listen to that cowbell ring. It’s 
worse than that first night.”

About eight twenty the storm 
knocked out a transformer, plung­
ing our part of town into darkness 
for more than two hours. We could 
have lit the candles we kept for 
emergencies, but we had no idea 
that the outage would last so long. 
From minute to minute, we ex­
pected the power to come back on.
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I sat in a chair facing the open 
front door, staring out into the 
blackness while I listened to the 
rain pound against street and 
roof and leaves. Infrequently, the 
headlights of a passing car mo­
mentarily lit up the wet street, 
but for the remainder of the time, 
everything was eerily dark and 
unfamiliar.

There was a loud noise from 
the direction of Jim ’s house. That 
was not an unfam iliar sound to 
me.

“What was that?” asked Kathy. 
“It sounded like a branch or a tree 
snapped.”

“No. Ju st the end of the bell.”
“What do you mean the end of 

the bell? It’s still clanging away 
like crazy.”

I didn’t  answer.
We continued to sit listening in 

the blackness. Kevin stumbled 
back into his room and turned on 
his transistor radio. He turned it 
to KNX, the Los Angeles station

that plays old radio programs for 
an hour each night sta rting  a t 
nine o’clock, and he shut the door 
to listen to it while the rest of us 
listened to the storm.

“It’s kind of nice once in a while, 
isn’t it?” said Kathy. “Ju s t sitting 
in the dark  and hearing the rain  
and the th u n d er and th ink ing  
about things.”

“Yeah.”
“What are you thinking of?”
“A shootout I once w itnessed 

between the police and a check 
kiter who didn’t  want to go to jail. 
We were coming home from 
school when I was fourteen, Ray, 
Keith, Joe, and I, and we almost 
stumbled right into it. We had to 
wait there behind a house while 
the gun battle raged for over an 
hour. Then the cops killed him.” 

“What on earth made you think 
of that?”

“Something I heard.”
“Oh, you mean the thunder.”
I let her think so.
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Major Appleby’s warm 
hearth had not pre­
pared me for the pierc­
ing chill of the November night. 

My mind, lingering over anecdotes 
from our days in India, was loath to 
accept the London street outside 
his door.

A hansom cab awaited me at the 
kerb. Having said my farewells to 
the major, I hurried aboard and we 
swung into motion. I pulled my 
coat about me against the cold that 
seeped through the leather seat.

I peered out the window. We left 
the major’s sedate neighborhood 
and entered an area of narrow and 
dimly lit streets. Old buildings, dis­
mal in shades of grey and black, 
loomed to either side. The hour was 
well past midnight. I saw no one.

The drive to Baker Street would 
take the better part of an hour. I 
leaned back and immersed myself 
in memories of that hot and color­
ful land where I had served with 
the major.

An abrupt stop jolted me back to 
the present. I felt the driver jump 
down from behind and heard his 
muffled curses. He walked forward 
and squatted by the cab horse’s 
foreleg.

I let myself out and joined him. 
“Blasted loose cobblestone,” the 

cabman snapped, jerking his head 
toward the pavement. “This horse 
won’t  take you no further tonight, 
sir.”

“I hope the leg isn’t  broken.” I 
knelt and ran a hand over the 
horse’s cannon bone.

“Nah, he can put a bit of weight 
on it, sir.” The driver began remov­
ing the horse from the traces. “I’ve

got a pal with a mews near here. I’ll 
lead the beast there and let him 
rest a few days.”

I glanced around the smoke- 
grimed neighborhood. “Would your 
friend have a boy and dog-cart for 
hire, by chance?” I asked.

“ ’Fraid not, sir. But Haverton 
Lane’s just around the comer. Busy 
enough street. You wait here while 
I go whistle up a cab. Be back with 
it in no time at all.”

I blew on my hands. My old 
wound ached from the cold. “Nev­
er mind, cabby,” I told him. “If you’ll 
direct me, I’ll step over there my­
self.” The exercise would stir my 
blood.

The driver hesitated. “You know 
this part of town, sir?”

“I’m sure I can find my way.” In 
fact, I had never been there before. 
But if I could find my way about 
Afghanistan, India, and other ex­
otic lands, I could certainly tra ­
verse a few blocks in civilized Lon­
don.

With such conceit we dig our 
graves.

The cabman shrugged. “If you 
say so, sir. Quickest way on foot is 
to turn right at the next comer, 
bear right again at the Y, and take 
the second left—a kind of alley- 
way. Then you’ll see a set of old 
stone stairs going up to the right. 
They’ll bring you out on Haverton 
Lane. Won’t  take you a moment to 
hail a cab there, sir.”

“Good luck to you and your 
horse, cabby.” I gave him a few 
coins and walked briskly toward 
Haverton Lane.

The following half hour is
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painful both to remember and to 
admit. I fear th a t my mind, 
drowsy with the major’s excellent 
after-dinner brandy, confused a 
right with a left in the  cabman’s 
directions. Eventually realizing 
th a t I had lost my way, I a t­
tempted to retrace my steps, on­
ly to find myself in  a debris- 
strewn dead end.

I paused, listening for footsteps 
(of a constable, I hoped), but 
heard only a faint trickle of water 
from some sewer, best left unseen. 
A moist fetid smell told me the 
river was nearby.

Again I struck out walking. At 
the least it stopped my shivering.

An occasional pale light showed 
in an upper room, but such was 
the neighborhood that I preferred 
to struggle along on my own rath­
er than risk attracting unwanted 
attention by calling out or pound­
ing on a door. Like a  skittish 
horse, I edged past each dark 
doorway with trepidation. I 
wished I had my army revolver in 
my pocket. When dressing for the 
dinner, I had not dreamed I would 
desire a weapon before the eve­
ning was out. The penetrating 
chill of the night did seem to be 
keeping the slum’s denizens in­
doors, for which I was grateful.

I am embarrassed to say that it 
was not entirely hum an evildo­
ers whom I feared. The conversa­
tion a t dinner had covered the 
world. We had discussed the situ­
ation in the Ottoman Empire. We 
had analyzed Bismarck’s latest 
actions regarding the  Balkan 
problem. We had considered de 
Lesseps’s current attem pt to

build a canal across the Isthmus 
of Panama. And finally, the talk 
had tu rned  to various mystic 
Eastern tales of djinn. Then, seat­
ed with congenial companions 
around the major’s laden table, 
candlelight flashing off the chan­
delier, those legends had made 
charming conversation. Now, in 
this labyrinth of dank alleys and 
shadowed overhangs, they ex­
erted a regrettab le grip on my 
thoughts. I hastened my steps.

At the next crossway I looked 
left. Not ha lf a block away leered 
the lurid red eye of a hum p­
backed ogre.

Once my heartbeat slowed, this 
monster resolved into a familiar 
and welcome sight: a chestnut 
vendor beside his cart w ith its 
glowing charcoal brazier. My de­
mon was but an honest working­
man, bearing the frigid night to 
succor wanderers such as I.

I dashed to his side so quickly I 
m ust have startled the poor man, 
for he jum ped back. Indeed, he 
was perhaps fortunate I did not 
throw myself into his arms.

“At last!” I cried, then calmed 
myself. “I am very glad to see you, 
my good man. I have been lost, 
you see.”

The m an, sm all and thin, 
stepped forward and squinted at 
my face in the dim light cast by 
the brazier. “Lost?” He gave the 
word a foreign twist.

I held my hands out to the heat 
of the cart. Freshly roasted chest­
nuts made a  glossy mound on its 
top. Beside them  was a stack of 
new spaper ready for chestnu t­
wrapping.



8 0  ANNE WESTON

“My cab had an accident. I am 
looking for Haverton Lane in or­
der to find another,” I explained.

The man said nothing.
I curbed my impatience. Per­

haps he had not understood.
I simplified my question. 

“Where is Haverton Lane?”
This time my words were un­

derstood. The man answered as 
though by rote; I supposed he of­
ten had to direct lost passersby. 
“Behind you. Up the stairs.”

I looked around. A worn stone 
stairway cut through the crowded 
building. “Thank you,” I told him. 
“And I’ll take a packet of chest­
nuts, please.” Though I was not 
hungry—the major had brought 
h is superb cook back from In­
dia—they would warm my hands 
on the cab ride home. I could not 
think w hat I had done with my 
gloves. Also, the fellow deserved 
something for his fortuitous pres­
ence.

The m an searched my face 
again. Perhaps he still harbored 
some doubt as to my sanity. Fi­
nally he pulled out the bottom 
sheet of new spaper from the 
stack, twirled it into a cone, and 
tossed in a handful of chestnuts 
I paid him  and hurried up the 
stairs, feeling like Orpheus as­
cending from his sojourn in the 
underworld.

Haverton Lane, while hardly 
bustling a t that hour, was a t least 
well lit. Within minutes I secured 
a  cab. Once inside I clutched the 
chestnuts on my lap, absorbing 
their heat with both hands.

No further obstacles impeded 
my journey. The cab soon drew

up at Baker Street. I climbed the 
sta irs  and entered our sitting 
room with considerable relief.

I found Holmes sprawled upon 
our sofa before a cozy fire. I 
stepped past him, avoiding a re­
to rt that lay discarded on the 
floor, and stood at the hearth.

“You have been extending your 
kindness to one of London’s cab 
horses, I perceive,” he comment­
ed, after a quick glance at me. “I 
tru st the animal was not serious­
ly injured ”

I concealed my surprise. “No, 
only lamed by a poorly set cobble.” 

“I observed the street dust up­
on the knee of your trousers. You 
could have knelt by an injured 
pedestrian, of course, but would 
not have acquired th a t smear of 
liniment on your cuff. The pun­
gent smell is unmistakable.”

“Oh, I see.” Holmes’s deductions 
were so obvious when explained. 
“I should have wished it had hap­
pened in a better neighborhood,” 
I added.

“Yes, th a t area between Haver­
ton Lane and the river is hardly 
advisable even in daylight.” 

“Come now, Holmes!”
My friend allowed him self a 

smile. “The trace of silty mud on 
your boots is distinctive of a river­
side area. As to Haverton Lane, I 
happened to glance out the win­
dow as you arrived. I have noticed 
your cab several times in Haver­
ton Lane—it has a painted-over 
patch tha t catches the light. Since 
the common route between here 
and the major’s house intersects 
Haverton Lane near the river, it 
was no great feat to suppose that
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th a t was where you ministered 
to the cab horse.”

“I suppose not, now that you 
explain it. At any rate, I did spend 
a ra ther unnerving half-hour 
there when I became disorient­
ed.”

“I am glad you found a chestnut 
vendor to direct you a t last.”

I refused to ask how he knew 
this.

“The bulge in your overcoat 
pocket, combined with the fra­
grance of roasted chestnuts, could 
mean nothing else,” Holmes con­
tinued. “You are a symphony of 
informative odors tonight, Wat­
son, if you will pardon my men­
tioning it. I refrained from refer­
ring to the faint breath of muck 
accompanying the river silt.”

“I might have met the chestnut 
vendor before I became disori­
ented,” I countered.

“After dining on the major’s cur­
ry—you have a speck of turmeric 
yellow on your shirt-front—you 
would not have bought chestnuts 
without good reason. You became 
lost first, then  bought them in 
gratitude to your savior. And re­
garding those chestnuts, Watson, 
if you do not plan to eat them, 
pray give them  to me. I was 
caught up in an interesting chem­
ical analysis today, and I believe 
I neglected to eat. I seem to recall 
Mrs. Hudson scolding me through 
the door because I turned her din­
ner away.”

“You missed one other reason 
tha t I purchased the chestnuts,” I 
said, passing him the packet.

But I could not catch him out. 
In the blink of an eye he replied,

“Of course you also wished to 
warm your hands on such a bitter 
night. You came in without your 
gloves.”

“You have not been outside to 
know how cold it is!” I cried, ex­
asperated. “You are in your dress­
ing gown, and I venture to say 
that you have not been out of it to­
day.”

“My d ear Watson, I observed 
how bundled up the cabman was. 
Now do not press me for more 
deductions, as I am  bound to err 
soon, and I do not wish to flaw 
my image in the  eyes of my 
chronicler.”

I seated myself in an armchair, 
basking in the heat. Holmes 
munched chestnuts and tossed 
the shells into the fire.

“How did your experim ents 
go?” I inquired.

“Well, and poorly. Well, because 
I finished them  and the results 
were as I had expected. Poorly, 
because I am  left with no puzzle 
to occupy my mind.” His restless 
eyes darted  about the room, as 
though searching for some new 
distraction.

“I am glad you did not blow up 
our rooms before I reached home 
and warmed m yself” I said, not 
entirely in jest.

Holmes laughed. “I would not 
be so inconsiderate of you, Wat­
son.” He a te  the last chestnut, 
crumpled the paper, and flung it 
into the fire.

A stranger in the room would 
have sworn th a t Holmes then 
went mad. He sprang up, crying 
out, “The poker, Watson! Pull it 
out!”
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Before I could react, he leapt 
past me, kicked the wadded news­
paper from the fire, and pressed a 
sofa cushion upon it to smother 
the flames.

“I told you I would soon err,” he 
said, crushing with his foot stray 
embers tha t had scattered about 
the floor. “A pretty little problem 
placed right under my nose, and 
I failed to see it. Let us hope it is 
not too late.” He removed the 
cushion and picked up the news­
paper.

The paper was charred along 
one edge but otherw ise intact. 
Holmes placed it upon a side ta ­
ble and smoothed it out. I stood, 
somewhat reluctantly, and moved 
over to look.

“Observe, Watson.”
“I see nothing but an outdated 

article on trade.”
“The ink smudges, man! Read 

the message!”
I now noticed various small 

spots of ink among the words. I 
held the paper close to the lamp. 
“The pressm an was not paying 
attention,” I said. “I don’t  see tha t 
they form words.”

“Not the blots themselves, Wat­
son, the words above each blot.”

I again peered a t the  paper. 
Above the first smudge was the 
word “buy.” I followed the column 
of p rin t down a few lines and 
found a blot below “all.” I had to 
skip to the next column to find 
another smudge by the  word 
“bark.” A line below, I saw one at 
“from” and another below “arriv­
ing.” The last sm ear was under 
“middle.” “ ‘Buy all bark from a r­
riving middle,’ ” I read aloud. “It

makes no sense, Holmes. I am 
sorry to spoil your hopes for a new 
problem, but these blots m ust 
have happened by chance in the 
printing process.”

With the flourish of a magician, 
Holmes whipped the paper over 
and pointed trium phantly  to a 
tiny scrawl in the margin. “The 
missing words, Watson.”

I did indeed see three words 
written there: “Veronique Vande- 
veer” and “February.” I inserted 
them  into our jumbled phrase. 
“ ‘Buy all bark from Veronique 
Vandeveer, arriving middle Feb­
ruary,’ ” I said. “The sentence does 
make sense now, but I see nothing 
sinister about it.”

“Nothing whatsoever—except 
th a t those involved felt it neces­
sary to go through great convolu­
tions to pass th is very simple 
message.”

“How did you come to realize it 
was a message?” I asked.

“I observed the ink smudges on 
the inside of the cone as I picked 
out chestnuts. As the words 
formed no intelligible sentence, I, 
like you, decided they were acci­
dental products of the printing 
process. But as I crushed the pa­
per I saw handwriting on the out­
side. My hand was quicker than 
my brain, unfortunately, and 
threw the paper to the fire before 
I realized the significance of what 
I had seen. Now, Doctor, tell me 
everything that passed between 
you and the chestnut vendor. Ev­
ery word, every gesture.” He sat 
down, leaned back, and gazed at 
the fire through half-closed eyes.

I gave as thorough a  summary
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of that brief meeting as I could. 
When I finished, Holmes fell into 
a brown study.

I, too, sat back and endeavored 
to interpret the cryptic phrase. I 
pondered the name Veronique 
Vandeveer. A lady of French and 
Dutch extraction, I supposed, so­
phisticated, worldly. “Bark” could 
be a code word for something to 
be smuggled into England, or for 
stolen goods. Or w hat about 
fraudulent stocks? I thought of 
the South Sea Bubble.

At least we had plenty of time 
to puzzle it out before the lady 
arrived in mid-February. Perhaps 
Holmes, with his vast skein of in­
formants stretching through all 
layers of London society, could as­
certain who she was. She might 
even appear in his index. I would 
inquire in the morning.

Holmes did not appear to hear 
my good-night when I retired.

The next morning I perused the 
news while eating breakfast. 
“W hat do you think of the French 
efforts to construct a canal across 
the Isthmus of Panama, Holmes?” 
I asked, laying down the paper.

“If de Lesseps succeeds, it will 
revolutionize both ocean shipping 
and passenger travel. If  he suc­
ceeds . . . ”

“You harbor serious doubts?”
“I believe a canal will eventu­

ally connect the Atlantic to the 
Pacific. Too many ships and men 
are lost on the journey around 
Cape Horn, not to mention the 
time tha t would be saved by cut­
ting thousands of miles off the 
trip. The need for a canal is too

great and there is too much in ­
terest among the great powers. 
But can it be built a t this time? 
Many men have already died in 
the attem pt.”

“Yes, m alaria and yellow fever 
have taken  a terrib le  toll,” I 
agreed.

Holmes steepled his fingertips 
together.

“History does not record the  
names of those who could have 
succeeded in their chosen en ter­
prise if they  had had access to 
some invention or discovery th a t 
came after their time. Perhaps 
this canal cannot be built until 
civilization learns some present­
ly unsuspected aspect of medicine 
or engineering. Take, for exam­
ple, the m alaria problem. Surely 
there is some way to control it.”

“Quinine, of course, is effective,” 
I pointed out.

“Yes, it  has saved countless 
lives. But w hat is the source of 
these jungle fevers? I have come 
to doubt the  common beliefs— 
that they are a miasma arising 
from the swamps, or transm itted  
by something crawling about the 
floor, or even th a t they pass from 
one person to another. And there 
is something about the usual hos­
pital practice of leaving bowls of 
stagnant w ater around the bed- 
legs of m alaria patients th a t rais­
es my hackles. I cannot help but 
believe there  is some heretofore 
unsuspected agent of transm is­
sion involved in the devastating 
spread of these diseases . . . some 
agent so common, so ever-present 
in tropical zones, th a t it is over­
looked in the search for a root
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cause . . ,  something like a dog, a 
cat. Or sm aller—a ra t—even 
more ubiquitous and unnoticed 
. . . you don’t  suppose it could be 
a mos—” His voice drifted off. I re­
turned to my newspaper.

A few m inutes la te r Holmes 
spoke again, more briskly th is 
time. “Someday, Doctor, I will de­
vote m yself to unm asking this 
killer who slaughters millions ev­
ery year. But not today. Are you 
busy this morning, Watson?”

“I have nothing planned.” 
“Would you step round to the 

chem ist and bring me these 
items?” He handed me a list of 
various powders and prepara­
tions. “I wish to s tart on a new 
line of chemical investigation to­
day. You would oblige me greatly 
by going for them.”

“Of course.” I finished eating 
and departed on my errand.

Though most of the substances 
were common, two or three took 
the chemist some time to prepare. 
Close to an hour had passed be­
fore I again approached our 
rooms.

A cab waited in front. Perhaps 
Holmes had a new client. I quick­
ened my steps.

The driver was a t the horse’s 
head. He glanced over as I 
passed. “Beg pardon, sir, would 
you be Dr. Watson?”

“Why yes, I am.”
‘Your uncle’s waiting inside the 

cab. I’m to take you both for a 
drive.”

“I am not expecting any uncle.” 
“Long-lost uncle, he said, sir.” 

The cabman lowered his voice.

“And if you ask me, you’d be bet­
ter off if he stayed long-lost, if you 
know what I mean. Looked you 
up just to put the touch on you, I’d 
say. Picked him up a few blocks 
away—wouldn’t’a stopped, but he 
jumped inside like it was his own 
private carriage and him the king 
of Spain.”

I realized that the quickest way 
to straighten out the confusion 
was to confront the individual in 
question. I looked inside.

A bedraggled figure slumped in 
the comer. It wore a battered hat, 
pulled low over the face, and a 
tom  overcoat that was none too 
clean.

“Sir,” I began, “I’m afraid there 
has been some misunderstand­
ing.”

‘You’d turn  away your old un­
cle?” croaked the figure. “I dan­
dled you on my knee when you 
were a wee lad, and now you’re 
ashamed to be seen with me?”

From the corner of my eye I 
could see the cabman hovering, 
ready to come to my aid.

“I expect you have me confused 
with some other Dr. Watson,” I 
said. “If you’ll tell me your 
nephew’s full name, I might know 
of him.”

The huddled shape leaned for­
ward, out of the cabman’s sight, 
and lifted the brim of his hat. Fa­
miliar keen eyes gleamed at me 
from beneath bushy grey brows.

I groaned at my own naivete.
“Everything all right, sir?” the 

cabman called from behind me.
‘Yes,” I replied. “I have now re­

called my uncle. You may pro­
ceed.” I stepped aboard.
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“You know I must have my lit­
tle jokes now and then, Watson,” 
Holmes said, chuckling. “In addi­
tion, you serve as an excellent test 
for my disguises. If they can pass 
m uster with you, who know me 
best, I am satisfied that no one 
will see through them.”

I appreciated my friend’s effort 
to turn  my gullibility into a com­
pliment, but could not conceal a 
trace of irritation. “I suppose you 
simply made up tha t list for the 
chemist in order to have me out of 
the rooms while you prepared 
your disguise.”

“Not at all. Should my explo­
rations this morning give quick 
results, I shall be back to contin­
ue tha t new train of research this 
afternoon.”

“You say ‘your’ explorations— 
but I am with you.”

“Only to show me the stairway 
below which you found the chest­
nut vendor.”

“I can take you to the man him­
self, if he is there at this hour.”

“No, no. You must not approach 
him again. In fact, I must ask you 
to keep well back from the win­
dow, and to cover your face when 
we are near.”

“Very well.”
We travelled in silence for sev­

eral minutes.
“Have you interpreted the mes­

sage?” Holmes inquired.
“I do have a few thoughts on 

it.” I outlined my ideas.
“Hmm! A continental adven­

turess, smugglers, and financial 
intrigue, Watson?” Holmes said 
when I had finished. “You have 
been reading the more sensa­

tional of our daily papers lately, I 
fear.”

“Give me a better interpretation, 
then,” I said with some spirit.

“Let us imagine that Veronique 
Vandeveer is the name of a  ship,” 
he said.

This had not occurred to me. 
“T hat may be, I suppose. You 
should be able to verify th a t 
through a shipping office.”

“I plan to do exactly that, Wat­
son. Now here is Haverton Lane. 
Watch for those stairs.”

We turned onto the thorough­
fare. I leaned forward. Mindful of 
Holmes’s warning, though, I put a 
hand to my face.

“Very soon, I believe,” I told 
him. A moment later I added, 
“Here.”

Holmes waited till we had cov­
ered several more blocks and 
were n ea r no pedestrians. He 
rapped sharply on the cab wall. 
The cab slowed but did not stop. 
“I will join you when I can, Doc­
tor,” he said, stepping out with 
the cab still in motion. “The driv­
er will return  you and the 
chem ist’s package to Baker 
Street.”

I settled back against the seat 
and thought. A ship, Holmes had 
said. Could “bark” refer to a  sail­
ing bark? That would be a valu­
able enough item. In th a t case, 
though, why mark the words “all” 
and “from ”? It would be much 
clearer to tell someone “Buy bark 
arriving middle February.” And 
again, why such secrecy? Perhaps 
the prospective buyer did not 
wish the owner to know of his in­
terest—an old rivalry, say, or to
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keep the price down. But such 
business could be accomplished 
through an agent without reveal­
ing the name of the principal. I 
shook my head. I would put aside 
the puzzle until Holmes returned.

My curiosity was forced to re­
main unsatisfied th a t day, how­
ever. I read by the fire until late, 
battling  M orpheus, b u t a t last 
gave up and went to bed.

Upon sitting down to breakfast 
the next morning, I found a hum ­
ble clergyman sipping coffee 
across from me.

“Good morning, Holmes,” I 
greeted him. “Was your expedi­
tion yesterday successful?”

“It was most informative,” he 
replied. “I watched the chestnut 
vendor until after midnight.” 

“W hat happened?”
“Nothing whatsoever.”
“Did he make many sales?” 
“Not a one.”
“And th a t was informative?” 
“Quite.”
“I may be obtuse, but in what

way?”
“It indicates th a t the chestnut 

business is a mere sham.”
“Why do you suppose—”
“You will excuse me, Watson, 

but I cannot take time to explain. 
I have several errands to do. Then 
I m ust hurry to the bedside of an 
ill and impoverished old gentle­
man. Mr. Harold Hombull, I am 
told, is dying.”

“I am very sorry to hear that, 
Holmes,” I exclaimed, somewhat 
confused. “Is he an acquaintance 
of yours? If there is anything I 
can do—”

“Thank you for your concern, 
Doctor, but I only learned of his 
existence yesterday, when I in­
quired about the neighborhood 
for someone like him. I will toss 
you this bone: Mr, Hombull re­
sides in a  small room directly 
above the chestnut vendor’s cart.” 

With th a t Holmes drained his 
cup and departed.

Throughout the day a number 
of telegrams arrived for Holmes; 
I assumed the telegraph office 
had been one of his errands. I re­
sisted temptation and left them 
unopened. I did keep them  or­
dered by time of arrival, and col­
lected them  on a side table.

Holmes, still dressed as a cler­
gyman, returned a t a more de­
cent hour th a t evening. Looking 
rather tired and chilled, he picked 
up the telegrams and went to his 
bedroom. He soon emerged in 
slippers and purple dressing 
gown and settled in an armchair.

“Physical exertion is rarely so 
taxing as sitting all day by the 
side of the  dying,” he said, ex­
tending his legs toward the fire. 
“And I must say that not the least 
of London’s crimes is our com­
plicity in allowing the elderly 
poor to pass their last days in cold 
and neglect.”

‘You have spent the day with 
Mr. Hornbull, then? Did he not 
wonder th a t  a poor clergyman 
could spare him so much time?” 

“Conveniently for my disguise, 
he was none too clear in his mind 
about the present. He was de­
lighted to have someone listen to 
his tales of growing up in York­
shire some seventy years ago. He
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did not care who I was, or why I 
was there.”

“What did the vendor do today?”
“Again, nothing. He could not 

have chosen a worse location to 
set up shop. The area’s residents 
buy chestnuts from a popular, 
long-established vendor who op­
erates a cart a few blocks away. 
Few outsiders venture down that 
alley.”

“If you are not too tired, Holmes, 
would you tell me in more detail 
what you did after I left you in 
Haverton Lane yesterday?”

“There is little more to tell. I 
descended the stairs. No vendor 
was there, so I wandered about 
the neighborhood until he ap­
peared at dusk. He remained in 
the one spot. In my character as 
a harmless half-wit, I kept an eye 
on him until the church bells 
struck a quarter to one. At that 
time he wheeled his cart toward 
the river. To avoid causing suspi­
cion, I did not follow him through 
the deserted streets.” Holmes 
glanced at me. “I need not explain 
why I am watching him.”

“You hope to observe the indi­
vidual for whom the message was 
intended. Do you think the ven­
dor realizes he gave the paper to 
the wrong person?”

“I would imagine tha t he is un­
certain. Your question, ‘Where is 
Haverton Lane?’ was probably 
the prearranged password by 
which the vendor was to recog­
nize his contact. Should an inno­
cent passerby ask the question 
and receive the paper, as you did, 
no harm  would be done. The buy­
er would simply discard the paper

after eating the chestnuts, never 
realizing it held a secret commu­
nication.”

“So the vendor could have sev­
eral copies of the same message 
prepared,” I mused, “and give one 
to anyone who said the right 
words.”

“Precisely, Watson. My Baker 
Street boys will follow the ven­
dor tonight and discover his lair. 
I am almost more interested in 
the identity of the intended re­
cipient. He is someone who fears 
he is followed, and m ust contrive 
to receive the  m essage unsus­
pected under the very nose of the 
follower.”

“W hat makes you guess that?”
A flash of irrita tion  passed 

across my friend’s face. “I never 
guess, Watson. I collect facts, and 
once I have sufficient, I deduce. As 
new facts emerge, I mold my the­
ory to fit them. In th is case we 
have few facts. I m ust extrapo­
late from them  based on w hat 
would lead me to create such a 
method of communication.”

“And th a t would be—?”
“Let us call the man who wish­

es to contact the vendor the “hare.’ 
His follower shall be the ‘hound.’ 
The hare knows he is watched by 
the hound, who suspects he is in­
volved in some affair contrary to 
the hound’s interests. The hare’s 
concern is th a t  the hound not 
learn exactly what he is plotting. 
Therefore, the hound m ust not 
find out with whom the hare is 
meeting. The hare needs to set 
the hound on a false scent. What 
would I do if I were the hare? I 
would go to a dubious location—
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such as a vile-looking public 
house I noticed around the comer 
from the vendor’s cart—and ap­
pear to make surreptitious con­
tact with someone there.”

“You would, perhaps, whisper 
your order to the barm an while 
looking nervously over your 
shoulder?” I asked.

“Exactly. Then I would depart. 
As I made my way through tha t 
maze of confusing byways, I 
would pretend to become lost, and 
contrive to pass through tha t al­
ley. Upon sighting the  chestnut 
vendor, I would loudly demand, 
‘W here is Haverton Lane?’ thus 
identifying myself to him  with­
out arousing suspicion in the 
hound. After receiving directions, 
I would buy chestnuts and leave. 
The hound would th ink  the ren­
dezvous had occurred in the pub­
lic house, and turn  his attention 
to those I had spoken to there. 
Only the most astu te  observer 
would suspect tha t my brief, ca­
sual encounter with the chestnut 
vendor was the critical one.” 

“Such a meeting could only 
work once, though,” I pointed out, 
“The hound would become skep­
tical if on another occasion the 
hare visited the same vendor.” 

“You are right, Doctor, and you 
remind me that I have not shown 
you one further point about tha t 
chestnut wrapper.” He stepped to 
the mantelpiece, lifted the Per­
sian  slipper, and removed the 
charred paper from under it. “I 
confess tha t I failed to realize the 
significance of this when I first 
examined it,” he continued, indi­
cating a notch cut into one edge.

I looked at the notch. Like an 
arrow, it pointed to the phrase 
“St. Jam es Hall” where it ap­
peared in an advertisement.

“The next meeting place!” I ex­
claimed.

“I believe so. Probably the ven­
dor remains a certain number of 
evenings in one spot, passing the 
message to whoever gives the 
password—whether accidentally 
or intentionally—then moves to 
the next place to receive the reply.” 

“Not as a chestnut vendor, how­
ever. That would raise questions 
in the hound’s mind.”

“Quite so, Watson. He may be­
come a newspaper seller, a beg­
garly match vendor, anything 
that would allow casual contact 
with a stranger.”

I thought of something. “In the 
dark that night, I could not see 
the vendor’s face well enough to 
be sure of recognizing him again. 
How could the hare be certain of 
whom to approach in a crowded 
area such as St. James Hall?” 

“They likely have some pre­
arranged cue, such as a coat of a 
particular color or a hat of a cer­
tain—of course! His cravat. I am 
slipping, Watson.” Holmes 
slapped his head.

I struggled to recall the ven­
dor’s clothing. “The night I saw 
him, I believe the vendor wore a 
white cravat with a dark stripe 
through it.”

“That’s it. He wore it yesterday 
and today, too. I wonder—” 
Holmes fell into silent thought, 
chin sunk on chest.

I took a lighted candle and 
started for my bedroom. I stopped
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at the door, struck by a sudden 
thought. “I beg your pardon for 
interrupting, Holmes, but I could 
call at a shipping office tomorrow 
regarding the Veronique Vande- 
veer, if th a t would help your in­
vestigation.”

“I inquired this morning,” he 
replied, raising his head. “The 
Veronique Vandeveer is indeed a 
cargo vessel, currently en route 
from India to South America.”

I felt a surge of excitement. 
“Where will she be in February?”

“Various ports on the Atlantic 
coast of South America, finishing 
up at the Isthm us of Panama. Do 
not feel left out of this investiga­
tion, Watson. It is entirely due to 
you th a t I became acquainted 
with the chestnut vendor, I sus­
pect, Doctor, th a t you have un­
earthed one of the most diabolical 
plots I have ever encountered.” 
His chin sank back upon his 
chest.

Though my curiosity was in­
tense, I did not have the heart to 
disturb him again.

I was awakened the following 
morning by the excited piping 
voice of a small boy coming from 
our sitting room. From past ex­
perience I knew it was one of 
Holmes’s Irregulars reporting. 
Had there been a development? 
By the time I dressed and left my 
bedroom, however, the boy was 
gone, and Holmes was busy scrib­
bling out telegrams. I did not in­
terrupt him.

He looked up when Mrs. Hud­
son brought in our eggs and ham. 
“Are any of your kitchen knives in

need of sharpening?” he inquired 
of her.

Accustomed to her lodger’s hab­
it of asking seemingly irrelevant 
questions, she simply replied, “I 
dare say I could find a few th a t 
want touching up, Mr. Holmes.”

“Splendid. If you would be so 
kind as to wrap them  in paper, I 
will pick them  up shortly after 
we have consumed this excellent 
breakfast.”

But Holmes ate little. As soon 
as our landlady had left, he leapt 
up and moved about the room, 
humming a  melody from Goun­
od’s Faust. Passing the m antel­
piece, he pulled out the knife 
which pinned his correspondence, 
enfolded it in his handkerchief, 
and pocketed it. Next he located 
our scissors on a side table where 
they were propping up a  row of 
test tubes. He even found my pen 
knife where it had fallen behind a 
sofa cushion and asked to borrow 
it.

“Are you preparing for battle, 
Holmes?” I finally inquired. “I 
should be glad to accompany 
you.”

He laughed. “There is no one I 
would prefer to have by my side, 
Doctor. But these items are only 
part of my disguise for today.”

“I regret th a t I cannot see it 
complete,” I commented. “I m ust 
call a t my bank this morning.”

“I hope to have news when I re­
turn,” Holmes told me as I pre­
pared to leave.

More telegram s arrived for 
Holmes during the day. At mid­
afternoon a  grimy but polite boy 
whom I recognized as one of
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Holmes’s street Arabs showed up 
with a  note scrawled upon a scrap 
of theater program th a t looked as 
though it had come from the gut­
ter. The note, in my friend’s hand­
writing, asked me to send any 
telegram s with the bearer, along 
with a set of clean clothes.

Holmes did not re tu rn  home 
th a t night. After lunch the next 
day, another Irregular came to 
collect his telegrams.

A prior obligation required me 
to dine out again th a t evening. 
Soon after dinner, I made an ex­
cuse and left. I hoped to reach our 
lodgings in time to see Holmes 
retu rn  in whatever character he 
had assumed.

He had reached home before 
me, however, and was pacing 
about the sitting  room in the 
clothes I had sent with the boy. 
His eyes glittered w ith excite­
ment.

I noticed my penknife gleam­
ing in the gaslight, lying beside 
the  scissors on a side table. 
Holm es’s knife shone brightly 
from the mantelpiece. I observed 
the evidence and drew a conclu­
sion. “You’ve been a  scissors- 
grinder!” I exclaimed.

Holmes smiled. “You are right, 
Watson. You may soon surpass 
me in the detective business.”

“I doubt that,” I said, though I 
m ust admit I was flattered. “But 
w hat would you have done if 
someone had appeared and asked 
you to sharpen his knives?” 

“Why, I would have sharpened 
them . Look at your penknife.”

I picked up th a t article and 
tested it on my thumb. Snatch­

ing my handkerchief from my 
sleeve, I staunched the sudden 
flow of blood and admitted, “It’s 
like a razor! Don’t tell me that 
the sharpener’s trade is another 
of your hidden talents?”

“Several years ago I investi­
gated a small m atter for a scis- 
sorsgrinder,” Holmes explained. 
“He insisted on paying me, 
though his problem was so curi­
ous I would have solved it for 
nothing, I knew he could not af­
ford my fees, so I had him teach 
me his trade to work off the debt. 
I knew it would someday be use­
ful. Yesterday the grinder lent me 
his cart for a few days. With that, 
a false beard, and tinted eye­
glasses, I believe I was unrecog­
nizable as either the half-wit or 
the clergyman.”

“I t appears you have made 
progress in the case.”

“Indeed I have! My street Arabs 
have outdone themselves. I know 
the identity of the hare. I have al­
lied myself with the hound and 
his employer. I have learned the 
antecedents of the chestnut ven­
dor. I know the motive and the 
plan.”

“Will you go to the police now?” 
I asked.

Holmes shook his head. “The 
case would be laughed out of 
court as preposterous. It there­
fore falls to me and to you, Doctor, 
to prevent a most fiendish act.”

“I may assist you, then?”
“I rely on your presence. Can 

you be ready to pay a call with me 
at the unseemly hour of nine o’­
clock tomorrow morning?”

“Of course. What sort of place
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are we to visit? Shall I bring my 
revolver?”

“Bring it, by all means. Our an­
tagonist would not hesitate to 
elim inate us, if he could do so 
without endangering himself. We 
will be calling upon Mr. Winfree 
Grant.”

I was aghast. “Winfree Grant! 
But he is one of England’s most 
prominent businessmen! He has 
investments on every continent! 
He is respected throughout the 
banking world!”

“And he has mortgaged his soul 
to the devil.”

“Preposterous! Are you cer­
tain?”

“Have no illusions, Doctor. Mr. 
G rant has set into motion a plan 
of consummate evil. Tomorrow 
you and I m ust dissuade him 
from his scheme.”

“Well, I will tru st your judg­
ment,” I said, reluctantly.

“I know you would be insulted 
if I offered you the chance to back 
out of your commitment to ac­
company me. Now, you had better 
tu rn  in so as to be alert in the 
morning.”

I retired but could not sleep. All 
night I heard Holmes pacing about 
the sitting room. I tossed and 
turned. Mr. Winfree Grant had in­
vested in immense engineering 
projects—bridges, dams, irrigation 
systems—in a dozen countries. His 
name appeared throughout the so­
ciety pages. How could he be in­
volved in some scurrilous plot? I 
could not imagine.

I drifted off towards dawn and 
was awakened by Holmes’s voice 
calling to me that the hour was

late. F ragrant odors wafted in to 
me from Mrs. Hudson’s breakfast, 
already laid out. I barely had time 
for a bit of tea and toast, though, 
before we had to dash off.

Before jum ping into the cab, 
Holmes took our page-boy aside 
and handed him a bulky enve­
lope. I heard  only a few words: 
“—at the Foreign Office if we are 
not back by noon.”

As the cab rattled through the 
streets, Holmes sat crouched for­
ward on the seat, reminding me of 
a falcon w ith its prey in sight, on­
ly waiting for the right moment to 
drop upon it.

We reached a fashionable sub­
urb. Holmes did not speak until 
we were turning through impos­
ing gates th a t gave a vista of an 
old stone m anor house. “You will 
follow my lead, Watson?” he 
asked.

“Of course.”
We drew up at the front.
A surprised butler opened the 

wide, heavy door. Over his pro­
tests Holmes insisted th a t Mr. 
Grant would indeed see us and at 
last prevailed upon the butler to 
take our cards in. I noticed th a t 
Holmes had scribbled a few words 
on the back of his.

We were shown into a parlor 
paneled in rosewood. About the 
room I observed framed photo­
graphs of, I presumed, Mr. Grant 
with various dignitaries. A large 
silver presentation cup was dis­
played on a shelf. I read the en­
graved words: “Presented in ap­
preciation to the Honorable Mr. 
Winfree G rant, by - — — U ni­
versity”
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Not two m inutes had  passed 
when a tall, distinguished gen­
tleman I recognized from the pho­
tographs entered the room. I was 
suddenly em barrassed a t our 
brazenness. Surely Holmes was 
for once mistaken.

The man closed the door behind 
him. “I am W infree G ran t,” he 
said brusquely. He did not offer to 
shake hands.

I then realized he was control­
ling himself with difficulty. Every 
muscle in his face and neck was 
tensed like strands of steel. His 
hands were clenched so tightly 
the sinews stood out in white 
ridges. His eyes flicked between 
us, then rested on Holmes with 
frustra ted  rage. We rem ained 
standing.

“I see tha t you recognize my 
name and comprehend the pur­
pose of this visit,” Holmes said.

“Yes.” The word was like a rifle 
shot.

“Allow me to sum m arize the 
situation,” Holmes continued. 
“Mr. Ferdinand de Lesseps, as the 
en tire  world knows, accom­
plished the impossible several 
years ago by constructing  the 
Suez Canal. As everyone also 
knows, he is now attem pting an 
even greater miracle a t the  Isth­
mus of Panama.

“Whoever succeeds in building 
a canal from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific, elim inating the  costly, 
dangerous, and time-consuming 
trip  around Cape Horn, will have 
the world a t his doorstep. Fame, 
fortune, a lasting place in history 
shall all be his. Mr. Grant, in 1881 
you were offered the opportunity

to invest in de Lesseps’s company 
and turned it down, not because 
you doubt his abilities, but be­
cause you wished to attem pt the 
same undertaking with your own 
company for far greater profits. 
But in order for your company to 
take over the contract to build the 
canal, it is necessary th a t  de 
Lesseps fail.

“Permit me, Mr. Grant, to pose 
a question to my companion, Doc­
tor Watson. Doctor, what is the 
greatest obstacle to de Lesseps’s 
success?”

I collected my thoughts. “Engi­
neering problems and unexpected 
costs are among his difficulties. 
But in my opinion, his greatest 
foe is tropical disease. A canal 
cannot be built without laborers. 
Laborers cannot work if they are 
dying of malaria.”

“Doctor, is there a cure for 
malaria?”

“Yes, certainly. Quinine.”
“What is the source of quinine?”
Grant’s scheme suddenly re­

vealed itself to me like a dark 
lantern unshielded. “Fever bark!” 
I exclaimed, then controlled my­
self to appear less surprised. “Al­
so known as Peruvian bark or Je­
su its’ powder. The bark  of the 
cinchona tree.”

A faint smile flickered across 
Holmes’s face and I knew I was 
proceeding according to his script.

“This cure may be administered 
in various forms,” Holmes went 
on in his most pedantic tone. “As 
the isolated alkaloid quinine, or 
crudely, under prim itive condi­
tions, simply as the powdered 
bark. At times, th is bark is ad­
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m inistered but fails to effect a 
cure. Why, Doctor?”

“Because the percentage of qui­
nine in the bark varies from one 
species of the cinchona tree to an­
other, or even within the same 
species, if the trees grow under 
different conditions,” I said. I ven­
tured a glance a t our host. He 
stood like a statue carved from 
ice.

Holmes’s gaze burned into him. 
“Mr. Grant, a shipment of fever 
bark is to arrive at the Isthmus of 
Panama on the Veronique Vande- 
veer. This bark was harvested 
from trees of exceptionally high- 
quality bark in Colombia. The ex­
act location of this grove remains 
a closely guarded secret among 
the forest Indians to avoid over- 
exploitation of the trees. That 
shipment is already on a mule- 
tra in , traveling through the 
Colombian mountains to the port 
of Cartagena. It will be loaded on­
to the Veronique when she docks 
there.

“You, Mr. Grant, were looking 
for ju s t such a shipment. When 
your confederate the chestnut 
vendor learned th a t one was 
scheduled to travel on the 
Veronique, he arranged with ac­
complices th a t a quantity of 
worthless bark  would be pur­
chased from a plantation in India. 
That bark was loaded onto the 
Veronique when she visited Bom­
bay. The high-quality Colombian 
bark will be put aboard in Carta­
gena and thrown overboard by 
your hirelings once th e  ship 
reaches the open ocean.

“On landing at the isthmus, the

worthless bark will be accepted 
as genuine by desperate doctors, 
hospitals, and patients.

“If your scheme succeeds, Mr. 
Grant, countless scores of hum an 
beings will die. Do you deny this?”

“You have no proof.” Winfree 
Grant spat out the words.

“That is correct. I have no proof. 
You may have heard, sir, of some 
little repu ta tion  I possess, or 
heard rum ors of persons in high 
places who are deeply indebted 
to me. I do not like to boast of 
this, but I will say th a t these ru ­
mors are not exaggerated. I swear 
to you, G rant, that unless you de­
sist in your monstrous plan I will 
call in all the favors that are owed 
to me. If you invest in diamonds 
in South Africa, your every ship­
ment will somehow go astray. If 
you choose to construct a dam  in 
Canada, the government will con­
fiscate your machinery and deny 
your permits. If you purchase a 
spice plantation in Ceylon, ban­
dits will plague you. I will not 
stand by while you m urder hum ­
ble workingmen. I will devote all 
my skill and energy to ruining 
you.”

I had never seen my friend so 
angry. He and Winfree G ran t 
glared a t each other like a cobra 
and a mongoose.

Holmes spoke one more time. 
“Incidentally, Mr. G rant, if  Dr. 
Watson and I do not return to our 
lodgings by noon, you will think 
all the dogs of that hell to which 
you belong have been unleashed 
upon you.”

At th a t G rant shivered as 
though his last hope was gone. “I
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am familiar with your reputation, 
Holmes, though I do not believe 
everything I hear,” he said coldly. 
“After considering the m atter in 
depth, however, I have decided not 
to pursue whatever plans I may 
have had for investing in a wa­
terway across Central America. I 
do this not from any fear of you or 
the powers you claim, but as a 
simple business decision based on 
logic. Geography, disease, and cli­
m ate create insurmountable ob­
stacles to the construction of such 
a passage. I choose not to throw 
my w ealth away in a futile a t­
tem pt to construct one. A canal 
will never be built across the Isth­
mus of Panama.”

“Time will tell, Mr. Grant. H u­
m an ingenuity is an astonishing 
thing. Now, regarding your situ ­
ation: you will direct your ac­
complices to destroy the worth­
less bark from India and allow 
the correct shipment to be loaded 
in Colombia. You may pass your 
instructions openly now. I have 
spoken to de Lesseps’s man, who 
as you know has been following 
you. He will not interfere as long 
as you are undoing the evil th a t 
you have set in motion. My con­
tacts on the isthmus will verify 
th a t  the shipm ent th a t  is u n ­
loaded there is indeed the correct 
one.”

G ran t’s lips compressed to a 
thin white line. “Very well.” He 
made a sudden movement which 
caused me to reach into my over­
coat pocket for my revolver, but 
he was only turning to pull the 
bell.

G ran t pivoted back to face

Holmes. “How did you find out?” 
he demanded.

“It was not I, but my colleague 
Dr. Watson here, who exposed 
your plot,” Holmes said.

Grant looked at me in disbelief. 
The butler appeared before he 
could press Holmes further.

With the butler’s entrance, 
Grant revealed th a t he was on 
the  verge of losing all control. 
“Show them  out before I kill 
them,” he muttered to the aston­
ished servant.

I did not feel secure until our 
cab had pulled through the 
gates and left Mr. Winfree 
Grant’s estate well behind. I 

could then  contain myself no 
longer.

“Tell me, Holmes, how on earth  
did you ferret out such a fantas­
tic scheme from so slight a clue as 
th a t chestnut wrapper?” I asked.

Holmes had returned to his 
usual phlegmatic self. He waved 
a languid hand. “I considered the 
many meanings of the word 
‘bark.’ Among them  was fever 
bark, a valuable commodity. 
When I learned tha t the  
Veronique Vandeveer was a ship 
coming from India, where large 
fever bark plantations have re­
cently yielded disappointing re­
sults, bound for Colombia, where 
fever bark grows naturally, and 
then scheduled to visit the Isth­
mus of Panama, where fever bark 
is desperately needed, I began to 
wonder if some plot was afoot re­
lated to th a t meaning of‘bark.’ 

“My suspicion grew as my Ir ­
regulars followed and identified
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the parties involved: first, the 
chestnut vendor. He proved to be 
a bad lot. The riverside public 
houses are full of talk about him. 
He is newly arrived in London 
from Marseilles and has already 
made a name for himself as a 
clever man without scruples who 
will arrange anything for the 
right price.

“I sent telegrams to every cor­
ner of the earth. At first, I mere­
ly inquired of my correspondents 
in tropical zones for any odd gos­
sip related to fever bark. I learned 
that a particular cinchona plan­
tation in India had recently come 
into production and discovered 
that their trees produced a bark 
with a concentration of quinine 
so low it was not worth extract­
ing . . . interestingly, the planta­
tion had just made a large sale of 
this worthless bark. Further in­
vestigation tracked this sale to 
an  individual known to have 
worked for the chestnut vendor.

“A correspondent in Colombia 
informed me that a shipment of 
high-quality fever bark was on its 
way from the mountain slopes to 
a Cartagena warehouse, to await 
the Veronique Vandeveer. This 
shipment was supposed to go to 
the Isthmus of Panama.

“I now suspected th a t a substi­
tution would be made.

“I proceeded to make a list of 
possible enemies or business ri­
vals of de Lesseps’s and made in­
quiries about each. Winfree 
G rant’s name appeared on this 
list. Telegrams to those acquain­
tances of mine most knowledge­
able about finances revealed that

G rant had shown great interest 
in de Lesseps’s canal project 
when it began but had then  
turned down the chance to invest 
in it.

“Not long after dark on my first 
day as a scissors grinder, a well- 
dressed gentleman came striding 
down the alley. He looked con­
fused and out of patience, ju st as 
I had predicted. He stepped up to 
the  chestnut vendor and de­
m anded, ‘W here is H averton 
Lane?’ He then purchased chest­
nuts, ascended the sta irs, and 
took a cab. Unbeknownst to him, 
he was shadowed by one of my 
s tree t Arabs. When the boy in ­
formed me later of the hare’s ad­
dress, I knew th a t G rant was my 
man.

“Another of the Irregulars fol­
lowed the hound tha t same eve­
ning. Once G rant reached his 
home, the  hound gave up the  
chase for the night and went to a 
cheap lodging house. I presented 
myself to him there early the next 
morning, in the clothes you had so 
kindly sent to me.

“Once I convinced the hound of 
my credentials, he told me that he 
was employed by Ferdinand de 
Lesseps. Mr. de Lesseps’s suspi­
cions had been aroused, the 
hound explained, by the many in­
stances o f‘bad luck’ plaguing his 
efforts in Panam a. Suspicion 
pointed to agents of W infree 
G rant, who, de Lesseps knew, 
wished the glory and profits of a 
successful canal for himself. But 
there was no proof, and no way to 
predict where Mr. G rant would 
strike  next. De Lesseps dis-
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patched the hound to England to 
find out more.

“G rant had come up with the 
idea of killing off as many canal 
workers as possible by switching 
worthless bark for good. Through 
a middleman he m ade contact 
with this man from Marseilles. He 
did not wish a face-to-face meeting 
at first for fear of exposure. They 
arranged for that peculiar method 
of message-passing, as  Grant 
feared he was followed. The vendor 
worked out the details of the plan, 
finding a ship with the  desired 
route and arranging for persons 
in the various ports to cany  out 
the necessary m aneuvers. The 
vendor then located a section of 
newspaper containing the words 
required for his message, marked 
them, and set up his cart in an 
agreed-upon spot.”

“B ut, Holmes,” I interposed, 
“having arranged for the  worth­
less bark  to be sent to the isth­
mus, why would the vendor need 
to send th a t ‘buy all bark’ mes­
sage to Grant?”

“Canal workers are not the on­
ly ones dying of m alaria in Cen­
tral America, Watson. Once that 
bark was unloaded on the isth­
mus, a number of buyers would 
fight to purchase it. The shipment 
would be split. Some would go 
north, some to the Caribbean Is­
lands, and some would be hoard­
ed or held for speculation. Only 
p a rt would end up w ith canal 
workers. To guarantee the  great­
est blow to de Lesseps, G rant had 
to know to purchase th a t partic­
ular shipment and see th a t it was 
all channeled to canal hospitals.

He would have the wealth to beat 
out other buyers.”

One o ther point puzzled me. 
“What did you write on your 
card?” I asked.

“Three words: ‘regarding fever 
bark.’ T hat reference, combined 
with my name, was enough to tell 
Grant the game was up. On the 
whole it was quite simple.”

“You have averted a great 
wrong today, Holmes!” I ex­
claimed.

“But I am left a t loose ends, 
Watson. You m ust find me a new 
problem.”

Little remains to be said. Under 
Holmes’s scrutiny, Winfree Grant 
gave up his attem pt to meddle 
with the Veronique Vandeveer’s 
cargo.

As we all know, de Lesseps’s 
grand vision became m ired in 
what I believe was undeserved 
scandal and in ’89 his company 
went bankrupt. As far as Holmes 
could determine, Grant did not 
have a hand in this.

More th an  twenty thousand 
human beings succumbed to dis­
ease during tha t gallant attem pt 
to connect the two oceans. Had it 
not been for Mr. Sherlock Holmes, 
however, this figure would have 
been even higher.

Holmes entered into corre­
spondence with a Cuban doctor 
who held the strange belief that 
tropical diseases were transm it­
ted by mosquitoes. I did not keep 
up with their letters.

Some years after de Lesseps 
was forced to abandon his dream, 
Holmes received a much-traveled
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envelope from one of his corre­
spondents in a far-flung comer of 
the Empire. From it he withdrew 
a tattered newspaper cutting. His 
eyes narrowed as he read it.

“In my line of work, Watson, it is 
often difficult to believe in any kind 
of ultimate justice,” he said, hand­
ing me the cutting. “For that rea­
son I treasure items such as this.”

The article was from an Eng­
lish newspaper in Malaya. “ ‘De­
ceased,’ ” I read aloud, “ ‘Mr. Win- 
free Grant, after a long illness. In 
the Straits Settlements, August 3, 
while there to review a possible 
investm ent in tin  mines. Of 
m alaria.’ ”

Holmes took the cutting and 
filed it in his index.



Unsolved at present, that is, but can you work it out?
The answer will appear in the November issue.

At 07:35 on Saturday, July 15, Patrolman Roller stuck his head in 
a t the door of Chief Sheehan’s office. “Dan,” he said, “I ju s t got a call 
from some guy who says a woman’s been stabbed at Rose Terrace on 
Floravale Avenue.”

“Look into it, Pat,” the  chief of Dayton police said. “Could be a do­
mestic violence case. O r maybe a false alarm. Did the caller sound 
lucid?”

“More excited than anything, sir. He didn’t come across as a nut.”
“Take a run out to  th a t  apartm ent house and radio back if  you 

need assistance.”
Pat Roller knew the  way to Rose Terrace quite well. He’d been out 

there several times lately. As he drove down Floravale Avenue, he 
recalled what the place was like. Ju st five floors to the old, narrow 
brick apartm ent house, with a couple from a different state on each 
floor. Each of the husbands followed a different profession; the man 
who’d reported a break-in last week was an architect.

The patrolman pulled up out front and looked around. In the rose 
garden beside the building were gathered six men and four women, 
all looking down a t something on the ground.

Roller approached and spotted the caretaker, old Vic Vinson, a fa­
m iliar figure from p a s t v isits. Roller called him aside. “Vic,” he 
asked, “what’s going on here?”

“The lady from Texas has been stabbed. She’s a-lyin’ right over 
yonder among my rose bushes.”

The woman was definitely dead. She lay face down, a long-bladed 
carving knife embedded in her back.

“Okay,” Roller began, taking charge of the situation, “who report­
ed this?”

A slightly bald m an stepped forward. “I’m a dentist. I’m the one 
who phoned your headquarters ju st after the killing.”

“How do you know it was right after the murder?”

(1) The dentist replied: “Mr. North lives just below the gentleman 
from Tennessee and ju s t  above me. We three men were waiting for 
the rest of our jogging group to assemble whe we heard a horrible 
scream. I went to investigate; Mr. North was right behind me. A few'
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minutes later we found her, ju st as she is now. I checked her pulse; 
it faded out even as I held her wrist. She didn’t  u tte r  a word. We 
looked around but saw no one running away. I left others, including 
Mr. Olson and my wife, to guard the scene.

(2) The old caretaker cleared his throat. “I didn’t  kill nobody, sir. At 
7:10 I got a complaint about a leaky faucet on the top floor, which 
took a half hour to fix. That lets me out. Now, if you w ant to know 
who’s paying rent here now: in addition to the third-floor gent, there’s 
Edward, Irene’s husband, the banker, and Mr. Lange.

(3) The man from Utah spoke: “I live ju st above Janice, who has 
the apartm ent ju st above the banker. This morning Janice joined my 
wife and me in guarding the body. We didn’t  touch anything, I swear. 
I saw Jancice coming out of the building to join us.” Then the bank­
er stated, “Neither the man from Utah nor his wife could have killed 
the woman and circled back before I arrived.”

(4) Mr. Olson was next. He declared: “Bryan lives ju s t above Hel- 
ga and ju s t below me. We two men were together, and Helga came 
out to join us.” Bryan added, “Every word he says is th e  gospel 
tru th .”

(5) Andrew said: “I live just below Grace, who lives ju s t below Mr. 
Moore. We three were among the first on the scene.” Grace and Mr. 
Moore nodded in agreement.

(6) The man from Virginia said, “As Mr. Kilmer can verify, I am not 
Freda’s husband.”

(7) The electrician declared: “My apartm ent is ju s t below th a t of 
the man from Wisconsin. The victim wasn’t  m arried to either of us.”

(8) Chester stated: “My apartm ent is somewhere above Delbert’s. 
I am not the contractor.”

As he looked over his notes, the patrolman ruled out suicide, for 
she couldn’t have stabbed herself in the back w ith a long-bladed 
knife. No robbery was apparent. He concluded the  killer was anoth­
er resident of Rose Terrace. The m urder could hardly have been a 
collusion between several persons. The guilty person was the  one 
without an alibi.

Patrolman Pat Roller reviewed the statem ents once more, then 
stepped forward and arrested the killer.

Who killed whom that early morning in the rose garden ?

See page 144 for the solution to the Septem ber puzzle.
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Passing Feet
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It ’s an odd sort of life, this, living below ground level. R ather like 
a toad peering out from under h is flat stone—that’s the sort of view 
I get. A toad’s-eye view—th a t describes it to a nicety. I have quite 
a  big window, bu t it faces directly onto a stone wall about four feet 

away. On top of the wall are iron railings to stop people from falling 
into the  alleyway. If 1 were to go up close and press my nose against 
the glass, I could peer up across the street where there are houses with 
basem ent windows and railings and  steps leading up to front doors, 
ju s t  the  sam e as the house I’m in. I used to do th a t sometimes when 
I first came to live here, but now from the big La-Z-Boy chair where 
I spend m ost of the day all I can see beyond the  railings are the feet 
th a t  pass by.

I’ve become very in terested  in feet and believe I’m a good judge of 
them . From observing the feet I construct th e  rest of th e  body. Not 
all th a t  difficult when you discover w hat a variety of shoes there are. 
S m art, polished lea th e r shoes, rubber-soled brogues, casual suedes, 
h igh  heels w ith wobbly ankles, lovwheeled nan n ies’ shoes—each 
p a ir tells its story. O f course I don’t  get to see how my constructions 
come out, and maybe ju s t  as well. I would h ate  to find th a t any of the
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lovely people I create are really glum, ill tempered, ugly, or self-cen­
tered.

Funny how I like to construct pleasant people, people who go by 
laughing and joking—even singing—their heels clicking merrily 
along. I don’t  hear the heels or the voices. For th a t matter, I don’t hear 
anything any more, not from outside my head. Not since the day of 
the bomb. But inside my head I can hear. I can hear my thoughts. I 
can conjure up music. I have a great store of music in my head, and 
now that the awful ringing has almost gone, I don’t  mind my deafness 
so much. There was a time when I wished I’d lost my sight rather than 
my hearing, but now I don’t know . . .

If  I’d been blinded instead, I could’ve sat here  and listened to the 
heels clicking and the voices laughing and singing and made up my 
bodies from that. But perhaps I wouldn’t  have listened to the heels— 
I’d have been too busy listening to the radio, to music outside my head, 
and to people talking. I would have been able to talk to friends and 
speak on the telephone. I could’ve been entertained all day.

B ut now I don’t  know. It’s good to have sight, and I can see other 
things besides feet. I can see Nurse P leshant as she goes about her 
tasks. I can watch the moving figures on the  TV screen and try  to 
guess what they are on about. Later I will get th a t whatsit, teletext, 
so th a t I can understand better. And of course I can read—or will be 
able to when my burnt hands have healed and I can hold a book and 
tu rn  the pages. I suppose I could do th a t now in a  laborious way with 
my bandaged hands. I have a  telephone beside me. It has a red light 
instead of a bell and Nurse Pleshant has fixed a wire loop to the re­
ceiver so tha t I can insert my paw and lift it off its cradle and speak 
to it. I f  the red light comes on and I happen to see it, I pick up the re­
ceiver and say, “I am O.K., thank you. I hope you are well. Thank you 
for calling.” It doesn’t  often happen.

I don’t see much point to it, but the doctor insisted I have a tele­
phone so tha t I can call my nurse if I need her. She has a flat in some 
other part of this old house, which is convenient. She is more or less 
my full-time private nurse, but she doesn’t  have to be with me day and 
night. I’d still be in hospital if th a t were the case. I have called her 
twice. Once she came and once she didn’t. You see, I’ve no way of tell­
ing whether she answers the phone or not.

I used to think a lot about a person who placed a bomb in a de­
partm ent store. I had pretty bitter thoughts about him—or her. 
Then I began to wonder more, Why me? W hat was I doing there? 
I was standing by a rack of ties, poring over them. Why? I’ve got 

half a dozen ties and I rarely wear any of them. So why the sudden 
interest in ties that kept me a t tha t spot for th a t vital minute? I woke 
to a  red haze of pain and my head was full of noise, but it wasn’t  com-
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mg from outside because after a while I could see doctors and nurs­
es and I saw th a t they spoke but no sound came.. . .

Here comes Miss Jolly. I like her. She has lovely plump calves and 
her fat little feet are crammed into tight little shoes with heels so high 
tha t her ankles wobble alarmingly! She trots by with so much hap­
py anticipation in her step. Is she going to meet her sweetheart or does 
she clasp a paper bag containing two cream buns?

People were kind to me. They worked so hard to heal me. I was an 
arrogant, opinionated know-all. Why did they take so much trouble 
with me? I wasn’t  worth it. My burnt flesh and broken bones healed 
to a point where I could go home—hospital beds are always needed. 
I am still very weak and helpless, but Nurse Pleshant is my strength. 
Every morning she comes and helps me out of bed, takes me to the 
toilet, cleans me, even brushes my teeth. She installs me in my big 
comfy chair and feeds me. She brings me tea and lunch and tea and 
dinner. She performs unmentionable tasks for me and eventually 
tucks me in bed for the night. She’s a bonus I’m sure I don’t deserve. 
She does all these tasks as if she enjoyed them. I’ve realized that if I 
changed the h in her name to an a and changed the accent on the syl­
lables, she would be Nurse Pleasant and her name would exactly de­
scribe her. She’s quite young—about thirty, I guess—and very aver­
age in size and looks, but her happy, pleasant nature sets her miles 
ahead. She’s set up a blackboard and chalk so that she can talk to me. 
She tells me little jokes and bits of gossip.

I respond to her kindness by trying to be as little trouble as possi­
ble. Which isn’t  like me. I’m the one who blasts the overworked wait­
ress if the service is a b it slow or the steak a bit tough. At least I was 
before the bomb. Now if pain comes in the night I will suffer it ra th ­
er than reach for my phone. If it’s done nothing else, it’s provided me 
with a space to think i n . . . .

Here come the Browns. He’s supported on brown leather on heavy 
rubber, a bit worn down now. Her black leather low-heeled shoes, built 
for comfort rather th an  glamour, are still quite new. They move slow­
ly, a trifle wearily. They are going home from the small shop they own 
to their flat a couple of blocks away where they will fry fish fingers 
and tomatoes and watch TV. They will hold hands comfortably while 
they watch the violence on the screen.

Thinking is all I can do. I’ve realized that there are two courses open 
to me: I can drown myself in self-pity or I can do something better. 
I’ve opted for the latter; Nurse Pleshant has helped to give me di­
rection. I know that all I have to do is be patient and I will heal. I know 
that I’ll always be deaf, so I m ust learn to turn tha t to my advantage. 
How to do that?  I don’t  know yet, but I’m sure tha t if I keep an open 
and happy mind, th a t too will be solved for me. So I patiently watch 
the feet go by and imagine the happy faces belonging to them.
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Here come two hippies in faded blue jeans with ragged cuffs. One 
pair blue sandals, one pair brown. One set red toenails, one set grub­
by. They saunter by and I know that they are holding hands and he 
has a transistor radio dangling from his shoulder. I refuse to hear it; 
they are transients and I won’t  see them again.

I insisted tha t it wasn’t necessary for Nurse Pleshant to watch over 
me during the evening. You’re young, I said, go out and have fun. I 
shan’t  get up to mischief while you are away. So I get her to tu rn  my 
chair so th a t I can watch the feet. At first she was a bit reluctant. Re­
member what happened to Jimmy Stewart, she wrote, when he sat 
with his leg in plaster, looking out his back window. It’s not the same 
thing, I said; he had a pretty wide view of things. I can only see feet. 
And don’t worry about it getting dark, there’s plenty of lam plight.. . .

I’ve been watching for a couple of hours now and most of my regu­
lars have gone by. Miss Jolly, the Browns, Miss Glamour in her sheer 
stockings and expensive sandals, Mr. Spiv in his pinstripe trousers 
and black and white patents. And here comes M ata Hari, the beau­
tiful Russian spy in boots so high I can’t  see their tops, on her way to 
seduce some gullible M.R They’ve all passed by carrying their little 
secrets with them.

And now I’m waiting for my specials. They first appeared about ten 
days ago and have been along almost every night since. He wears 
brown suede shoes and light fawn trousers. H er neatly turned ankles 
are nylon clad and her pretty feet fit into blue court shoes with wedge 
heels. They don’t  pass by, they stop outside my window and tu rn  so 
th a t they are side by side with heels towards me. Clearly they lean 
on the railings and talk. What about? Ah, the speculations! They stand 
there for ten or fifteen minutes, then—and this is the part I wait for— 
the shoes turn  toe to toe and the blue courts rise off their heels. The 
goodnight kiss! Then they turn and move and are gone. Why do they 
stop there of all places? Because, I reason, she lives somewhere near­
by. But why not say goodnight on her doorstep or inside her apart­
ment? Because Mum and Dad or a flatmate are there? Seems likely.

Every night I watch the feet as hers rise on the toes and I watch to 
see if the shoes fall off. Do you remember th a t film where Maurice 
Chevalier, a wealthy industrialist, is lying dying of heart trouble? Ac­
tually, he’s only got indigestion and a good burp puts him right in the 
end. You don’t? I guess it was a long time ago and it doesn’t  matter. 
The point is he has a daughter who is engaged to Andy Williams. Mau­
rice is worried because of his theory that when true lovers kiss the 
lady’s shoes fall off. This doesn’t happen with Andy, but it does later 
on with Robert Goulet. I remember it so well. No m atter how long my 
lovers kiss the wedge heels stay firmly on. So, like Maurice, I have my 
doubts.

And I was right. One night the feet came as usual bu t there was no



1 0 4 GEOFFREY HITCHCOCK

lingering talk  and no kiss. The blue foot stamped and moved away. 
The suede shoes hesitated a while then turned back the way they’d 
com e.. . .

I didn’t think that I’d see them again, but I was wrong—well, half 
wrong. The blue shoes came again but with them a pair of stout 
brown leather ones. The routine was the same: heels towards me— 
toes together, blue heels rising and—could I believe my eyes—the 
shoes were off! I could have cried for joy. I was still crooning a love song 
when my good nurse came in later to put me to bed. What’s got into 
you? she chalked on her board. I didn’t  tell her but I could see my mood 
infected her.

This has been going on for the last two nights and now I’m waiting 
with eager anticipation and yes, here they come. They stop and turn— 
oh horrors! It’s not the brown leather—its the suede again. I sense 
th a t something is wrong. The feet are not relaxed, they shuffle rest­
lessly. Suddenly the toes are facing each other but the blue heels re­
m ain flat on the ground. They move wildly about—the knees sag, a 
blue-clad body sinks to the ground, the throat grasped by hands 
thrusting  from brown tweed sleeves. A man’s face follows the hands 
and for a moment two eyes look straight into my horror-struck ones 
th a t peer out between bandages. A look of fear spreads over the face 
and the hands relax their grip, and then I see another face, blue 
tongue protruding. It is Nurse Pleshant and I am sitting here watch­
ing her murder!

I reach clumsily for the phone, find the figure nine, and press it three 
times with the pencil stub my clever nurse has strapped to my oth­
er paw. I speak into the phone. “Do not ask questions—I am deaf and 
cannot hear you. M urder a t  fifteen Selwyn Street. Police and ambu­
lance quick!” I repeat the message three times then I replace the re­
ceiver, lift it, and go through the process again. I shall keep doing this 
until they come. I have only to turn my head to the left to see the door 
handle turning. He’s come for me, of course. But Nurse Pleshant has 
locked me in.

I pray she hasn’t  pu t the key in her handbag where he can find it.
I wish I could hear the s iren s .. . .
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B urton Foxx was watching 
a great blue heron in the 
swamp behind his office 
when the  phone rang. He put 

down his binoculars, reached for 
the phone, and hesita ted . It 
would be another applicant an­
sw ering his ad in th e  Eliza- 
bethville Gazette. Wanted: Part- 
tim e ass is tan t to a private 
investigator. 20 hrs/wk, possibly 
more. Must be good a t office work 
and like puzzles.

Ten people had applied and he 
was thinking of canceling the ad. 
Especially after one caller had 
said, in a crude reference to a 
newspaper story last fall, “I’m in­
quiring about th a t job opening. 
Could I speak to B rer Foxx, 
please?” “Job’s filled,” Foxx had 
growled, slam m ing down the 
phone. The applicants weren’t  all 
disasters. Several were congenial 
and intelligent, but they struck 
him as pretending to be someone 
they weren’t, nodding eagerly a t 
everything he said. “T hat’s right 
up my alley,” or, “No problemo, 
someone’s slow in paying, I’ll put 
the squeeze on them.”

One more try, he thought, pick­
ing up the phone. The caller 
turned out to be a graduate stu­
dent a t Lincoln College in wildlife 
biology looking for a part-tim e 
summ er job. He had been hoping 
for a  longer commitment but told 
her to drop by. H alf an hour later 
a young woman walked into his 
office.

“Have a seat, Miss M artin.”
In ten m inutes he learned she 

was twenty-five, her father was a 
cop in  R utland, and she was

thinking of becoming a game war­
den or forest ranger.

“Redwing blackbirds!” she said, 
looking out the window a t the 
swamp in back of his house. She 
noticed the binoculars on his 
desk. “Are you a bird-watcher 
too?”

“Half the tim e I don’t  know 
what I’m looking at.”

She told him she had been re­
lieved of her last job doing field 
work for a professor a t LC when 
she refused to shoot a songbird. 

“Shoot a songbird?”
“He thought it might be a new 

variant of a blackpoll warbler, 
said the only way we could be 
sure was to examine the skele­
ton. I told him I wasn’t  going to 
shoot it, and if he did I’d throw his 
shotgun into the Lamoille River.” 

“When can you start work, Miss 
Martin?”

Cheyenne M artin was good: 
good at bookkeeping, at getting 
foot-draggers to pay, a t answering 
the phone. She was especially 
good at talking to police on the 
phone, maybe because her father 
was a cop, and with the help of 
the New York City PD she had 
located a runaway teenager in 
Greenwich Village. She did not 
smirk over his em barrassm ent 
last September. He had been 
hired to protect a woman from 
her abusive husband, who had 
just gotten out of jail. The woman 
had put Foxx up in a  spare bed­
room for the weekend. The hus­
band crawled through a window, 
waking Foxx, who went after him, 
whereupon the husband went
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back out the window, pursued by 
Foxx who caught his pants on the 
latch and fell into a rosebush, 
breaking his arm and prompting 
a rookie Gazette reporter to write, 
“Brer F oxx Falls into Briar 
Patch—Private Investigator Bur­
ton Foxx, hired to protect a wom­
an on Battery S tree t..

Foxx had wanted to strangle 
the reporter. Only once did Miss 
M artin refer to the incident and 
th a t was to say that “sometimes 
journalists get carried away with 
their own so-called wit.” Nor did 
she make fun of the sap bucket in 
his office used to catch the drip 
from a leaky roof.

Two weeks after she had s ta rt­
ed working, the second homicide 
in Elizabethville, population 
3,000, in seven years occurred. 
The shooting would probably not 
affect Foxx professionally because 
it was a police matter. The vic­
tim, Victor Lamott, owned Wheel­
er Hill and a lot of other proper­
ty in town. His house was less 
than  a mile away, though in the 
three years Foxx had lived in 
Elizabethville, he’d only met the 
man once—while tram ping 
through Lamott’s woods with his 
binoculars and a copy of Roger 
Tory Peterson.

But he was wrong about the 
m urder not affecting him profes­
sionally. The next morning, Tues­
day, a large woman with rhine­
stone glasses entered his office 
and identified herself as Tabitha 
Day, a cousin of the deceased’s. 
“I’m afraid I don’t have the u t­
most confidence in the Eliza­
bethville Police Department,” said

Miss Day, after nodding to Miss 
M artin behind the pine desk tha t 
Foxx had picked up at a lawn sale 
and frowning at the sap bucket in 
the comer. “It’s a known fact their 
chief has a drinking problem plus 
he smokes those disgusting cig­
ars. I heard about you falling out 
of th a t window chasing a stalker 
and ju s t w ant to say th a t it 
warmed my heart. People don’t 
take risks like th a t nowadays un­
less they get huge sums of money. 
Are you interested?”

“I’m not cheap.”
“Good.”
“Any ideas as to who killed your 

cousin?”
“He was a  sain t.” Miss Day 

smiled dryly. “Or seemed to be af­
ter his accident three years ago. 
He was a  shrewd businessman 
and he was a  Don Juan, and then 
he was in a terrible car accident 
and became a different person. 
He sold Lam ott Granite, donated 
land to City Park.”

“Stopped roving?”
Miss Day pursed her lips. “I’m 

not sure he w ent th a t far. I’ve 
heard rum ors th a t he had a fling 
with his son’s wife, Narelle.”

Foxx whistled. “Tell us about 
his family. One of his sons lives 
not far from here. I’ve seen his 
log house in the woods on some of 
my rambles, waved to him once or 
twice. Not an overly friendly 
man.”

“John’s a bit of a recluse. He 
started a restau ran t once but it 
went bankrupt. He became a 
granite carver, lost an eye a few 
years ago when he neglected to 
wear safety glasses. In spite of
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having only one eye, he loves to 
fish and hunt. Last November 
John had a falling out with his fa­
ther over hunting on Victor’s land 
and far as I know has not been to 
Victor’s since. You say you’ve seen 
his place, then you know what a 
pack ra t he is, can’t  throw any­
thing away. Especially money.” 

Miss Day gave a bleak laugh. “I 
w ent shopping w ith him  once. 
When we came out of the store, 
fifteen minutes were left on the 
parking meter. We sa t there until 
his quarter had expired ju st so 
no one else could use it.”

“I thought I was cheap,” said 
Foxx. “Other children?”

“Ju s t an older son, Porter, also 
estranged from his father. And a 
mess, I’m afraid. A recovering al­
coholic—at least I hope he’s re­
covering. He looks like death  
warmed over. He’s m arried to the 
Narelle I mentioned earlier, who, 
God knows why, seems to adore 
him.”

“The boys’ mother?”
“Joan. She and Victor were hav­

ing a rocky—no pun intended— 
tim e.” Miss Day heaved a long 
sigh. “Victor was one of those peo­
ple who love hum anity in the ab­
stract but have trouble with peo­
ple in the flesh.”

“I’ll be damned.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said, ‘T hat’s in teresting .’ ” 

After the visitor left. Miss M artin 
came over to his desk. “A real 
homicide case? Wait till I tell my 
dad. Can I go around with you? 
Off the clock, of course, you don’t 
have to pay me.”

“You’re on the clock, and if you

catch the killer single-handedly 
you get a canned ham for a bo­
nus.”

Foxx had a good relationship 
with Chief Daryl Johnson of the 
Elizabethville P.D. A year ago his 
favorite eatery, the P ark  Cafe, 
was robbed. He dusted for finger­
prints where the police had ne­
glected to and turned the evi­
dence over to Johnson, letting  
him take the credit. Johnson 
owed him one and knew it. Also, 
they were both diehard Red Sox 
fans and had driven down to Fen­
way Park together to see a few 
games. Johnson knew Fenway’s 
chief of security and last fall had 
wangled dugout passes for the 
two of them, and they had come 
back grinning like schoolboys, 
each with a ball signed by Nomar 
Garciaparra. So Foxx called John­
son and learned that the medical 
examiner estimated the time of 
death around nine Monday morn­
ing, and he got Johnson’s permis­
sion to check out the crime scene 
and interview the widow, Joan  
Lamott. Next he gave his new as­
sistant a lesson on how to dust for 
prints and look for hairs and oth­
er evidence.

The Lamotts did not live in 
squalor. A curving gravel drive 
led to a two and a half story house 
set in the middle of a wide lawn. 
A south-facing picture window 
near the upper end of the drive 
had a dime-sized hole in it.

“I’ll bet they lose a lot of birds 
with all that glass,” observed Miss 
Martin as they got out of the car 
and approached the house.
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A slender woman in her early 
fifties whose smooth skin sug­
gested a facelift or two came to 
the door. She wore Dacron slacks 
and a silk blouse, and her ash- 
blonde hair was neatly permed.

Foxx had expected to see one 
or both of the sons there, but the 
only person besides Joan Lamott 
was an elderly lady in a wide- 
brimmed purple hat standing in­
side the door.

Mrs. Lamott nodded blankly as 
Foxx introduced her to Miss Mar­
tin. Tve seen you before,” she said 
to Foxx.

“I bought a stone toad at your 
crafts store several weeks ago for 
my garden—such as it is.”

“That’s right. Ugly creature— 
but beautiful too, in a grotesque 
way.” She seemed eerily com­
posed. “You probably want to 
know w hat happened. I was at 
my shop yesterday from nine to 
two, got home around two thirty 
,and found Victor sprawled on the 
floor. By the way, this is a friend, 
Marion De Shields.”

Foxx had heard of Marion De 
Shields, an eccentric living in  a 
white-pillared m ansion on the 
other side of Wheeler Hill. He had 
seen her bustling about town 
with a white-mustachioed gen­
tleman trotting after her like a 
lapdog. Chief Johnson had once 
stopped her for speeding, and she 
had written a blistering letter-to- 
the-editor suggesting the police 
departm ent should have better 
things to do than harass harm ­
less citizens.

Something flashed in Foxx’s 
eye, and he noticed a diamond the

size of a walnut on De Shields’s 
finger. W ith a nod, he stepped 
past her into the living room with 
its handhewn beams and Swe­
dish furniture. A yellow police rib­
bon formed a square around an  
armchair and an overturned cof­
fee table, with objects strewn over 
the floor: magazines, a glass ash­
tray, playing cards, a bridge pad 
and pencil, a rumpled New York 
Times. Dark stains mottled the 
green carpet.

“Chief Johnson asked me to 
leave everything alone, a t least 
for today,” the widow said. “Victor 
was reading the New York Times, 
a daily ritual. That’s a good way 
to go, isn’t  it? Quickly, while read­
ing the Times?”

Foxx was staring a t the score 
card. Four names were penciled 
on the card: “Marion/Victor” and 
“Etta/Chester,” and there  were 
numbers in the columns.

The old lady with the diamond 
came over. “T hat sheet is from the 
last game we played. Victor, my­
self, my husband, and our friend 
E tta  Beaglehole play every Wed­
nesday evening.” She was old 
enough to be his m other but still 
attractive, early sixties he 
guessed, w ith blue eyes th a t  
sparkled almost as brightly as the 
diamond ring. “Do you play 
bridge?”

“Badly.”
While the widow sank onto a 

sofa and Miss Martin knelt on the 
rug with a pair of tweezers, Foxx 
took M arion De Shields aside. 
“Any ideas?”

“Victor loved humanity, disliked 
people.”
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T he cousin had  said alm ost the 
sam e thing. “Is th a t  a riddle?”

“H is two sons could never meet 
h is  s tandards. B ut he gave mon­
ey to th e  town, donated  land to 
C ity  P ark , and  had  a  place for 
sk a teb o a rd e rs  se t a s id e  in  the 
p ark .”

“A re you saying someone in his 
fam ily m ight have done it?”

“T here w ere tim es I though t of 
do ing  it  m yself. A fter h is acci­
den t, he becam e too holy for my 
ta s te .”

“B u t you p layed bridge w ith 
him ?”

“Every T hursday  n ight. Not a 
lot of options around  here.” She 
touched the investigator’s sleeve. 
“W e’re  looking for a  rep lace­
m ent.” As they  moved toward the 
window w ith  the  bu lle t hole, his 
eye dropped to h er diam ond ring. 
She held it  up  for him  to see, its 
facets sparkling.

“T h a t’s quite a rock,” Foxx said.
“Yes, it is. B u t it comes w ith a 

te rrib le  curse.”
“A curse?”
“Mr. De Shields,” said  the old 

lady. “I f  you’ll excuse me.” She 
w en t back to the  widow.

Foxx w en t ou tside  to look 
around; from th e  angle between 
th e  hole in  th e  w indow and 
w here Victor L am ott had  fallen, 
i t  looked like th e  sh o o ter had 
been  stand ing  a t th e  edge of the 
woods, b u t he found no foot­
p r in ts , broken  tw igs, or o ther 
signs. T hrough th e  window, he 
w atched Miss M artin  talk ing  to 
th e  two wom en. She had  Joan 
L am ott nodding, gesturing, open­
ing  h e r arm s. T he two would

probably be hugging when they 
left.

“You w ere m arried  once, 
w eren’t  you?” Miss M artin asked.

Foxx’s head  cam e up. “W hat 
m akes you th ink  th a t?”

‘You have th a t lonely look of a 
m an who was once happily m ar­
ried.”

‘You w ant me to lie down on a 
couch and tell all? Yes, I was m ar­
ried, and it was good, maybe too 
good, and then  it fell ap art and 
th e  terrible thing is, I s t i l l . . . ” He 
toyed w ith  the  g rass-sta ined  
baseball on its little pedestal on 
his desk.

“I t’ll happen again.”
‘Yeah.” Long silence. “And you?”
“Not yet.”
“Boyfriend, of course?” Foxx 

was a little disconcerted a t how 
fast his h ea rt was beating while 
he waited for her to answer. Get 
real, he told himself, you’re ten  
years older, forty pounds over­
weight, and  alm ost broke.

“I have a boyfriend in Rutland. 
Doesn’t  do me m uch good up 
here, though.”

“No, I suppose not. So, who shot 
Victor Lam ott? His wife?”

Miss M artin ’s jaw  dropped. 
“Not Joan. I didn’t  care for her 
very much, but I can’t  believe she 
did it.”

“All right, so w hat did you get 
from our visit to the deceased’s 
house—besides the feeling th a t 
his wife didn’t do it?”

Cheyenne M artin rose from her 
chair, took a cellophane envelope 
from th e  forensics k it, and 
dumped a  pea-sized bit of gray
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stone on his desk. “Looks like 
crushed granite. I found it on the 
rug by the sofa. Probably doesn’t  
m ean anything, but I didn’t see 
any in the driveway or on the 
front path.”

“Maybe I should be working for 
you instead of the other way 
around. But he was shot from out­
side. Does tha t mean the killer 
was inside with him, perhaps 
chatting in the living room, then 
went out and shot him?”

Miss Martin was excited. “He 
knew his killer then. Who do we 
interview next?”

“The married son, Porter, whose 
wife was rumored to be having 
an affair with Victor.”

They pulled up a macadam 
driveway to the ranch house and 
parked. To the left was a two-car 
garage, to the right a fenced-in 
vegetable garden and a small 
shack. Beyond the shack stretched 
a swamp with cattails and sedge. 
In front of the garden four boys 
kicking a soccer ball stopped play­
ing and stared at the visitors. Foxx 
did not see crushed granite any­
where. Outside the garage a tall, 
gaunt-looking man was washing a 
black Bronco. He turned off his 
hose and came over, coughing, a 
fist covering his mouth.

“Porter Lamott?” asked Foxx. 
“Sorry about your father. I’m 
working with the Elizabethville 
Police Department. Mind if I ask 
a few questions?”

A woman in khaki shorts came 
out onto the porch then holding a 
clipboard and pencil, sunlight 
gleaming on her long red hair.

----------c —O  o

She looked ten years younger 
th an  the  man. “I’ve seen you 
somewhere,” she said, coming 
down the steps.

Foxx remembered seeing her 
ju st a  couple weeks ago in one of 
his favorite places in town: City 
Park. You could get lost in the park 
with its woods and meandering 
trails, and its stretch along the 
Lamoille River. He’d been walking 
along w ith his binoculars and 
Roger Tory Peterson, enjoying the 
birdsong and scampering squir­
rels, and had come to the duck 
pond where two kids were playing 
with toy boats. She was sitting on 
a nearby bench, scribbling away 
on a pad of yellow lined paper. She 
had looked up as he passed, her 
eyes glazed with concentration.

“Mrs. Lamott? I’m surprised 
you recognize me. You were sit­
ting by the duck pond, wrapped 
up in your writing.”

The man stopped coughing long 
enough to pat his wife on the  
shoulder. “Narelle could write in 
the middle of a tornado.”

B ut N arelle w asn’t  smiling. 
“Tabitha told me she’d retained 
you. I think that was pretty small 
on her part. Like one of us did it? 
This is something from Victor’s 
past, from his days wheeling and 
dealing in the granite business.” 

“Easy, hon’,” said Porter.
“Well i t ’s true. Victor burned 

some people in the granite busi­
ness.” She looked at Miss M artin, 
as if noticing her for the first 
time. “Are you Mrs. Foxx?”

“N-no,” said Foxx. “S-she’s my 
assistant, Cheyenne Martin.” He 
couldn’t  believe he was stu tter-
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ing. He also couldn’t  believe Mrs. 
L am ott’s expression  of am used  
sympathy.

A loud thum p came from th e ir 
righ t and N arelle spun  around. 
“Guys, easy on my shack.”

“Sorry, Mom,” called one of the 
boys.

She tu rn ed  back, h e r h a ir  flar­
ing ou t like a  red  corona. “My 
w riting shack, which P o rte r ju s t 
built for me. I haven’t  been near 
the  shack in two days b u t this a f­
ternoon I’m going to lock m yself 
in. T here’s a window on the  back 
side facing th e  sw am p w hich 
P o rte r p u t in  ju s t  yesterday. I 
can’t  w ait to get in there .”

Foxx told h e r about h is swamp 
and they exchanged b ird  s igh t­
ings, then he drew  h im self up.

“Uh-oh,” sa id  N arelle , “here  
come the nasty  questions.”

“Not nasty,” said Foxx, who had 
taken  a  liking to th is young wom­
an, “b u t I have to ask w here both 
of you were w hen it happened.” 

“L et’s see . . .” N are lle  ran  a 
hand through h e r hair. “O ur two 
kids were a t a  friend’s house and 
I was a t  my desk upsta irs . Porter 
was working a t  Aubuchon’s.”

“I haven’t  been to my fa ther’s in 
over a year,” sa id  Porter. “We 
aren ’t  close.”

The soccer ball bounced near 
the  shack again and rolled across 
the  lawn to Foxx’s feet. H e picked 
it up and th rew  it to a boy in bag­
gy cargo pants.

“T h a t’s p u ttin g  it mildly,” said 
N arelle, h e r jaw  quivering . “I 
know it’s not nice to speak  ill of 
the dead, b u t Victor w as not an  
easy father.”

--------- 0 0----------------

“Honey.”
“Damnit, Porter, Mr. Foxx and 

Miss M artin m ight as well know 
how I feel.” Tears sprang to her 
eyes. “He never gave P o rte r a 
break, never said anything nice 
about him. He even called him a 
‘worthless d runk’ once in front of 
our children.” Tears flowing, she 
pushed her husband’s hand away. 
“I’m going to finish and no one 
can stop me. Porter hasn ’t  had a 
drink in two years. He’s a gem, 
and I don’t  care how em barrassed 
he is to hear it, and his father was 
a jerk . When we were lite ra lly  
starving, it w as M arion De 
Shields, bless her generous heart, 
who helped us out, not Victor. I 
hated him. There, I’ve said it. But 
I didn’t kill him . Like Porter, I 
haven’t even been to h is house 
since last summer.”

Foxx felt foolish. The idea th a t 
e ith e r of these two could have 
killed Victor Lam ott seemed pre­
posterous. He brushed his hands 
together and felt som ething on 
his palms; he glanced down and 
for a second ju s t stared. W hen he 
looked up, N arelle was watching 
him.

“It’s been a p leasure m eeting 
you both,” he said, and m ean t it.

His assistant nodded vigorous­
ly. “You take care,” she said  to 
Porter who was coughing again. “I 
mean—” She blushed. “—ju s t take 
care. And good luck with w ashing 
your car. It looks beautiful.”

When they w ere back in  the  
Caprice, Cheyenne said, “I liked 
them  both. And the  best p a r t is, I 
didn’t  see any crushed gran ite ”
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As they turned onto Factory 
Brook Road, she strapped on her 
seatbelt. “The shocks in this car 
are  something else, Mr. Foxx.” 
Laughing, she leaned her head 
briefly against his shoulder, and 
he thought, Please don’t  do that. 
They were silent until they 
reached his house and she 
bounced into the office. “I’m so re­
lieved they’re in the clear. Well, 
you’re not exactly jumping up and 
down.”

Foxx reached into his sh irt 
pocket, extended his hand.

“A piece of granite? W here. . .  ?” 
“When I picked up the soccer ball 

it was wet and this stuck to my 
palm. The ball had bounced by the 
shack so I looked over and sure 
enough there was some crushed 
granite by the door. She said she 
hadn’t been to the shack in two 
days, but Porter was there yester­
day putting in a window. We’ll have 
to check his alibi. By the way, we 
haven’t  talked about your salary. 
How’s twelve dollars an hour?” 

“Twelve dollars!” She was sit­
ting a t her lawn-sale desk, one of 
its legs propped up with a paper­
back mystery. “I haven’t done 
anything yet. How about eight? 
You aren’t rich.”

“How do you know?”
She ju st looked over at the sap 

bucket in the comer, then up at a 
crocodile-shaped stain in the ceil­
ing.

“I’m getting the roof repaired. 
Soon. And I do have money—or 
some anyway. I don’t  want to—” 
He was about to say “lose you,” 
bu t instead said, “You’re still a 
student. I don’t  w ant you to

starve. We need to interview 
someone a t  Aubuchon’s where 
Porter works, check his alibi, 
some people in the granite busi­
ness, and the other son, John. You 
want to tackle Aubuchon’s and I’ll 
poke around at Lamott Granite?”

He found the foreman of Lamott 
Granite, Jason Goudreau, a t the 
main quarry on Almanac Moun­
tain. Pneumatic drills whirred in 
the pit, a  crane was loading cut 
blocks onto a flatbed. Goudreau, 
wearing a  blue hardhat and cow­
boy boots, stood by a donkey en­
gine talking to two workers.

“W hat’s th a t?” shouted Gou­
dreau over the noise.

Foxx flashed his badge. “Talk 
to you a sec?”

Goudreau walked over to a 
portable shack. “Yeah?”

When Foxx told him  why he 
was there, Goudreau frowned. “I 
never had any problems with Vic­
tor. He could be a  hard man, but 
did he piss anyone off enough to 
get killed? I doubt it. M ust have 
been a burglar.” The foreman 
shrugged. “Anyway, it wasn’t  me, 
I’m too busy.”

Leaving the  work area, Foxx 
stepped aside to let pass an eigh­
teen-wheeler loaded with granite 
blocks. The driver, a cigarette 
stuck behind his ear, stopped and 
leaned out the window. Shania 
Twain was singing “Black Eyes, 
Blue Tears” on the  cab’s radio. 
“Looking for someone?” 

“Investigating Victor Lamott’s 
death. Did you know him?” 

“Great guy.”
“He was?”
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“Actually, he retired  a few 
months after I started working. 
Only met him once, bu t his last 
C hristm as here we all got two 
hundred dollar bonuses. Can’t  a r­
gue with that.”

“Do you know of anyone who 
had a  grudge against him?”

“Not around here, buddy. M ust 
have been some kook did it.”

I t took Foxx two hours to track 
down Harold “Sparky” Iverson 
who had owned Lamoille River 
G ranite, a rival firm  th a t  had 
gone bankrup t four years ago. 
Sparky, in his seventies, white- 
haired, was coaching a L ittle 
League team.

“A sad thing about Victor,” said 
Sparky.

“I h ear he could be a sharp  
businessman.”

“W hat’s that?” Sparky pointed 
to a saucer-sized ear with a copse 
of white hairs sprouting from it. 
“Battery went out on my hearing 
aid and I ain’t  got around to re­
placing it yet.”

Foxx repeated his rem ark, and 
the old graniteman laughed.

“I’ll bet someone told you I 
killed the poor bastard because 
he ran  me out of business.” He 
turned and yelled a t a boy stand­
ing by the batting cage. “Eddie, 
h it some flies to Ross, he needs 
the practice.” He turned back to 
Foxx. “Okay, I went bankrupt but 
it wasn’t Victor that run me out of 
business. What run me out was 
economics, contractors using re­
bar cement instead of granite.”

“Another dead end,” Foxx told 
Cheyenne when they m et the

next day a t his office. It was a 
warm  day, and Miss M artin, 
wearing shorts and a jaun ty  
straw  hat, came over to his desk 
and toyed with the baseball No- 
m ar Garciaparra had signed. 
“You look upset,” Foxx said.

“I like Porter. His wife too. I mean 
he’s a  recovering alcoholic, holds 
down a full-time job, seems devot­
ed to his wife and kids, and yet his 
father never cut him any slack.” 

“What are you getting at, Miss 
Martin?”

“Can’t you call me Cheyenne?” 
“No,” he almost shouted. “I 

m ean no,” he said more gently. 
“We need to keep this on a busi­
ness level.”

“A business level?”
“I’ll be blunt. You’re not exactly 

ugly. In fact—never mind.”
“I’m not exactly ugly? Why 

th a t’s the nicest thing anyone’s 
ever said to me.”

“I should have hired a tooth­
less hag,” Foxx said, then bright­
ened. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t 
you blacken a few teeth and wear 
a fright wig, go around in baggy 
cargo pants. That’ll help us main­
tain  a professional distance.” 

Shaking her head, Miss M ar­
tin picked up the baseball from its 
stand. “The m anager a t Aubu- 
chon’s said Porter was working 
in the stockroom downstairs most 
of Monday morning, didn’t see 
him  till after ten. So he could 
have done it. But would he have 
done it ju s t because his father 
called him a drunk in front of his 
kids? That doesn’t make sense.” 

‘You’re forgetting tha t Victor 
may have slept with his wife.”
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“I don’t believe it.”
“It does seem a bit far fetched, 

but if it’s true, tha t could be a mo­
tive. His beautiful wife, whom he 
obviously adores, sleeping with 
his father whom he hates?”

“W hat about the other son, 
John, shouldn’t we interview 
him? Doesn’t  his land abut his 
parents?”

“I was thinking the same thing, 
Holmes. Tabitha said he’s a 
recluse who didn’t  get along with 
his father much better than  
Porter did. We can walk to his 
place, it’s only half a mile across 
my neighbor’s fields and through 
a beautiful mixed forest. Or 
would you rather go the long way 
and ride?”

“You have to ask? Don’t forget 
your binoculars and Roger Tory 
Peterson.”

“But first a little refreshment. 
It’s a warm day.” Foxx went to the 
refrigerator in the corner and 
withdrew two Dr. Peppers. To the 
left of the fridge hung a rack with 
a Remington 12 gauge. As he 
handed Miss Martin a soda, her 
eyes lingered on the shotgun.

“Can I ask a personal question? 
Have you ever shot anyone with 
that?”

“Only ducks, and none lately. I 
prefer to hun t with these.” He 
held up the binoculars.

Walking toward John Lamott’s 
log house in the woods, they 
heard a chain saw. As they 
reached the clearing in which the 
house stood, a three-legged dog 
crawled out from under the porch 
and growled.

“I hope John’s not the perp,” 
said Miss Martin, “because th a t 
dog scares me. I’d hate to have a 
shootout here.”

“I love it!” Foxx said. “A 
shootout? Listen, this isn’t  1876 in 
Tombstone, Arizona, this is 2001 
in civilized Vermont.” He looked at 
her, dappled leaf shadow playing 
across her face. “You don’t  w ant 
anyone to be the perp, do you?”

“I’m a softie.”
A leaf shadow darkened h e r 

eyes, then lifted, and in her ex­
pression he saw a steely resolve. 
“No, I don’t  think so,” he said.

Through a window they could 
see inside to the main room, which 
had a fieldstone fireplace, stuffed 
deer and bear heads on the walls, 
and a gun rack with three rifles. 
Near the house was a woodshed 
and next to it a rusting blue pick­
up th a t leaned to one side like 
someone with a bad hip. The 
chain saw fell silent, and a man in 
jean shorts walked toward them. 
“Baron,” cried the man. “Ease off.”

The dog bared its yellow teeth, 
bu t stopped growling and lay 
down next to the house, keeping 
a watchful eye on the visitors.

“Well look who’s here,” said 
Lamott, looking at them  through 
his good eye, the glass one staring 
off into the woods. “Fallen into 
any briar patches lately, Foxx?

Miss M artin stiffened but said 
nothing.

“The police beat you to it, guys, 
they’ve already been here.”

“I’m working with them. This is 
my assistant, Miss M artin. Can I 
ask  where you were Monday 
morning?”



1 1 6 SHERRARD GRAY

“Get real, Foxx, I don’t  have to 
tell you a  damn thing. B ut since I 
have nothing to hide, I’ll answer 
your questions. I was here all 
m orning, cutting  trees.” John 
Lam ott jerked a thum b toward 
the woods where a wide swath 
had been cleared revealing 
W heeler Hill about h a lf  a mile 
off. “Estranged? Isn’t  th a t  the 
word? My father and I were es­
tranged. I haven’t been to his 
place since last November.”

“Your land borders his and you 
haven’t  been to his house since 
last fall?”

“A fter he turned  in to  a tree- 
hugger he got increasingly ner­
vous about hunting. L ast No­
vember during deer season I shot 
a buck near his house and he 
blew up, said he didn’t  want to 
see me on his land any more.” 
Lam ott leaned toward the two, 
his voice quivering w ith emotion. 
“No one could come up to my fa­
ther’s standards. He thought he 
was God. He was God all right, 
but he was also having an affair 
w ith Porter’s wife, Narelle, Can 
you believe that?” Silence in the 
woods, only the drilling of a dis­
ta n t  woodpecker. “I’ll tell you 
som ething else, and th is will 
probably shock the burrs off your 
jockey shorts. I’m not sorry he’s 
dead. Lock me up for saying that 
if  you want, but it’s true. Whoev­
er shot him should get a medal, 
not a jail sentence.”

The dog had stopped growling 
and was wagging its tail as Miss 
M artin scratched its woolly head.

John Lamott looked a t her cu­
riously. “I’ve never seen him wag

his tail for a stranger before. If 
you’ll excuse me, I’ll get back to 
work.” Picking up his chain saw, 
he turned his back on them and 
walked toward the slash in the 
woods.

Foxx swept his eyes a last time 
around the clearing. A strange 
place, junk everywhere, the hulk 
of a defunct car a t the edge of the 
woods and next to it a doorless re­
frigerator. And the old blue truck 
tilting to one side.

“Have I been drinking?” Miss 
Martin whispered. “Because I 
th ink th a t  truck is on level 
ground.”

“Must have been those Dr. Pep­
pers we had back at the office.”

Foxx had taken  his Jumbo 
Burger onto the patio of the Park 
Cafe, which was situated on the 
edge of City Park with a view of 
the duck pond and a statue of the 
Civil War hero General George 
Stannard. He was halfway 
through his meal when a crea­
ture took the seat next to him and 
made him drop his burger.

It looked like a woman but he 
couldn’t be sure: humped back, a 
clown’s wiry orange hair, teeth 
that would make a dentist howl 
with despair. She wore a shape­
less wool dress and wool sweater.

“Jeezum Crow!” Foxx said. “I 
mean goddamn.” He reassembled 
his burger.

The creature was staring at his 
plate. “Excuse me, sir, but are you 
going to eat tha t pickle?”

“Madam, you’d better believe 
I’m going to eat tha t pickle.”

Giggles spurted from the rot­
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ted teeth  toward which a su r­
prisingly wrinkle-free hand rose. 
Erupting into gales of laughter, 
she said, “I was wondering, can 
you”—splutter—“spare a dime?” 

“I can’t spare a dime, but I can 
spare a sound spanking. You 
scared the daylights out of me, 
Miss M artin.”

Cheyenne M artin dried her 
tears with a ragged sleeve. “I’m 
sorry, but you told me to blacken 
my teeth and wear a fright wig. It 
wasn’t very funny, was it?” She 
looked ready to cry.

This mischievous imp. This 
crazy, bighearted young lady who 
loved birds and puzzles and was 
his assistant—but only for a sum­
mer. Maybe she’d stay on longer. 
The thought cheered him so 
much tha t he said, “Can I get you 
something?”

“Do they have iced tea?” 
Sipping her tea, Miss Martin 

said, “I don’t know if I can take 
this job.”

“I’ll raise your pay.”
‘You’re paying me too much al­

ready. I can’t  take this job because 
it’s too interesting and too emo­
tionally involving. But I’m only 
kidding, of course, I love the puz­
zles and emotions.”

“Doesn’t look good for Porter, 
does it?” said Foxx. “That piece of 
crushed granite on Victor’s rug? 
The only crushed granite I’ve 
seen lately was in front of his 
wife’s writing shack, yet Porter 
says he hasn’t  been to his father’s 
in over a year. I talked to Chief 
Johnson this morning, he said the 
coroner has turned in his report. 
Victor probably died between

nine and ten Monday morning, 
and in any case not before nine. 
Porter could have slipped out of 
the stockroom a t Aubuchon’s, 
shot Victor, and hurried back, all 
within an hour.”

Miss M artin brought her glass 
down so hard  on the wicker table 
the slice of lemon jumped off the 
rim. “It can’t  be Porter.”

“Isn’t  th a t interesting? Porter 
Lamott’s a boozehound with bag­
gy eyes and a cough like a car 
with fouled plugs, and yet two 
beauti—I m ean two intelligent 
women, you and his wife Narelle, 
admire the pants off him.”

Down came the drink again. 
“He’s not an alcoholic. He’s 
stopped drinking and I can’t  tell 
you—” her voice wavered, almost 
broke “—how much I admire that. 
And even though he’s sick, he still 
works full tim e to support his 
family, and he encourages Narelle 
in her writing.”

Foxx raised a placating hand. “I 
admire the guy too. Okay, who did 
it then?”

“I don’t  know. But maybe we 
need to pay a visit to Joan Lam­
ott’s gift shop, The Yankee Pedlar, 
try to find out if she was really 
there Monday morning.”

Foxx grinned. “I wasn’t  kidding 
when I said I should be working 
for you instead of the other way 
around.”

A high school student with 
green spiked hair and an eyebrow 
ring was runn ing  The Yankee 
Pedlar. A sign on the door indi­
cated the hours during the week 
were from nine to five. Foxx and
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his assistant looked a t  the salad 
bowls and weavings, the  blown 
glass and Vermont pottery. The 
store was well stocked, and the 
furnishings—a b u tte rn u t p a r­
son’s bench, w alnut te a  table, 
Shaker chairs—did not look 
cheap. A Mr. Coffee burbled on 
the table beside a plate of petits 
fours.

Miss Martin asked if Mrs. Lam- 
ott was there and the clerk said 
she wouldn’t  be in th a t  morning. 
“I see,” said Miss M artin. “Were 
you here last Monday when her 
husband died?”

“I don’t  come in Mondays. Mrs. 
Lam ott’s here then  un til two, 
then Julie takes over.”

The two looked around the 
store a little more, got a cool too- 
cheap-to-buy-anything? glance 
from the clerk as they headed for 
the door. On the way out, Foxx 
scooped up a couple petits fours.

Outside he said, “I guess th a t 
puts Joan in the clear, since the 
coroner says Victor probably died 
between nine and ten .”

“I’m starved,” said Miss M ar­
tin , finishing one of his petits 
fours and looking a t  the About 
Thyme Cafe sign next door.

“T h a t’s bean sprouts and 
arugula.”

“I t  won’t  kill you to ea t a 
healthy meal now and then,” she 
said, steering him toward the res­
taurant.

A skinny woman in a  tight-fit­
ting black jum psuit was cutting 
up eggplant in the open kitchen. 
She looked angry about some­
thing. On top of a commercial re­
frigerator a m arm alade cat was

stretched out, its tail swishing 
languidly, endlessly dusting the 
same spot. The only customer was 
a man with a gray beard, his cor­
ner chair tipped back against the 
wall, reading the Elizabethville 
Gazette.

When the cook brought over 
their salads and veggie burgers, 
Foxx said, “Nice place.”

“Actually, it sucks,” said the 
cook.

The paper-reader guffawed.
The cook elaborated. “It would 

be a great place if we had decent 
neighbors.”

Miss Martin said in a  low voice, 
“That was a terrible tragedy Mon­
day.”

The cook’s narrow face soft­
ened. “Victor was a sweet man, 
did so much for the town. Had 
th a t place in City Park set aside 
for skateboarders. My son wor­
shipped him.”

“The widow m ust be incon­
solable,” Miss Martin said.

“Not quite.” It was so quiet the 
only sound was the silklike swish 
of the cat’s tail. The cook slipped 
into a vacant chair at their table. 
“I think she was seeing someone 
on the side. All right, maybe he 
wasn’t an angel himself, but since 
his accident he’d been a  changed 
man.”

Miss Martin’s face was flushed 
with excitement. “Can you tell us 
who the other man is?”

“Whoa, I’m not a tattletale. Be­
sides, I don’t  know who he is. I’ve 
ju s t  seen this dude hanging 
around her shop.”

Miss Martin took a deep breath 
and asked casually, “Was Mrs.
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Lamott in her store Monday 
morning?”

“You’re asking a lot of ques­
tions.”

“I guess I’m ju s t nosy.” She 
chewed her veggie burger. “Good 
isn’t  it, Mr. Foxx?”

Y eah.”
The cook was looking at Foxx. 

“Wasn’t  there a photo of you in 
the Gazette a couple months ago? 
Broke your arm  chasing th a t 
wife-beater?” She patted him on 
the hand. You didn’t catch him, 
but I appreciate the effort. I’ve 
been there myself. Back to Joan 
Lamott. When was her husband 
shot?”

“Between nine and ten ,” 
Cheyenne said.

“She wasn’t there a t nine, I can 
tell you th a t much. She didn’t 
open till nine thirty or even later. 
Maybe she slept late. That’s all I 
can tell you, and now I have to get 
back to work and make some 
more of th a t bean sprout salad 
you’re not eating, Mr. Foxx.” She 
started to rise.

“Mrs. Lamott is not one of your 
favorite people, is she?” Miss Mar­
tin asked.

Half out of her chair, the cook’s 
face darkened. “She’s trying to 
drive me out so she can have this 
space. Keeps calling the police and 
saying, ‘I smell m arijuana from 
next door, I think there’s a wild or­
gy going on at the About Thyme 
Cafe.’ That woman is poison.”

“Do you think she’s capable of 
killing her husband?” Miss M ar­
tin asked. The newspaper at the 
corner table stopped rustling.

The cook stood. “Can I get you
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something else? We have a nice 
kiwi and banana compote for des­
sert?”

Back on the sidewalk, M iss 
M artin shook her fist. “It’s gotta 
be Joan or her lover.”

“Easy does it. The cook’s watch­
ing us. My father always said, 
strike while the iron is hot, so let’s 
go back to the widow’s house, h it 
her with some hard  questions. 
She m ight kick us out, but on the 
other hand, she m ight crumble 
and sta rt talking. I’ve seen it hap­
pen before.”

On the way to Joan’s they h it a 
pothole and the car rattled  and 
shook like a hula dancer. “Hope I 
didn’t  lose another p art,” Foxx 
said.

Miss M artin  laughed engag­
ingly. “I still can’t call you B ur­
ton?”

Foxx alm ost ended up in the  
ditch bu t swerved in time. “This 
isn’t  working.”

“W hat isn’t?”
“I’ll be blunt.”
“I should stick to wildlife m an­

agement?”
“No, you got stu ff out of the  

owner of About Thyme th a t  I 
couldn’t  have, and out of John  
Lamott. Even his dog liked you. 
As a m atter of fact, you’d make a 
great cop or P.I., but I’m talking 
about my business. I have to 
make a living. If I fall for you—” 
here he laughed silently and de­
spairingly a t th a t “if,” “we’d be 
less effective as a team. Do you 
understand?”

Yes, Mr. Foxx.” H alf to herself, 
she added, “Maybe I should stand
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a t  a tte n tio n  and  sa lu te  every 
tim e I address you.”

“T here’s a slight discrepancy in 
your story,” Foxx said.

They were in the  living room 
sitting  on a  sofa. The widow sat in 
a beige armchair. The green chair 
Victor had been sitting  in when 
he was shot was gone, as was the 
cherry coffee table, replaced by a 
thick slab of glass. The bullet hole 
was still in the  window. Someone 
w as w alking a round  upsta irs . 
M arion De Shields with her over­
size diamond? Foxx wondered.

“We’ve learned you w eren’t a t 
T he Yankee P ed la r M onday a t 
nine,” he said, “which is w hen you 
said you were.”

H e found it d isconcerting to 
h ea r a well dressed, sophisticated 
lady sp lu tte r  like a  d runk  in a 
seedy bar. “This is outrageous,” 
hissed Mrs. Lam ott. “You have no 
righ t to ask  me questions anyway 
unless my law yer is present.”

“Why not tell the tru th , darling?”
B oth Foxx and his a s s is tan t 

spun  around on the  sofa and saw 
a  m an in  a  silk sh irt and check 
trousers standing in the  entrance 
from the  hallway. W ith his long 
yellow h a ir  and dark-circled eyes, 
there was an elegant yet dissolute 
quality  about him. Foxx was sure 
h e  h ad  seen  h im  before som e­
w here. O ut of th e  side of h e r 
m outh, Miss M artin  whispered, 
“I t’s h im !”

“Trevor,” gasped Mrs. Lamott.
The s tran g e r spread wide his 

arm s, a  pained smile on his face 
th a t rem inded Foxx of a  wax s ta t­
ue placed too close to a  flame. “I

can’t  go on like this. I m ust pro­
claim  my love in public.” He 
tu rned  to Burton. “I am, in case 
you don’t know, Trevor Squires. 
Joan  was w ith me when it hap­
pened. Don’t  worry, we w eren’t 
doing anything scandalous. As a 
m a tte r  of fact, we were ea ting  
scram bled eggs w ith  rosem ary 
and C anadian bacon.”

“Now I rem em ber where I’ve 
seen you,” Foxx said. “Weren’t you 
one of the generals in H en ry IV  
la s t fall w ith  th e  D utton Falls 
Players?”

“I also played H am let the year 
before.”

“I’m afraid I missed that.”
“Mr. Squires,” said Cheyenne, 

“can you tell us where you were 
eating those scrambled eggs and 
rosemary?”

Squires ignored h er and went 
to Joan’s side.

Foxx rose from the couch. “Miss 
M artin asked you a  question.”

“I don’t  believe I know a  Miss 
M artin . Oh, is th a t  you? And 
w hat is your role in this farce?” 

“Sir,” said Foxx, his lips quiver­
ing, “you m ay be a successful ac­
tor but as a  gentlem an you leave 
something to be desired.”

The m an whirled on him. “Look 
who’s talk ing . B re r  Foxx, the 
laughing stock of the town. Fell 
out a window while in hot pursuit 
and broke your arm?”

‘You . . .  you re ta rd ,”M iss  M ar­
tin  said, rising from her seat.

“No, please.” Squires tipped his 
head back and laughed till tears 
came. ‘T h is  is bad for my blood 
pressure.”

Oddly, Foxx felt calm. Getting
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to his feet, he smiled levelly at 
Squires and said to the widow, 
“Mrs. Lamott, thank you for your 
time.” He moved toward the door, 
Cheyenne following.

“What a buffoon,” Squires mur­
mured.

Pausing at the door, Miss Mar­
tin asked pleasantly, “You played 
Hamlet, sir?”

Squires extended one leg and 
swept back an arm. “Get thee to a 
nunnery: why wouldst thou be a 
breeder of sinners?”

“I’ll have to go see a production 
by the Dutton Falls Players,” Miss 
Martin said. “Their makeup artist 
m ust be a genius to make you 
look like a handsome young 
prince.”

While the actor hurled epithets, 
the two went outside. “What a 
pompous ass,” Miss M artin said. 
“I’ll bet anything he’s the killer.” 
She put a hand on his arm. “I was 
touched when you—oh look, a 
hummingbird just went into that 
spruce. She probably has a nest 
there.”

“She?”
“Only the males have the ruby 

throats,” she called over her 
shoulder, stepping around to the 
other side of the spruce. Foxx 
walked on to the car and sat 
brooding behind the wheel.

“Hi,” he said a few minutes lat­
er when she returned, as if she 
had been gone a long time. 
“W hat’s wrong?”

Miss Martin held out her hand. 
Foxx was confused,because there 
was nothing in it, and then he 
saw the long red hair. “Where’d 
you get that?”

“From th a t  hum m er’s nest. 
They often use hum an hair. 
Narelle said she hasn’t been here 
since last summer?”

Foxx didn’t see his assistant for 
three days. She was busy with 
schoolwork, and he had to fly to 
Chicago to check a report con­
cerning a  Burlington w om an’s 
missing husband. One fine May 
morning after breakfast, Mr. 
Wellmeyer, a former bank presi­
dent, had walked out of the house 
and never returned. The report 
th a t he was in Chicago led no­
where, and Foxx was beginning to 
think Mr. Wellmeyer was either 
in Paris, Mexico, or dead.

Returning to Elizabethville, he 
called C hief Johnson, told him 
what progress he’d made on the 
Lamott case, and learned th a t the 
Elizabethville P.D. had not got­
ten very far either. “Something 
will tu rn  up,” said Johnson. 
“Sooner or la ter somebody will 
call in w ith a hot tip.”

When Foxx told him about Miss 
M artin finding a red h a ir  in a 
hum m ingbird’s nest a t the  vic­
tim ’s house, Johnson had a  good 
chuckle. “Your new assis tan t 
sounds g rea t over the phone, but 
she isn’t a  little . . .  you know?” 

“No,” said Foxx, stung.
“Listen, w hat do I know. That 

could be the  break we need.” 
When Foxx mentioned meeting 

Marion De Shields a t the widow’s, 
there was a low growl on the oth­
er end of the  line. “The old prune. 
I nailed h e r  for speeding last 
summer, and she acted like she’d 
been strip-searched on the village
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green. Let me know w hat hap­
pens with Narelle Lamott.”

Later that same day, Miss M ar­
tin called and asked if there were 
any phone calls he wanted made 
or paperwork caught up on. There 
wasn’t  any really, but he told her 
to come in anyway.

He decided th a t since she 
seemed to have taken  a strong 
liking to both Porter and Narelle, 
it m ight be better if  he visited 
Narelle alone. He found the lanky 
redhead in a deck chair outside 
her writing shack, a clipboard on 
her drawn-up knees. No one else 
was around. At the chair’s foot 
sat a basket with weeds and a 
forked weeding tool. A few feet 
away a short walkway of crushed 
granite led to the shack’s door.

She looked up, eyes glazed. “An 
idea came to me while weeding 
and if you wait, poof, it’s gone. Ju st 
a sec.” She wrote furiously for an­
other two minutes and put down 
her pencil. “There, I feel better. 
Have you found the perp yet—is­
n’t tha t the term  you use? Frank­
ly, if I were a cold-blooded killer I’d 
be offended if someone called me a 
perp. Sounds awfully nerdy.”

“You said you hadn’t  been to 
Victor’s since last summer?” 

“Yes.”
“I have something you left a t 

his place.” Foxx took a  pillbox 
from his pocket and extracted a 
long red hair.

Narelle laughed. “Mr. Foxx, you 
are a character. W hat is this all 
about?”

“We found th is in a  humming­
bird’s nest by Victor’s house.” 

Narelle drew a hand across her

brow, then held out her arm and 
pinched it. “Am I dreaming? Are 
you suggesting th a t a red hair 
found at Victor’s proves I killed 
him?”

“We also found a bit of crushed 
granite on the living room rug— 
probably from that path there.”

The writer stared a t him.
“An old love gone awry? You 

were afraid he was going to dis­
close what had happened be­
tween you?”

“This is no longer amusing. 
That hair belongs to someone 
else.”

“We’ll have it examined in the 
lab. The crushed granite too. 
There are techniques so sophisti­
cated today—”

Narelle’s face had turned the 
same hue as her hair. “Can’t  you 
leave well enough alone?” Snatch­
ing the weeding tool from the bas­
ket, she jumped up. The weeder 
came toward him, its forked point 
glinting in the sun. There was a 
rip, a grazing pain. He grabbed 
her wrist and bent it. With a cry, 
she dropped the tool and sank on­
to the deck chair.

Foxx glanced a t his torn shirt, 
the blood oozing from the wound. 
He was sure th a t a t  the last 
minute she had th rust the tool 
away from him. “I’m sorry, Mrs. 
Lamott. You can scoff a t this, but 
I wanted it to be someone else.”

She looked up with a tear- 
stained face. “Three years ago 
Porter was drinking heavily. He’d 
been fired from his job a t a build­
ing supply yard. I was a t the end 
of my rope. Then Victor had his ac­
cident and . . .  I guess I felt sorry
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for him. In a weak, stupid stupid, 
moment I slept with him. Our 
thing only lasted a couple weeks 
and then I came to my senses and 
broke it off. But he kept pestering 
me, threatening to tell Porter if I 
didn’t  come through. I couldn’t 
take it anymore. I went over to 
see him, to plead with him to 
leave me alone. I had no intention 
of hurting him. He listened with a 
condescending smile, then started 
cooing like a pigeon: ‘Narelle, why 
are you so upset? We were meant 
for each other, my little pigeon.’ 
That was his pet name for me; I 
couldn’t stand it. He reached for 
me with that greasy smile of his 
and I broke away and ran outside 
to my car. By the time I got home 
I had made up my mind. I went 
into the cellar, got a rifle, and re­
turned. And that was that.”

“I’ll have to call the police." 
“You can’t  ju st forget it? Say 

some kook did it? He was a nasty 
man.”

“I wish I could.” He picked up 
her clipboard from the lawn and 
handed it to her. “Life is often un­
fair. I’m sorry, that was a horrible 
cliche, wasn’t  it?”

She looked at him a long time 
without a word.

He found Cheyenne in his office 
when he got home. She looked at 
his tom shirt and bleeding side 
and went white.

“I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
“I’m fine, it’s just a scratch.” 
“You’re not fine and I’m putting 

a bandage on it.”
“Come on.” Foxx waved her 

away.

“You know something, Mr. 
Foxx? You’re a wannabe Rambo 
who’s going to get himself killed 
one of these days. You have a 
choice: You can tell me where the 
medicine cabinet is, or you can 
start looking for a new assistant.” 

“I don’t  have a medicine cabi­
net.”

“That’s right, they’re for sissies, 
aren’t  they? Pull your shirt up, a t 
least I can wash it out.” She 
pushed him toward the bathroom 
ju st beyond the office, soaked a 
washcloth in warm water. Foxx 
winced, but it wasn’t  entirely un ­
pleasant. Smelling her fresh hair, 
feeling the light touch of her fin­
gers on his side, he almost wished 
his wound were more serious.

“W hat happened?” she asked 
when they were back in the office 
and she was satisfied he would 
live.

“Narelle confessed—after going 
for me with a  weeding tool. But I 
don’t  think she meant to serious­
ly h u rt me because a t  the las t 
m inute her arm  swerved.” 

“Anyone but her.”
“I told her the same thing.” 
“Let me guess why: Victor 

threatened to tell Porter about 
their affair?”

“It wasn’t  much of an affair. She 
says it only lasted a couple weeks. 
This is funny. We’ve solved the 
m urder of Victor Lamott, and yet 
we’re both upset. Depressed even. 
I almost wish I’d kept my m outh 
shut and not had Narelle arrest­
ed. I know Victor gave th a t land 
to City Park, but the more I learn 
about him the less I like him.”

“I feel the same way” said Miss
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M artin. “Narelle may be a bit 
whacko, but she seems like a  good 
mother, and in spite of her lapse, 
a devoted wife.” She stared out 
the window at a redwing black­
bird balanced on a cattail. “We 
could take a walk, maybe th a t’ll 
cheer us up. H ear a herm it 
thrush?”

“It might help,” said Foxx, pick­
ing up his binoculars and bird 
book.

As they stepped outside, 
Cheyenne asked, “She came at 
you with one of those sharp-point­
ed dojobs?”

“B ut like I said, a t the last 
m inute she drew her hand back. 
O therwise I would have been 
skewered. In spite of what she did 
to Victor, I don’t think she’s a bad 
person. In fact, I kinda like her.”

“You’re in the wrong business, 
Mr. Foxx. You should’ve been a 
preacher.”

“I broke a guy’s arm once in a 
bar.”

“I don’t believe it.”
“He was badmouthing the Red 

Sox, said they always folded when 
the  chips were down. He even 
started running down Nomar and 
th a t’s when I lost it.”

They crossed the neighbor’s 
field and entered the mixed for­
est, walked until they could see 
John Lamott’s house through the 
trees, and then veered to the right 
onto an old logging road.

“This road connects John’s 
place with his father’s,” said Foxx. 
They walked along, stopping once 
to watch an ovenbird forage 
among last fall’s leaves, but heard 
no herm it thrushes.
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“Better duck,” said Foxx. They 
had come to a tree that had bro­
ken off ten feet up, its upper part 
leaning across the road.

“Strange place for a blaze.” Miss 
M artin was looking at a blue 
scrape m ark on the trunk. “Why 
would a forester want a healthy 
tree like th a t cut down?” They 
walked another ten yards. “My 
gosh, we’ve gone farther than I 
thought. There’s Victor’s place.” 
Through a gap in the trees, they 
saw the mansion, its picture win­
dows glinting in the sun. “Shhh,” 
said Miss Martin. “Hear it?”

They stood wordlessly in the 
woods listening to the frail yet 
bell-clear notes of a herm it 
thrush.

They were both subdued when 
they got back to the office, think­
ing about Narelle. Foxx was also 
worried about his weight, his shot 
diet, the Red Sox losing four in a 
row, Nomar being hurt. When the 
phone rang, he motioned for Miss 
Martin to pick it up.

She listened. “What? Are you 
serious?” She put a hand over the 
phone. “It’s Chief Johnson and he 
doesn’t believe Narelle. He thinks 
she’s trying to—What’s that, Mr. 
Johnson? Okay, we’ll be right 
over.”

Chief Johnson peered at them 
from behind a haze of cigar smoke 
in back of the station. “Damn an­
ti-smoking laws, I feel like a lep­
er. I been smoking all my life and 
I ain’t—” he bent over, coughing 
raggedly “—about to quit this late 
in the game.” He took a final puff, 
waved to a woman in a back yard
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who was watching him and 
laughing, and led them into the 
squad room. He went to a desk 
buried under six inches of paper­
work. A baseball sat in a coffee 
cup a t one corner with Nomar 
Garciaparra’s signature scrawled 
across it. Johnson took out a file 
m arked Lamott, Victor and 
pushed aside papers and a two- 
way radio.

“Okay,” said Johnson, “Narelle 
Lam ott’s downstairs in the tank 
and I don’t  believe her. I think 
she’s got th is  m artyr complex, 
wants to be a hero.” Miss Martin 
jerked a thum b toward Foxx and 
Chief Johnson laughed. “Yeah, 
like him. I th ink  she’s doing this 
to protect a certain person. Bet­
te r  s it down, folks.” A sly grin 
spread across Johnson’s jaw. 
Dramatically he pulled out the 
bridge score sheet. “This score 
thing and a pencil were near Vic­
to r L am ott’s hand when we 
found him  on the rug, as if he 
were trying to write something, 
send us a dying message. Well, I 
was looking a t it this morning 
and som ething jum ped out a t 
me. A doodle a t the bottom.” He 
pointed to a crude sketch in pen­
cil. “Does th a t suggest someone 
to you?”

The two bent forward for a clos­
er look, and Foxx whistled. “Looks 
like a diamond. Marion De 
Shields?”

“The old prune. Victor Lamott’s 
land bordered hers, probably a 
boundary dispute.”

“B ut they played bridge to­
gether every Thursday night.”

“Doesn’t  mean she liked him. I

----------o -O * — o----------------

play poker w ith a guy I can’t 
stand.”

“M arion De Shields once 
loaned, or maybe gave, Narelle 
and Porter money, but is th a t 
enough reason to take a m urder 
rap for someone?”

“Does seem a stretch,” said 
Johnson, tugging on an ear. “But 
who knows, maybe Marion and 
Narelle are lovers. This is a dif­
ferent world from the one I—” 

“Wait a  minute.” Miss M artin 
was staring  a t a photograph of 
Victor Lamott lying facedown by 
the overturned coffee table. “Isn’t  
th a t a  card in h is left hand?” 

They peered, could only see the 
geometric pa ttern  on the card’s 
back.

“Do you have a  photo of Victor 
on his back by any chance?” asked 
Miss M artin.

Chief rum m aged through the 
file, spread out another glossy. 
“No exit wound. The bullet stayed 
in his head , probably h it his 
skull.”

But Miss M artin wasn’t  listen­
ing. “T hat card in his hand.” 

“Jack of hearts?” said Foxx. 
“W hat kind of jack of hearts?” 
Foxx shrugged. “How many 

kinds are there?”
“A one-eyed jack of hearts.” 
“So?”
“W hat’s another name for 

John?”
“Jeezum crow,” whispered Foxx. 
“Not Jeezum  crow,” said Miss 

Martin. “Jack. And that’s not all. 
He was a  granite carver, which 
would explain the bits of crushed 
granite on Victor’s rug.”

Foxx was on his feet, walking
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around  the  desk. “T here’s some­
th in g  else too, som ething th a t’s 
been gnaw ing a t me and I can’t  
p u t my finger on. Som ething odd 
about John  or about h is place.” 

“T he three-legged  dog?” said 
Cheyenne.

“Maybe, maybe.”
‘T h a t  sw ath of trees he cut with 

a view of W heeler Hill?”
Foxx stopped pacing. “Good 

point. But there’s something else.” 
He kep t walking, C hief Johnson 
w atch ing  w ith  a concerned ex­
pression.

M iss M artin  laughed. “I know 
w hat,” she said breezily, “the lean­
ing truck ,”

Johnson  was shaking  his head. 
“Folks, let’s get back to earth . We 
have a  job to—w hat’s wrong, Bur­
ton?”

Foxx had stopped in  his tracks, 
s ta rin g  a t h is a ss is tan t bu t not 
seeing her. “T h at’s it! He had  let 
th e  a ir  out of the tires on one side 
to squeeze under th a t  tree  across 
th e  road. T h a t blue p a in t isn’t  a 
forester’s blaze, it’s w here th a t old 
C hevy scraped ag a in st the tree.” 
H e tu rn ed  to Johnson. “T hat tree 
is close to Victor’s house, where 
Jo h n  claim s he h asn ’t  been since 
la s t November.”

C hief drum m ed h is  fingers on 
th e  desk. “Miss M artin, I hope you 
stay  in  police work. In  fact, there’s 
an  vacancy in  my departm ent.” 

“Now w ait a m inute,” said Foxx, 
s ittin g  down. He noticed with a 
sink ing  h e a r t  th a t h is  assistan t 
said  nothing.

“We still don’t  have enough for 
an  arrest,” said Johnson. “We’d be 
laughed out of court.”

Foxx nodded, s taring  thought­
fully a t the  ceiling.

He knew it was insane, tram p­
ing through the woods with a pair 
of binoculars and a thaw ing steak 
to look over John Lam ott’s prop­
erty, bu t he had a hunch. H adn’t 
T abitha said  th a t Jo h n  was a 
pack ra t, never threw  anything 
away? If  he couldn’t  drive away 
from a park ing  m eter w ith  ten 
m inutes still on it, would he 
throw away a .243 rifle? It might 
still be in  th a t antlered gunrack 
in his living room. He came to the 
edge of the  clearing w ith his bag­
gie, wishing he’d taken  th e  steak 
out of the  freezer com partm ent 
sooner. Good, John’s car was gone. 
No sign of the dog.

Foxx crep t over to the  truck, 
now level, which m eant th a t John 
m ust have blown up the  tires. He 
saw w here blue p a in t had  been 
scraped off the top of the cab. He 
then tra ined  his g lasses on the 
living room and saw  the  antlered 
rack w ith its three rifles, bu t from 
this d istance couldn’t  tell if one 
was a  .243.

A low growl came from inside 
the woodshed. Damn. Maybe he 
should have brought Miss M artin 
with him , she had a way with an­
imals. The la s t tim e they  were 
here the snarling m u tt had  taken 
one look a t  her and  s ta rted  wag­
ging its tail.

Burton gave a snort of laughter. 
The sam e thing h ad  happened to 
him the  first time he saw her. But 
he hadn’t  brought her. This was 
som ething he needed to do on his 
own to prove to the world th a t he
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was Burton Foxx, not a bumbling 
Brer Foxx who’d fallen out of a 
window into a rosebush. Baron 
came hobbling out of the shed on 
his three legs, saw the intruder, 
and went into high gear, flopping 
across the yard, tee th  bared. 
Fumbling with his Baggie, Foxx 
threw his steak at the dog, which 
ran  past the m eat without a 
glance.

“Steak!” he shouted, but the dog 
kept coming. “W hat the hell, you 
a vegetarian?” He bolted for the 
nearest tree, binoculars bouncing 
against his chest, grabbing a 
branch and managing to hook a 
leg over it.

He climbed up to a fork in the 
maple and wedged him self in. 
Minutes passed during which he 
murmured, “You fool, you fool.” 
W hat would th a t sm artass re­
porter on the Gazette do with 
him now? He imagined the head­
line: Brer F oxx T reed by Brer 
Dog. He tried to divert the dog’s 
a tten tion  to the flank  steak 
which lay like a slab of roadkill 
on the  ground but Baron was 
more interested in the live meat 
in the tree. A q u a rte r  hour 
passed. Tentatively he lowered a 
leg, then jerked it up again as 
the shepherd took a piece out of 
his cuff. Then a new sound came 
from the woods, the ra ttle  of a 
car on the woods road, and a 
minute later John Lam ott’s blue 
Tercel drove into the yard. The 
engine was shut off and the car 
sat there. Suddenly the driver’s 
door flew open and Lamott jumped 
out.

“What the . . .  ?”

Foxx waved his binoculars. “Hi, 
John, how’s i t  going?”

Lamott glared a t him.
Foxx chuckled lamely. “I’m 

afraid your dog doesn’t  like me. I 
was out birding when he chased 
me up this tree.”

John was fast; inside the house 
and out again  in less than h a lf  a 
minute with a  rifle. He called the 
dog off. “G et down, Foxx, and 
don’t give me any baloney about 
birding.”

Foxx climbed down, the solid 
earth feeling good, renewing his 
courage. T he dog had stopped 
growling, b u t its hackles were 
still up. This was it. High noon. 
You either took a deep b rea th  
and seized the  moment, or you 
passed it up and anguished over 
the lapse the  rest of your life. 
Slowly he walked toward Lam ­
ott, who glared at him with his 
good eye.

“Stop right there!”
Foxx kept coming, hand out for 

the rifle. H is knees were doing 
fine but his heart was racing like 
a weasel in a  cage.

“Fat boy, are  you crazy?” The 
granite carver cocked his gun. 
“One more step . . . ”

Foxx smiled and kept coming, 
his knees beginning to feel wob­
bly.

An unhinged grin spread across 
Lam ott’s face. “Good-bye, fool. 
You’re going to get the same thing 
I gave my father.”

“I wouldn’t  do th a t if I were 
you.” It was a  lady’s voice and it 
was coming from the woods.

A moment so quiet the dog’s 
panting was audible. ‘You’re bluff-



1 2 8 SHERRARD GRAY
a o — e-------------

ing,” said Lamott, starting to swing 
his rifle. Turning, Foxx saw some­
thing he never expected to see: 
Miss M artin a t the edge of the 
woods holding his Remington 12 
gauge. But what really got him 
was the small but deadly smile on 
her lips, a smile as hard as granite.

John Lamott m ust have noticed 
th a t smile too because there was 
a clatter as the rifle fell to the 
ground. He glanced around at the 
front steps behind him. “Can I sit 
down?”

She nodded, and he walked un­
steadily to the steps and lowered 
himself. He raised his good eye 
to the swath of cleared land with 
its view of Wheeler Hill. “Good­
bye, baby,” he whispered. For a 
full ha lf minute he stared at the 
hill while Baron finished the 
steak and came over and leaned 
against his m aster’s knee. John 
turned a despairing face to the 
two standing near him. “What dif­
ference does it  m ake now, my 
dream is shot. You probably heard 
that I started a  restauran t once. 
It went under. T hat does some­
thing to you. But it was a lousy lo­
cation, in downtown Burlington 
with two other restaurants on the 
same block. I w anted Wheeler. 
Can you imagine w hat an inn up 
there would be like? They’d be 
coming from New York, New 
Hampshire, Maine, Canada, all 
around. I knew the old man had 
planned to leave me Wheeler, but 
I was afraid after his conversion 
he might have changed his mind, 
so I decided to see him, to try and 
bury the hatchet. I told him about 
my plans for Wheeler, and he said

my dream was ‘disgusting.’ ” The 
forlorn face winced a t the memo­
ry. “Disgusting? And then he 
grinned and said, ‘I’ve got news 
for you, son, something I haven’t 
told anyone yet, not even your 
mother. I’m giving the develop­
ment rights to W heeler to the 
Land Trust.’ And he laughed. I 
hadn’t planned to kill him. I just 
wanted to talk to him, share my 
excitement with him. I even stu­
pidly thought he might congratu­
late me.”

Baron lay down beside his mas­
ter. A hand went out, patted the 
brown head.

“Something snapped then. If he 
hadn’t  called my dream  ‘disgust­
ing’ and laughed in my face . . .  I 
went back to my truck, got my 
.243, and the rest is history. The 
saddest history ever told.” John 
Lamott laughed hollowly.

After Chief Johnson and a ser­
geant from the Elizabethville P.D. 
had arrived and escorted Lamott 
to the station, Foxx turned to his 
assistant. “How’d you know I was 
here?”

“Easy. Your car was gone and so 
were your binoculars. But I knew 
you hadn’t  gone birding because 
Roger Toiy Peterson was still on 
the shelf.”

“I think he was going to shoot 
me.”

Her jaw muscles worked and 
she turned away. “You’re a macho 
fool, you know th a t, Mr. Foxx? 
Some day you won’t  be so lucky.”

Foxx was coming out of Kinney 
Drugs with some Turns when he
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ran into Narelle Lamott. She took 
him aside.

“Do you think I’m a nu t case?” 
“Not a t all. Just a dreamer. And 

a fabricator. Your confession was 
a lie.”

Narelle bit her lip, looked 
around. “Can we sit in the park a 
minute? It’s cold for June, isn’t it, 
but this is Vermont where any­
thing can happen with the weath­
er.” She pulled up her collar as 
they crossed the street and sat 
on a bench under General Stan- 
nard. “I confessed because I was 
afraid my husband had done it. 
He could do something like that 
and never tell me about it. He 
knew about my little fling with 
Victor and though he never said 
anything, I think it gnawed at 
him. Also, Victor was unbeliev­
ably mean to him, calling him a 
ne’er-do-well and a drunk. Porter 
hasn’t  had a drink in two years, 
but you couldn’t tell his father 
that. Porter goes to work every 
morning with his wheezing lungs 
and rotten liver to support us, 
while I . . .” She burst into sobs. “I 
bring in nothing.”

“W hat about the red hair we 
found?”

“I really did go to see him. Told 
him if he called me any more I 
was going to report it to the po­
lice. He laughed, of course, but I 
think he knew' I meant it.” Shiv­
ering, she pulled her collar up 
higher.

Foxx patted her hand. “Keep 
writing. You’ll make it someday.” 

“You liar. Now we’re even.”
“I’m not lying, Narelle.”
He watched her walk away. He
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then went into the Park Cafe and 
took his favorite seat in the cor­
ner of the patio with a view of 
General Stannard and the duck 
pond. He passed over the Jumbo 
Burger and ordered a green sal­
ad, tuna  fish sandwich on whole 
wheat, and a Dr. Pepper. He was 
finishing his lunch when he saw 
a couple holding hands and read­
ing the inscription on the statue’s 
plaque; he recognized the jaunty  
straw h a t on the woman. Looking 
at the m an’s back, he felt a heart­
sick pang and hoped he was ugly 
and stupid looking.

The couple finished with the 
plaque and turned to walk off, 
and Foxx saw that the m an was 
handsome, with an alert, friendly 
face. As he watched, curiously the 
pain dissolved and was replaced 
with a softer feeling. Miss Martin 
looked so relaxed, so glad to be 
where she was, and he was hap­
py for her. He raised his Dr. Pep­
per, ice tinkling, and offered a si­
lent toast to the two lovers.

‘You’re lucky you haven’t  gone 
off the road and hit a tree,” said 
Skip Purdue. “The ball joints are 
shot, the tie rod looks like a  pret­
zel. Not to mention the shocks.” 
The mechanic patted the hood of 
the Caprice. He and Foxx stood on 
the greasy, packed gravel outside 
Skip’s garage. “I should have it 
ready tomorrow afternoon.”

“You got a loaner?”
Skip scratched his head. “I’ve 

only got one and it’s out.” He 
looked toward his house where a 
balloon-tired bicycle leaned 
against the front porch.
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“Forget th a t,” said Foxx, “I’ll 
walk before I use a bike ”

Two miles on back roads on a 
bicycle wasn’t his idea of fun, but 
it could have been worse on this 
late June evening with a breeze 
in the maples, birds singing, and 
farmers bringing in their cows. It 
even occurred to him  that he 
might have to do it more often. He 
turned off Quarry Road, coasted 
down the De Shields’s long grav­
el drive, leaned his bicycle against 
the s ta tue  of a Greek discus 
thrower, and limped up the 
steps—the ride was bum pier 
than  he had thought—wondering 
w hat E tta  Beaglehole would be 
like. With a name like that she 
was probably ninety years old 
and used a walker.

But he was wrong. Ms. Beagle­
hole was a  dark-haired woman in

her late thirties, maybe early for­
ties, with twinkling eyes and an 
easy laugh. After the introductions 
and some polite chitchat, Foxx 
eased over to a window overlook­
ing Wheeler Hill and thumped the 
end table with his fist.

Marion De Shields came over, 
her diamond ring sparkling like 
Halley’s comet. “Is something 
wrong?”

“I thumped that table because 
of life’s infinite possibilities. It’s 
never dull, is it?” He tilted his 
head toward the De Shields’s di­
amond. “Like that stone.”

“But there’s an important dif­
ference between life and this dia­
mond.” A smile inched across 
Marion’s face. “Life is real.”

He stared at her.
“Come,” she said putting a hand 

on his sleeve, “let’s play some 
bridge.”
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S ena to r H arrison  concluded his argum ent and sa t down. 
There was no applause, but he had expected none. Senator 
Dorman was already saying “Mr. President?” and there was 
a stir in the crowded galleries, and an anticipatory moving of chairs 

among the Senators. In the press gallery the reporters bunched to­
gether their scattered papers and inspected their pencil-points with 
earnestness. Dorm an was the best speaker of the Senate, and he 
was on the popular side of it. It would be the  great speech of the 
session, and the  prospect was cheering after a deluge of railroad 
and insurance bills.

“I w ant to tell you,” he began, “why I have worked for this resolu­
tion recommending th e  pardon of Alfred Williams. It is one of the 
great laws of the universe that every living thing be given a chance. 
In the case before us th a t  law has been violated. This does not re­
solve itself into a question of second chances. The boy of whom we 
are speaking has never had his first.”

Senator Harrison swung his chair halfway around and looked out 
at the green things which were again coming into their own on the 
State-house grounds. He knew—in substance—what Senator Dor­
man would say without hearing it, and he was a little tired of the 
whole affair. He hoped th a t one way or other they would finish it up 
that night, and go ahead with something else. He had done w hat he 
could, and now the responsibility was w ith the rest of them . He 
thought they were shouldering a great deal to advocate the pardon 
in the  face of the united  opposition of Johnson County, where the 
crime had been committed. It seemed a community should be the 
best judge of its own crimes, and that was w hat he, as the Senator 
from Johnson, had tried  to impress upon them.

He knew th a t  his argum ent against the boy had been a strong 
one. He rather liked the  attitude in which he stood. It seemed as if 
he were the incarnation of outraged justice attem pting to hold its 
own a t the floodgates of emotion. He liked to think he was looking 
far beyond the p resen t and the specific and acting as guardian of 
the fu tu re—and the  whole. In summing it up th a t n ight the  re­
porters would tell in highly wrought fashion of the moving appeal 
made by Senator Dorman, and then they would speak dispassion­
ately of the logical argum ent of the leader of the opposition. There 
was more satisfaction to self in logic than  in mere eloquence. He 
was even a little proud of his unpopularity. It seemed sacrificial.

He wondered why it was Senator Dorman had thrown himself into 
it so whole-heartedly. All during the session the Senator from Maxwell 
had neglected personal interests in behalf of this boy, who was noth­
ing to him in the world. He supposed it was as a sociological and psy­
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chological experiment. Senator Dorman had promised the Governor to 
assume guardianship of the boy if he were let out. The Senator from 
Johnson inferred that as a student of social science his eloquent col­
league wanted to see what he could make of him. To suppose the in­
terest merely personal and sympathetic would seem discreditable.

“I need not dwell upon the story,” the Senator from Maxwell was 
saying, “for you all are fam iliar with it already. It is said to have 
been the most awful crime ever committed in the State. I g ran t you 
th a t it was, and then I ask you to look for a m inute into the condi­
tions leading up to it.

“When the boy was bom, his mother was institu ting divorce pro­
ceedings against his father. She obtained the divorce, and rem ar­
ried when Alfred was three m onths old. From  the  tim e he was a 
mere baby she taught him to hate his father. Everything th a t went 
wrong with him she told him was his father’s fault. His first vivid 
impression was th a t his father was responsible for all the wrong of 
the universe.

“For seven years th a t went on, and then his m other died. His step­
father did not want him. He was going to Missouri, and the boy would 
be a  useless expense and a bother. He made no attem pt to find a 
home for him; he did not even explain—he merely went away and left 
him. At the age of seven the boy was turned out on the world, after 
having been taught one thing—to hate his father. He stayed a few 
days in the barren house, and then new tenants came and closed the 
doors against him. It may have occurred to him  as a little strange 
that he had been sent into a world where there was no place for him.

“When he asked the neighbors for shelter, they told him  to go to 
his own father and not bother strangers. He said he did not know 
where his father was. They told him, and he started  to walk—a dis­
tance of fifty miles. I ask  you to bear in mind, gentlemen, th a t he 
was only seven years of age. I t  is the age when the average boy is 
beginning the  third reader, and when he is shooting m arbles and 
spinning tops.

“When he reached his father’s house he was told a t once th a t he 
was not wanted there. The m an had rem arried, there  were other 
children, and he had no place for Alfred. He turned  him away; bu t 
the neighbors protested, and he was compelled to take him back. 
For four years he lived in this home, to which he had come unbid­
den, and where he was never made welcome.

“The whole family rebelled against him. The father satisfied his 
resentm ent against the boy’s dead mother by beating her son, by 
encouraging his wife to abuse him, and inspiring the other children 
to despise him. It seems impossible such conditions should exist. 
The only proof of their possibility lies in the fact of their existence.
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“I need not go into the  details of the crime. He had been beaten by 
his father th a t evening after a quarrel with his stepmother about 
spilling the milk. He went, as usual, to his bed in the barn; but the 
hay was suffocating, h is head ached, and he could not sleep. He 
arose in the middle of the night, went to the house, and killed both 
his father and stepmother.

“I shall not pretend to say what thoughts surged through the boy’s 
brain as he lay there in the stifling hay with the hot blood pounding 
against his temples. I shall not pretend to say whether he was sane 
or insane as he walked to the house for the perpetration of the awful 
crime. I do not even affirm  it would not have happened had there 
been some human being there to lay a cooling hand on his hot fore­
head, and say a few soothing, loving words to take the sting from the 
loneliness, and ease the suffering. I ask you to consider only one 
thing: he was eleven years old at the time, and he had no friend in 
all the world. He knew nothing of sympathy; he knew only injustice.”

Senator Harrison was still looking out a t the budding things on 
the State-house grounds, bu t in a vague way he was following the 
story. He knew w hen the  Senator from Maxwell completed the 
recital of facts and entered upon his plea. He was conscious tha t it 
was stronger than he had anticipated—more logic and less empty 
exhortation. He was telling of the boy’s life in reformatory and pen­
itentiary since the commission of the crime, of how he had expand­
ed under kindness, of his mental attainments, the letters he could 
write, the books he had read, the hopes he cherished. In the twelve 
years he had spent there  he had been known to do no unkind nor 
m ean thing; he responded to affection—craved it. It was not the 
record of a degenerate, the Senator from Maxwell was saying.

A great many things were passing through the mind of the Sena­
tor from Johnson. He was trying to think who it was that wrote that 
book, Put Yourself in His Place. He had read it once, and it bothered 
him  to forget n am es. T hen  he w as w ondering why i t  was the  
philosophers had not more to say about the incongruity of people 
who had never had any trouble of their own sitting in judgm ent up­
on people who had known nothing but trouble He was thinking also 
th a t abstract rules did not always fit smoothly over concrete cases, 
and th a t it was hard  to make life a matter of rules, anyway.

Next he was wondering how it would have been with the boy Al­
fred Williams if he had been born in Charles Harrison’s place; and 
then he was working it out the other way and wondering how it 
would have been with Charles Harrison had he been born in Alfred 
Williams’s place. He wondered whether the idea of m urder would 
have grown in Alfred W illiam s’s heart had he been born to the 
things to which Charles Harrison was born, and whether it would
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have come within the range of possibility for Charles Harrison to 
m urder his father if he had been bom to Alfred Williams’s lot. Put­
ting it that way, it was hard to estim ate how much of it was the boy 
himself, and how much the place the world had prepared for him. 
And if it was the place prepared for him  more th an  the boy, why 
was the fault not more with the p reparers of the place than  with 
the occupant of it? The whole thing was very confusing.

“This page,” the Senator from Maxwell was saying, lifting the little 
fellow to the desk, “is ju st eleven years of age, and he is within three 
pounds of Alfred Williams’s weight when he committed the murder. 
I ask you, gentlemen, if  this little fellow should be guilty of a like 
crime tonight, to what extent would you, in reading of it in the morn­
ing, charge him with the moral discernment which is the first condi­
tion of moral responsibility? If Alfred Williams’s story were this boy’s 
story, would you deplore tha t there  had been no one to check the 
childish passion, or would you say it was the  inborn instinct of the 
murderer? And suppose again this were Alfred Williams at the age 
of eleven, would you not be willing to look into the future and say if 
he spent twelve years in penitentiary  and reformatory, in which 
time he developed the qualities of useful and honorable citizenship, 
th a t the ends of justice would then have been met, and the time at 
hand for the world to begin the payment of her debt?”

Senator Harrison’s eyes were fixed upon the  page standing on the 
opposite desk. Eleven was a younger age th an  he had supposed. As 
he looked back upon it and recalled him self when eleven years of 
age—his irresponsibility, his dependence—he was unwilling to say 
w hat would have happened if  the world had  turned upon him as it 
had upon Alfred Williams. At eleven his greatest grievance was that 
the boys at school called him “yellow-top.” He remembered throw­
ing a rock at one of them  for doing it. He wondered if it was crimi­
nal instinct prompted the throwing of the rock. He wondered how 
high the percentage of children’s crimes would go were it not for 
countermanding influences. It seemed the g rea t difference between 
Alfred Williams and a number of other children of eleven had been 
the absence of the countermanding influence.

There came to him of a sudden a new and moving thought. Alfred 
Williams had been cheated of his boyhood. The chances were he had 
never gone swimming, nor to a ball game, or maybe never to a cir­
cus. It might even be th a t he had never owned a dog. The Senator 
from Maxwell was right when he said the boy had never been given 
his chance, had been defrauded of th a t which has been a boy’s her­
itage since the world itself was young.

And the later years—how were they m aking it up to him? He re­
called what to him was the most awful thing he had ever heard about
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the State penitentiary: they never saw the sun rise down there, and 
they never saw it set. They saw it a t its meridian, when it climbed 
above the stockade, but as it rose into the day, and as it sank into the 
night, it was denied them. And there, a t the penitentiary, they could 
not even look up a t the stars. It had been years since Alfred Williams 
raised his face to God’s heaven and knew he was part of it all. The 
voices of the night could not penetrate the little cell in the heart of 
the mammoth stone building where he spent his evenings over those 
masterpieces with which, they said, he was more familiar than the 
average member of the Senate. When he read those things Victor 
Hugo said of the vastness of the night, he could only look around at 
the walls th a t enclosed him and try  to reach back over the twelve 
years for some satisfying conception of what night really was.

The Senator from Johnson shuddered: they had taken from a living 
creature the things of life, and all because in the crucial hour there 
had been no one to say a staying word. Man had cheated him of the 
things that were man’s, and then shut him away from the world that 
was God’s. They had made for him a life barren of compensations.

There swept over the Senator a great feeling of self-pity. As repre­
sentative of Johnson County, it was he who m ust deny this boy the 
whole great world without, the people who wanted to help him, and 
what the Senator from Maxwell called “his chance.” If Johnson Coun­
ty carried the day, there would be something unpleasant for him to 
consider all the remainder of his life. As he grew to be an older man 
he would think of it more and more—what the boy would have done 
for him self in the world if the Senator from Johnson had not been 
more logical and more powerful than the Senator from Maxwell.

Senator Dorman was nearing the end of his argument. “In spite 
of the undying prejudice of the people of Johnson County,” he was 
saying, “I can stand before you today and say th a t after an unspar­
ing investigation of this case I do not believe I am asking you to do 
anything in violation of justice when I beg of you to give this boy his 
chance.”

I t was going to a vote a t once, and the Senator from Johnson 
County looked out a t the budding things and wondered whether the 
boy down a t the penitentiary knew the Senate was considering his 
case th a t  afternoon. It was w ithout vanity he wondered whether 
w hat he had  been tra ined  to th in k  of as an all-wise providence 
would not have preferred that Johnson County be represented that 
session by a less able man.

A great hush fell over the Chamber, for ayes and noes followed al­
m ost in alternation. After a long minute of waiting the secretary 
called, in a tense voice:

“Ayes, 30; Noes, 32.”
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The Senator from Johnson had proven too faithful a servant of 
his constituents. The boy in the penitentiary was denied his chance.

The usual things happened: some women in the galleries who 
had boys a t home cried aloud; the reporters were fighting for occu­
pancy of the telephone booths, and most of the  Senators began the 
perusal of the previous day’s Journal with elaborate interest. Sena­
tor Dorman indulged in none of these feints. A full look a t his face 
ju s t then told how much of his soul had gone into the fight for the 
boy’s chance, and the look about his eyes was a little hard  on the 
theory of psychological experiment.

Senator Harrison was looking out a t the budding trees, but his face 
too had grown strange, and he seemed to be looking miles beyond 
and years ahead. It seemed th a t he him self was surrendering the 
voices of the night, and the comings and goings of the sun. He would 
never look at them—feel them—again without remembering he was 
keeping one of his fellow creatures away from them. He wondered at 
his own presumption in denying any living thing participation in the 
universe. And all the while there were before him  visions of the boy 
who sat in the cramped cell with the volume of a favorite poet before 
him, trying to think how it would seem to be out under the stars.

The stillness in the Senate-Chamber was breaking; they were going 
ahead with something else. It seemed to the Senator from Johnson 
th a t sun, moon, and stars were wailing out protest for the boy who 
wanted to know them better. And yet it was not sun, moon, and stars 
so much as the unattended ball game, the never-seen circus, and, 
above all, the unowned dog, that brought Senator Harrison to his feet.

They looked a t him in astonishment, their faces seeming to say it 
would have been in better taste  for him to have rem ained seated 
ju st then.

“Mr. President,” he said, pulling a t his collar and looking straight 
ahead, “I rise to move a reconsideration.”

There was a gasp, a moment of supreme quiet, and then  a mighty 
burst of applause. To men of all parties and factions there came a 
single thought. Johnson was the leading county of its Congression­
al district. There was an election th a t fall, and Harrison was in the 
race. Those eight words meant to a surety he would not go to Wash­
ington, for the Senator from Maxwell had chosen the righ t word 
w hen he re fe rred  to the p rejud ice  of Jo h n so n  C oun ty  on th e  
Williams case as “undying.” The world throbs with such things at 
the moment of their doing—even though condemning them  later, 
and the part of the world then packed within the Senate-Chamber 
shared the universal disposition.

The noise astonished Senator Harrison, and  he looked around 
with something like resentment. When the tum ult a t last subsided,
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and he saw th a t he was expected to make a speech, he grew very 
red, and grasped his chair desperately.

The reporters were back in their places, leaning nervously for­
ward. This was Senator Harrison’s chance to say something worth 
putting into a panel by itself with black lines around it—and they 
were sure he would do it.

But he did not. He stood there like a schoolboy who had forgotten 
his piece—growing more and more red. “I—I think,” he finally jerked 
out, “th a t some of us have been mistaken. I’m in favor now of—of 
giving him his chance.”

They waited for him  to proceed, but after a helpless look around 
the Chamber he sa t down. The president of the Senate waited sev­
eral m inutes for him  to rise again, but he a t last turned his chair 
around an d  looked out a t  the  green things on the  S tate-house 
grounds, and there was nothing to do but go ahead with the second 
calling of the roll. This tim e it stood 50 to 12 in favor of the boy

A motion to adjourn immediately followed—no one wanted to do 
anything more th a t afternoon. They all wanted to say things to the 
Senator from Johnson; b u t his face had grown cold, and as they 
were usually afraid of him, anyhow, they kept away. All but Senator 
Dorman—it m eant too m uch with him. “Do you mind my telling 
you,” he said, tensely, “th a t  it was as fine a th ing as I have ever 
known a man to do?”

The Senator from Johnson moved impatiently. “You think it ‘fine,’ ” 
he asked, almost resentfully, “to be a coward?”

“Coward?” cried the other man. “Well, that’s scarcely the word. It 
was—heroic!”

“Oh no,” said Senator Harrison, and he spoke wearily, “it was a 
clear case of cowardice. You see,” he laughed, “I was afraid it would 
haunt me when I am seventy.”

Senator D orm an s ta r te d  eagerly to speak, bu t the o ther m an 
stopped him and passed on. He was seeing it as his constituency 
would see it, and it hum iliated him. They would say he had not the 
courage of his convictions, th a t he was afraid of the unpopularity, 
that his judgm ent had fallen victim to the eloquence of the Senator 
from Maxwell.

But when he left the building and came out into the softness of 
the April afternoon it began to seem different. After all, it  was not 
he alone who leaned to the softer side. There were the trees—they 
were perm itted another chance to bud; there were the birds—they 
were allowed another chance to sing; there was the earth—to it was 
given another chance to yield. There stole over him a tranquil sense 
of unison with Life.
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Thomas H. Cook’s novels are generally bittersweet and haun t­
ing, and T he In te r ro g a tio n  (Bantam, $23.95) is no excep­
tion. A man named Albert Jay Smalls is being held for ques­
tioning in the death of a small girl, but time is running out. If the 

police can’t  get either a confession or some evidence to hold th is 
man, they will have to release him. For one detective, a broken man 
whose own daughter was murdered years earlier by an unknown 
killer, th is is totally unacceptable. For the chief, the tru th  of who 
committed this crime may force him to face some very ugly facts 
about his own child, a drug-addicted son whom he’s never stopped 
loving. And for a third cop, leaving this crime unsolved would be the 
best thing for his career. In his methodical, mesmerizing style, Cook 
slowly peels back each layer of th is story until the reader alone will 
know the shocking tru ths that tie all of these characters together.

Joining the ranks of survivor-turned-hero/heroine is O rla 
McLeod, an undercover policewoman with the Glasgow force, in 
Manda Scott’s No Good D eed (Bantam, $22.95). Scott begins her 
tale a t a high pitch and never tu rns down the burner. We first meet 
her as she’s tied up and facing certain death, unless she can coax a 
young, traum atized boy to help her. Later we m eet Orla’s m other 
and learn of the terrorist bomb in Ireland th a t killed Orla’s father 
and young brother when Orla was a child. Then we meet her un­
dercover team, only to add them, too, to the list of imperiled people 
whom we hope to see spared as we also begin to see the masterful 
machinations of their stalker. Gritty, unsentimental, deeply felt, and 
deftly plotted, Wo Good Deed will not give you a moment’s rest until 
you’ve raced to the surprising conclusion.

In his second thriller, Do No H a rm  (Morrow, $24.95), Gregg An­
drew Hurwitz lines up a widowed M.D. against a woeful assailant 
whose pitiful mental condition makes him no less a  threat. David 
Spier is chief of UCLA’s Medical Center Emergency Room. Spier’s
Illustration by June Irvine 139
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day a t work is always about crisis, and it’s too often filled with mo­
ments of heartbreak. W hat’s left of one of the nurses’ faces after a 
man has tossed blinding liquid lye a t her, however, is worse: it is gut- 
wrenching. The apparently random attack is quickly followed by an­
other, this time directed against one of David’s own nurses. A med­
ical decision made tre a tin g  th e  prim e suspect in these crim es 
suddenly puts the doctor in the hot seat (not to mention the media 
spotlight). Another attack, this time on a fellow doctor with whom 
Spier has a budding romance, drives him even further into the in­
vestigation. His private sleuthing reveals a shocking episode in the 
medical center’s history th a t provides the context to the lye-throw- 
er’s pathology. Now Spier is driven to find the man before a venge­
ful cop gets to him. The medical milieu is graphic and realistic; if  you 
like your thrillers wrapped in surgical gauze, this one’s for you.

On an entirely different note, Donna Andrews has created an en­
gaging and undeniably fresh heroine in her debut novel featuring 
Turing Hopper, You’v e  G o t M u rd e r  (Berkley, $21.95). Turing is 
named after two computer pioneers, which makes sense once you 
learn tha t this novel’s narra to r is an AIP, short for “Artificial Intel­
ligence Personality.” Turing is actually an incredibly sophisticated 
(and thoroughly engaging) software program running inside a cor­
porate software company’s mainframe. Turing is also the brainchild 
of program mer Zack Malone and is but one of the firm’s AIPs de­
signed to act as a easy user interface to its subscription database 
service. Turing will be the first to tell you, however, tha t she’s the 
firs t and probably the  only AIP in her neighborhood to gain sen­
tience. Turing lives in the computer but is free to travel widely along 
the  in te rnet as she pleases. When her creator Zack goes m issing 
from his workstation, Turing turns her downtime addiction to pri­
vate eye fiction into a  decision to tackle her first case. Something is 
going on and Turing is going to find out what it is. Sidekicks in the 
persons of a stalw art executive secretary and a buddy in the photo­
copying department act as Turing’s legs and fellow operatives. Much 
of th is lively, en terta in ing  novel’s suspense comes from guessing 
how Turing is going to widen her search for Zack and ultimately un­
cover the insidious plot hatching like a virus inside the company.

Dorothy Cannell, whose The Thin Woman shows up on many a  fan’s 
top ten list of mysteries, brings the delightfully nosy Elbe Haskell back 
in The Im portance  o f B eing  E rnestine  (Viking, $23.95). As the ca­
per opens, Elbe’s efforts to surprise her husband Ben with a makeover 
of his study have been rebuffed (to put it pohtely), and she has fled the 
family manse to give him time to cool off This is how she winds up shar­
ing a nip of whiskey with her erstwhile cleaning lady, the ever-eccentric 
Mrs. Malloy, in the office of a private eye for whom Mis. Malloy is now

(continued on page 142)
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The April Mysterious 
Photograph contest was 
won by Matt Swartz of 
McLean, Virginia. Honor­
able mentions go to Lor- 
na M. Kaine of Oviedo, 
Florida; Jennifer Davis of 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana; 
Don Van Dyke of Lawton, 
Oklahoma; Frank Peirce 
of College Station, Texas;

Jan Chadwick of Cincin­
nati, Ohio; Roger W. 
Cain of Somerville, Al­
abama; Doc Finch of 
Zion, Illinois; Robert T. 
Lawton of Rapid City, 
South Dakota; Rose­
mary T. Fontana of Sher­
burne, New York; and M. 
K. Hasenberg of Morton 
Grove, Illinois.

STEP R IG HT UP by M att Sw artz

The Bugle Brothers Family Circus went bankrup t and the Flying Ko- 
vacs were struck without a safety net. Who else could w ant three H un­
garian trapeze artists? The Kovacs had  agreed on a destination; Las 
Vegas. Stage shows there were hiring, according to the ringmaster. But 
the Kovacs needed money to get out there and to  live on while looking 
for a new gig.

Janos Kovac got an idea. Dressed in his silk jum psuit, he would knock 
on doors in a rich neighborhood. Then some right lady would appear and 
he’d lay on the Slavic charm as thick as paprika on goulash. “I famous 
trapeze guy gone broke!” Janos would announce. Then he would say th a t 
he “vanted” to entertain the rich lady’s guests a t  any backyard party  she 
m ight have. Watch!” he would command, then  perform some acrobatic 
feat w ith nearby posts, eaves, or trees. “You get cheap price! Twenty-five 
dollars, one-half hour.”

The idea worked, but his first customer learned the real price. While 
Janos jum ped and flipped before guests a t  the pool party of Mrs. Con­
rad Buffington, Kristof and Oszkar Kovac swung and climbed their way 
from the driveway into the m aster bedroom. T here they lifted jewelry 
and  cash, then  went dow nstairs and  ra ided  purses. Done, th e  two 
slipped back out the window by which they had come.

Days later, after detectives figured it all out, a  sign appeared in town 
th a t the Flying Kovacs thought they would never see: “Wanted: th ree 
H ungarian trapeze artists.”
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(continued from page 140)
working. The two women are mistaken for investigators by the snobby 
m atron who shows up a t the P.I.’s office as a client, and thus the newly- 
minted detective duo accept a case involving a wronged parlor maid 
and a decades-old family curse. Beyond this point you m ust merely 
place yourself in the hands of Canned, a mistress of merry mayhem, 
and revel unabashedly in the wildly wacky world of Ellie Haskell.

Barbara Hambly continues her notable and distinguished historical 
series set in nineteenth century New Orleans with Wet G rave (Ban­
tam , $23.95). Hambly’s hero is Benjamin January, a free black man 
with exceptional abilities, courage, and character. The summer of 1835 
begins with the murder of a drunken freedwoman in her miserable hut, 
a crime which only January appears interested in solving. All too soon, 
however, there is another death: the tragic murder of someone close to 
January. Worse, he finds himself and his lover, Rose, in mortal danger 
and forced to flee their lodgings. As with earlier books in this fine series, 
Hambly’s attention to the period and its historical detail is convincing, 
while her colorful characters vividly step out of the pages and into the 
reader’s consciousness. If you haven’t  sampled this series, you might 
want to start a t its beginning with A Free Man o f Color. Certainly any­
one who is following the life of Benjamin January won’t  want to miss 
this installment.

Stephen Horn’s hero in Law  of G rav ity  (HarperCollins, $24.95) was 
once a successful attorney in the Justice Department in Washington, 
D.C., a  bright and competent man familiar with both investigative pro­
cedure and the machinations of politics. That was before the scandal 
th a t sank Philip Barkley’s career, followed by the personal loss that 
threatened his sanity. Since returning to work, Barkley’s just been tak­
ing up space in his office and everyone knows it, including himself. 
When a  senator’s aide disappears, arousing concern that the missing 
man has also breached national security, Barkley is amazed to find him­
self appointed head of the investigation. He’s paired with lovely, career- 
m inded FBI agent Blair Turner, a woman whose lack of tru st in 
Barkley begins to chip away at his tru st of her. Horn’s second novel has 
a  lot going for it: a likable protagonist, a truly memorable retiree side- 
kick, a wheels-within-wheels plot line, and some great action.
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Com m unication of a  d ifferent 
so rt is a t th e  h e a r t  o f S u san  
G laspell’s “T he P lea,” o u r Mys­
tery Classic th is  m onth. W hereas 
gossip may bind or estrange peo­
ple, in  this story a  persuasive ap­
peal brings one politician to em­
path ize  and u n d e rs ta n d  the  
actions of a  trag ic  boy. A native 
Iowan, Glaspell (1876-1948) was 
a p layw righ t and  one of th e  
founders of th e  P rovincetow n 
Players on C ape Cod. She won a 
Pulitzer Prize in 1931 for A liso n ’s 
H ouse, h e r play ab o u t Em ily 
Dickenson.

New to AHMM th is  m onth  is 
M ithran S om asundrum , au th o r 
of “Four D ays in  A pril.” Dr. So­
m asundrum  is a  sc ien tis t in the  
field of p hysical ch em is try  a t  
Cranfield U niversity  in M iddle­
sex in the  U.K. He h as  lived and 
worked in T h ailan d  and  Japan .

SOLUTION TO THE SEPTEMBER “UNSOLVED”:

Carl and K athy M ason planned to assassinate the presidential 
candidate w ith explosives.

T IM E  A R R IV E D C O U P L E F R O M

7:00 A rth u r and Julia North El Paso
8 : 0 0 Donald and Greta Roller Fargo
9:00 B rad and L aura Queen Abilene

1 0 : 0 0 F ran k  and Ida Parker Chicago
1 1 : 0 0 E lbert and Helen O’Dell Denver
1 2 : 0 0 C arl and K athy Mason Buffalo

Mithran Somasundrum
This is his first published m ys­
te ry  story, though  n o t h is f irs t 
encounter w ith  th e  p laces of 
mystery. He te lls  us, “As a  s tu ­
den t I spent one sum m er work­
ing at Sherlock Holm es’s fiction­
al address on B ak er S tree t. I 
was disappointed to find it is a 
modern office block.” □
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