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				CONSTANCE GLANCED UP FROM cutting lemon wedges when Charlie walked through the kitchen carrying a floor fan. He grunted something unintelligible as he continued on to the back porch. Moments later he returned and stood glaring at her.

				“This time you’re not going to talk me out of it,” he said.

				“All right.” She rinsed and dried her hands and added the plate of lemon wedges to the tray she had prepared. Lemonade, iced tea, glasses, spoons, napkins, sugar. She nodded and took the tray to the porch, where she put it on a glass-topped table. 

				Following her out, Charlie said, “I’ll call Hank on Monday.”

				Her only response was an “Umm,” sound.

				It wasn’t fair, he thought bitterly. It was hot as hell, he was hot as hell, and she, cool as ever, was arranging a tea party. She was wearing a sleeveless pale-blue top over ivory-colored pants and sandals, and looked like a damn model, not a wife of twenty-five-plus years, and certainly not like a psychologist. Even her hair, almost platinum, just the way it had always been, belied her years, since a few new white hairs now matched her natural hair so closely. Regarding her, his scowl smoothed out as another thought surged. She was the most beautiful and the sexiest woman he had ever seen, always had been, still was.

				“It’s really quite nice out here, isn’t it?” she said, turning her gaze toward him. Her eyes were the same pale blue as the top she wore.

				He had to admit that the porch was okay, maybe even nice, with a ceiling fan and the floor fan both humming, clematis shading the western side, and jasmine perfuming the air. The flower bed was riotous with color, dead-looking cats sprawled in shade patches, and butterflies were plying their trade among the flowers.

				“I’m still going to call Hank,” he muttered. Hank owned a heating and air-conditioning business. Every summer Charlie resolved to get him out to the house and install AC but, somehow, it never happened. This year it would, he told himself. Then, thinking of air-conditioning and the window unit in their bedroom, he said, “Let’s give these guys the bum’s rush, pronto-like.”

				“Whatever you say,” she said with a faint smile. She glanced toward the door and added, “I think they’ve arrived.”

				Constance knew that it wasn’t the heat bothering Charlie as much as boredom. No grass to cut or snow to blow, nothing to repair around the house at the present time, nothing stirring in the nearby village or the firehouse where he often hung out with the volunteer or two who wandered in, no interesting case to occupy his mind. He was simply bored and tired of August. After years as an arson investigator, more years as a New York City homicide detective, and the ever-constant pressure of living in the city, inactivity and a quiet life were proving to be more difficult for him to adapt to than either of them had ever considered.

				She went with him to meet the woman who had called earlier that morning.

				“Tricia Corning,” the woman said inside the foyer. She extended her hand to Constance, then to Charlie. “Thanks for seeing us on such short notice. My nephew Stuart Bainbridge, and Dr. Rasmussen.” She indicated the man and woman who had entered with her.

				Tricia Corning was slightly built, with hair turning gray at the temples, a flawless complexion, and lovely brown, heavily lashed eyes. She appeared to be in her forties, but when she smiled she looked years younger. Hers was a slightly crooked smile. Stuart Bainbridge had that same lopsided smile and pretty eyes. Six feet tall, muscular, he was deeply suntanned with brown hair, sun-bleached almost blond. Probably not yet thirty, Charlie thought, shaking hands with him. The third member of the party, Dr. Rasmussen, was a tall woman, sturdily built, not overweight, but strong-looking, with an air of authority that made Charlie think of librarians. Constance was reminded of her high school gym teacher who had always covered her nose with zinc oxide when she led her class out to the field, pretending unawareness of the girls’ amusement. Dr. Rasmussen’s hair was nearly black, short and straight, and neatly framed her face like a helmet. With prominent black eyebrows, little makeup, dark-blue eyes with an unwavering frank assessment of both Constance and Charlie, she was upper management, Charlie decided. She would take charge if given half a chance.

				He was closing the front door when another car pulled into the driveway, and a third woman emerged and headed toward the door. Too-high heels, too much leg, too much cleavage, Charlie thought, watching her.

				“I’m Pamela Bainbridge,” she said, drawing near. “I’m with them.” She jerked her thumb toward Tricia Corning and Stuart.

				Tricia took a step back and two spots of color flared on her cheeks. “For heaven’s sake! You followed us?”

				“You bet I did,” Pamela snapped. “No secret deals while my back is turned.”

				Stuart Bainbridge’s hands clenched for a moment, then relaxed. “She’s married to my father,” he said, “and she has no business being here. I have his power of attorney. I’m acting on his behalf.”

				Pamela Bainbridge raked him with contemptuous gaze, then said to Charlie, “I have as much right as anyone else. He’s trying to cut me out, and I won’t be cut out.”

				She was what Charlie thought of as conventionally pretty. Thirty, thirty-five, features in the right place, makeup skillfully applied, bottle blonde, good figure draped in a sundress cut too low, with a tiny jacket over her shoulders, and instantly forgettable. Another blue-eyed blonde too young to be the wife of a man old enough to be Stuart’s father.

				“Well, it’s turning into a regular convention,” he said. “Come on out to the back porch, where it’s marginally cooler than the house.”

				A few minutes later, seated, with beer for Charlie, Stuart, and Pamela, iced tea for the others, Charlie said, “What brings you all out here?”

				Tricia leaned forward, put her glass on the table. “What I’d like to do is give you an outline of our problem with a few details, until you decide if you’ll help us.” She waited for his nod, then continued. “About six months ago my brother Howard was diagnosed with terminal brain cancer. He was given six months to a year. While in New York at that time, he went to his lawyers and had a will written. Last month he died of a self-administered overdose of a prescription drug. His lawyer contacted us about the will, which was to be read in Howard’s house with his siblings and Dr. Rasmussen present. That took place three weeks ago.” 

				She paused, picked up her glass, sipped tea, then said, “Each sibling can remove one object from the house and afterward will not be admitted inside again. After six weeks, or after we each choose our one item, whichever comes first, the property will be donated to Stillwater College. Dr. Rasmussen is the president of the college, the reason she was at the reading of the will.”

				Charlie did not look at his watch but did move his arm in such a way that a glance at it would not be too obvious. There were cases that he absolutely had no interest in hearing about much less agreeing to work on. Lost dogs, divorces, missing spouses, in-store pilfering. And family squabbles over wills and money, he added to himself. Definitely family squabbles over wills.

				“The problem,” Tricia was saying in a voice that had become much tighter, “is that when Howard was in New York seeing specialists and writing his will, he also went to his broker and ordered all his holdings to be liquidated and converted to cash to be transferred to his bank. After that was done, he went to his bank and withdrew five million dollars in cashier’s checks, each one for one hundred thousand dollars, and no one knows where that money is.”

				Charlie expelled a soft whistle. “How many siblings are you talking about?”

				“I have three brothers.”

				“And each one of you can take one thing from the house. I suspect there’s a bit of tension in the air along about now.”

				Pamela made a rude snorting sound and Tricia looked pinched. She nodded.

				“Doing all that in New York would have taken a couple of weeks, maybe longer. Any idea if he made other trips after that one?” Charlie asked.

				“He went home the day after he withdrew the money and there’s no record of any other trip, no charges on his credit cards, receipts, nothing like that. His housekeeper said he didn’t leave again.”

				“None of your brothers has a clue about what he was up to?”

				She shook her head again. Hesitantly she said, “I was the only one he kept in touch with—or, I should say, I kept in touch with him, with all my brothers. I don’t think any of them kept in touch with one another. I know he didn’t.”

				Looking at her hands tightly clasped in her lap, Tricia said, “One more thing about the will. He specifically stated that there was not to be a service, that he was to be cremated and his ashes thrown into Stillwater Lake. No family members were to be present.”

				Charlie glanced at Constance, who, he was certain, had signaled him with invisible fingers on his spine. Her nod was imperceptible to anyone but him, he was also certain. He waited.

				“Ms. Corning, why was there such animosity toward his siblings?” Constance asked.

				Tricia looked startled by the question and hesitated before responding. “You’re right,” she said. “Years ago, when we were all young, there was an accident. Howard’s fiancée died in a boating accident and he was injured, in a coma for several days. When he recovered, he was changed. I think he suffered post-traumatic brain disorder or something. We had always been very close, at least the boys had been before that, but never after the accident. He withdrew from all of us and never had anything to do with the family after that. As I said, I kept in touch with all of them, but he never called me or got in touch with me himself.”

				“He came to see us,” Pamela said with a touch of malice in her voice. “After William and I got married, he dropped in out of the blue.”

				“I didn’t know that,” Tricia said, clearly surprised. She looked at Stuart. “You met him?”

				“No. I was still in school. Dad told me he came by, stayed a couple of hours and left. He didn’t say where he was going or where he had been, why the visit, nothing. Dad said it was the first time he’d seen him since they were both young. I’d never heard about the accident before today,” he added.

				“Nearly thirty years ago is a long time,” Tricia murmured. “Little reason to bring it up, I guess.”

				Charlie turned to Dr. Rasmussen, who had not said a word or moved either, as far as he was aware. “How well did you know Howard Bainbridge? Did he confide in you?”

				“I never met him,” she said. Her voice was even, the words not actually clipped, but decisively crisp. “This donation was a total surprise. On returning to school after the reading of the will I looked him up in the records, in order to see if he had been a donor over the years. He had not. His only connection to the college came years ago when he sponsored a complete scholarship with living expenses for a girl named Andrea Briacchi.”

				At the mention of the name Andrea Briacchi, Tricia gasped and straightened in her chair. Charlie turned to her. “What?”

				“Good heavens,” she said. “She saved his life. That boating accident I mentioned. It was on Stillwater Lake. A little girl saw it happen, a rowboat sinking, people falling into the water. She told her mother, who called nine-one-one, then called a neighbor with a motorboat to come to the rescue. The girl was eight or nine years old. She was Andrea Briacci.”

				“Is she still in the area?” Charlie asked Dr. Rasmussen.

				She shook her head. “I looked her up, too. She was nineteen when she attended Stillwater College, then dropped out after three years when she was a senior. She died before my time, ten or twelve years ago. She drowned in Stillwater Lake, some kind of accident. I don’t know the details.”

				Pamela cried, “Oh, my God! The curse! It was the Bainbridge curse!”

				Things got interesting for a minute or two, Charlie thought, leaning back in his chair, watching. Stuart leaped to his feet, his fists clenched again. He looked ready to jump over the table and throttle Pamela. Tricia caught his arm and told him to sit down, and Constance stood up. Charlie almost wished that Stuart had tried to get to Pamela, and imagined his surprise when Constance floored him. She had enough black belts to piece together a quilt, and she taught a variety of martial arts. It was not to be, however. Tricia’s grasp of Stuart’s arm and her words were enough to make him subside, sink into his chair. Rasmussen meanwhile had tried to merge herself with the back of her chair. When Stuart sat down again, as tense as a cornered cat, Constance picked up the tray and walked to the door.

				“I’ll bring some more tea. Beer anyone?”

				“Might as well bring three beers,” Charlie said. Inwardly he was cursing. She had been as ready as he had been to heave them all out, take their money fight somewhere else, but she had signaled that it was not going to happen. More tea, more beer, more questions and answers. There was a curse to run to ground and, by God, she would run it to ground. He regarded Pamela sourly and wanted to throttle her himself. Either she was a hell of an actress, he thought then, or she really believed in some kind of a goddamn curse. Her outcry had been spontaneous, reflexive.

				He remembered a past conversation he’d had with Constance about curses. He had been scoffing at the idea and Constance had said in a thoughtful way, “What I know is that if the one being cursed believes in it, it can be quite effective.”

				She returned with the tray, and after they were all served again, she turned to Pamela. “Tell us about the curse.”

				“Howie told me. When he came down to Orlando three years ago, he told me. First his, Howie’s, girlfriend drowned in that crazy accident. He tried to save her, but her hair was caught in a board under the boat or something, and he couldn’t do it. Then Ted’s live-in girlfriend, up at his farm. She went to town for something and vanished. Just never came back, didn’t take nothing with her, just disappeared and was never heard from again. Lawrence. His girlfriend got killed by a drive-by shooter. William’s first wife, hit-and-run, when he”—she nodded toward Stuart—“was a baby. Howie said I was either brave or crazy to hook up with a Bainbridge man. Howie scared me. Really scared me. I felt like I was having a nervous breakdown or something, and I had to leave William.”

				“That’s a lie!” Stuart yelled. “You left when the money spigot got turned off!” He looked at Charlie and said in a rasping voice, “She was in a jam and Dad bailed her out, then he married her. It took nearly a year before he came to his senses and realized that she would clean the bank and he changed all his credit cards, gave her an allowance, and said that was it. She packed up and left and took everything she could carry with her.”

				“You’re the one lying!” Pamela cried. “You don’t know anything about it. I love him, but I was afraid!”

				“You don’t know what love means. Where were you when he was hurt? When he had surgery? Never a peep out of you, no card, no flowers, no visit. Just nothing.”

				With a sniff, Pamela turned to Charlie. “That girl, Andrea, she must have been sleeping with him, with Howie. He must have cared about her, and he lost her. Just like all the others. That’s what I was afraid of.”

				“I don’t think that works,” Dr. Rasmussen said drily. “Andrea was nineteen when she enrolled at Stillwater College. She and her mother had moved to Newton and it took time to find them. A year and a half after returning to Stillwater, she married Earl Marshall, the writer. A year or two after that she died, as I said, ten or twelve years ago, before my time. There was hardly time for an affair with Howard Bainbridge. He didn’t even move to Stillwater until four years ago. And he had stipulated that the scholarship was to be anonymous, his name never revealed to the girl.”

				Charlie held up his hand. “Let’s leave history and return to the present,” he said. “Ms. Corning, the will was read three weeks ago. What’s happened since then?”

				She nodded. “Mr. Jesperson, the attorney, said the firm had an inventory of the contents of the house, and they had appraisals made of the property and the contents. At the end of six weeks the reports will be turned over to the college, the deed transferred. Our six weeks began after the appraisals, and so on, were completed, two weeks ago. An associate in the law firm, Mr. Paley, will live in the house until the transfer is made or the money is found, and there are three watchmen to keep an eye on everything. That’s how it’s set up now. Mr. Paley is there to record any object that we remove, for tax purposes, to satisfy the law about what is being inherited. The watchmen search packages, handbags, backpacks, whatever is taken out. We are given access from eight in the morning until eight at night, and there is a housekeeper who worked for Howard who comes in every day to tidy up and prepare a late lunch or early dinner, and she is gone by seven.”

				She drew in a long breath before continuing. “We—my brothers, Stuart, and I—got together and made our own plans. We hired a detective agency from New York, the Slocum Agency, to come in and search the house. The appraisals had indicated that there were no antiques, no fine art, nothing of that sort to consider. Howard was not a sophisticated man; we didn’t believe he would have bought gems or rare stamps and hidden them away. And there was the matter of time. He simply hadn’t taken enough time to find and make a purchase like that without leaving a trace. We told the detectives there were missing papers, some checks that might be in separate envelopes, or all in one fairly large one. That’s what they were looking for. At least two of us remained with them throughout their search. They found nothing. We had an architect in to compare the structure with the original plans to see if there was a hidden safe or niche of some kind. There isn’t. We talked to the landscapers Howard had hired, asked if plantings had been disturbed, ground dug up, anything unusual had gone on. And we had his car detailed by a professional group. All that was during week one, last week. This past week we were doing little more than wandering about, or re-searching what’s already been searched.”

				“And running up bills,” Pamela said. 

				When no one responded to her, Charlie asked, “Who’s ponying up for the expenses as you go?”

				“Jesperson said the law firm would cover any expenses as they incur,” Tricia said in a strained voice. “It’s been quite expensive to date, of course. There’s about three hundred twenty thousand dollars in Howard’s account. I’m to receive two hundred thousand, and our expenses will be taken from the remainder before it’s distributed to all of us equally. The law firm’s expenses will be paid the same way. Our living expenses are not to be considered when the accounting is done. For that we’re on our own. Mr. Meiklejohn, none of us has any money to spare. I’m married to a country doctor who’s still paying off his student loans. We have two teenage daughters; one wants to be a surgeon, the other a biologist. We’re trying to save for their education. Ted has a heavily mortgaged farm in upstate New York, little money to spare. Lawrence calls himself a consultant, again no money. William’s business collapsed when the economy plummeted, and then he had a serious work injury… ”

				She paused, looked first at Constance, then at Charlie. “If you’ll agree to take this on, your fees would be paid through the law firm now, charged to the estate later. And if you find the checks, we will split the money four ways, and we will pay you a bonus of fifty thousand dollars on top of your regular fees.”

				Constance sipped her tea, put the glass down, and asked, “Ms. Corning, you’ve had experts do everything possible to find the checks, to no avail. Why do you think we could do more than what has been done?”

				“My husband asked our attorney if we could contest the will,” Tricia said after a moment. “He said no, Jesperson’s firm is too thorough, too careful to have left a loophole. And he also recommended that we consult with you two. Maybe we need to look at this from a different angle, with different expertise. He said your combined talents might prove effective. A renowned psychologist and a superbly trained detective, both of whom often appear to think outside the box. You might come up with an approach that no one else thought of, see something that we’ve all overlooked. Reveal the purloined letter, something like that. Dr. Leidl, we know those checks are there! We, my brothers, Stuart, and I talked it over early this morning and we agree, the checks are somewhere to be found. We agreed that we’d cooperate in any and all ways with whatever you and your husband do, how you do it, when. Our full cooperation. And we agreed to split the money equally among us if you find it.”

				“I didn’t agree to diddly,” Pamela said. “I told you before, and I’m telling you here and now, that if I find that money it’s ours, mine and William’s. And don’t you forget it!” She turned her furious gaze toward Dr. Rasmussen and said to the group, “If that money’s still there when she gets the house, how long do you think it’ll take her to pull it down board by board with her bare hands?”

				Constance watched her until she subsided. Then, as if Pamela had not spoken, she said to Tricia, “You realize that what you’re asking of us will involve personal questions, perhaps deeply personal questions. In order to try to understand your brother, those who knew him are the only source we’ll have to work with.”

				Tricia nodded. “We know that. We’ll all talk to you, but privately.” Her glance toward Pamela was no more than a flash of her eyes in that direction.

				“Of course, privately.” Constance looked at Charlie as if to say, your show, I’m done.

				“All right,” he said. “You’re on. Now, for what I’ll want. Full addresses, phone numbers of everyone involved.… ”

				Tricia leaned down and reached into her oversized bag. “Let me show you what all I’ve brought along. No doubt you’ll want more, but it’s a start.” She brought out a large thick envelope and he moved his chair closer to hers and cleared a space on the table.

				Moving stiffly, Pamela rose. Her jaw was clenched, and she looked as if she was biting her tongue to maintain control. It was not an altogether successful attempt. Her anger was manifest in her posture, her strident voice. “Now, you’ll give them copies of everything, won’t you? I can’t even have a copy of that damn will, but they get it all. Well, I’m leaving. I’ve seen enough, more than enough. You two, remember this. I’ll be watching you like a hawk.”

				Constance went to the door with her and neither spoke a word. Pamela backed out of the driveway and drove away as if she had glimpsed a monster in pursuit.

				The consultation lasted another hour, and Charlie suspected he was the only one not surprised when Constance asked for a list of the women who had died, full names, addresses, police reports, whatever was available.

				Finally, when they all stood up, Dr. Rasmussen said, “Of course, I’ll cooperate in any way that I can. For now, I can recommend a bed-and-breakfast in Stillwater if you’d prefer that to a hotel or motel.” She reached into her handbag and brought out a card, jotted something on it, and handed it to Charlie. “My address and number and the name of the B and B. Please give me a call when you’re settled in town. And just one more thing for you to consider. The housekeeper, the one who will be there every afternoon, is Alice Knudsen, and she is a notorious gossip. She has always lived in Stillwater and knows everyone there. I would advise everyone to be careful of what they say within her hearing range.”

				“Does she repeat only what she actually hears?” Constance asked. 

				A faint smile came and went on Dr. Rasmussen’s face as if she fully understood the implication. “Alice has a vivid imagination,” she said.

				As they rose and collected their possessions, Charlie asked, “What’s the weather like down there in Stillwater?”

				Their three guests exchanged puzzled looks and Stuart said, “Great. Ten degrees or more cooler than up here. Why?”

				“Just curious,” Charlie said.

				After seeing them all out, Constance and Charlie returned to the porch and started to gather glasses. The sun was very low in the sky and not a leaf stirred. As long as he had been seated with the breeze from the floor fan on him, Charlie had thought little of the continuing heat; but standing, watching Tricia retrieve her purse from the table, just moving about, actually doing something, he had started to sweat again.

				“Why did you decide to take them on?” Constance asked, adding the plate of lemon wedges to the tray.

				“Cooler there than here.”

				She smiled. “Really, why?”

				“Fifty grand.”

				She laughed. “But since you don’t think we’ll find the checks, that bonus is an illusion.”

				“You think we might find them?” he asked.

				“What I think is that a frosted pitcher of margaritas, guacamole and chips, and a nice quiet booth where we can look over some of those reports in comfort would be a good plan. Eventually to be followed by real food.” 

				He had merely glanced at the reports when Tricia unloaded her big envelope and identified the many papers. “That’s a real plan,” he said.

				She picked up the tray, went to the door and paused there. “You haven’t answered the question. Why did you?”

				He scowled. “You told me to,” he said in an aggrieved tone. And she had the grace not to deny it, he thought, as her smile deepened and she entered the house.
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				EVE PARISH STOOD IN THE CENTER of a large empty room trying to imagine a metal desk anywhere in it. A futile attempt, she decided, and tried with an equally ugly army-issue desk from half a century earlier. She had looked at them both earlier that morning, along with a third desk meant for a six-year-old. But she had to have a desk. Working on the kitchen table signified a disaster sooner or later. Spilled coffee on her laptop, or hot soup, bread crumbs… It was a toss-up about which would go first, her laptop or her back. The table was too high for work.

				Her apartment was twice as big as the one she had lived in while attending NYU, and it was half the price, but one of the three rooms was bare. Her landlady, Mrs. Hammond, had explained: the two previous renters, both professors, had put two desks in there, bookcases, file cabinets, boxes of papers. They had filled it to overflowing and when they left, they took it all with them.

				“I decided to leave it alone,” Mrs. Hammond had said apologetically. “I mean, new tenants would probably have their own things.”

				Eve left the empty room and considered the living room. A nice sofa, easy chair, tables and lamps, plenty of furniture, and room for a good desk if she decided to go that way, but she wanted a separate room, a study, even if all she put in it was a desk. The boxes of books stacked against a wall would go in there, and while she had her sister’s car, she planned to buy some cement blocks and boards for shelves. For the study, she told herself. A desk and books on shelving of some sort equaled a separate study.

				She glanced at her watch, consulted her map of Stillwater again, and left to go inspect the only remaining secondhand desk on her list. She had been in town for one week, long enough to decide she loved it. The first two nights she had come wide awake repeatedly, listening. Her two years of living in New York while getting a masters degree at NYU had conditioned her to hear and disregard the never-ending sounds of night. Here, when they didn’t come, she had roused again and again anyway, tense and anxious, waiting for the other shoe to drop, she had said lightly to her sister Jenna. It just doesn’t happen here: no sirens, no traffic noises, no voices in the hall, no airplanes overhead, alarms… nothing at all to hear. It was spooky, she had thought uneasily. The third night she had slept for ten hours. She had forgotten how much she had craved quiet sleep. Her kind of town, she thought, driving on Adams Street, almost devoid of traffic. She was watching for Crest Drive. It came unexpectedly soon. She turned and started up a hill that made one boundary of the town of twenty-five thousand. With woods on one side, skirting Stillwater Lake, Crest Drive made a sweeping curve away from the lake to a residential area of large and imposing houses with beautifully landscaped grounds.

				“Where the elite dwell,” she said under her breath, “up above the turmoil.” She smiled broadly at the idea and slowed down, looking at house numbers.

				The house she sought was dove gray, tall, with bay windows on both sides of a covered front entrance. As soon as Eve saw the expensive houses on Crest Drive, she had accepted that this was not the sort of neighborhood where she might buy a cheap desk. At least she would look, she decided, pulling into the driveway.

				

				#

				

				“Hello,” she said to the woman who opened the door at her ring. “I’m Eve Parish. I called about the desk.”

				“Oh, of course. Come in. Dorothy Dumond. The desk is upstairs.”

				Eve’s suspicion that this was not the right kind of neighborhood was confirmed in the foyer she entered. On one wall a narrow, marble-topped table with curved, heavily carved legs was under a massive ornate mirror. Antiques, Eve assumed, and no doubt very valuable. Car keys were on the table, along with a silver vase with a few red roses. 

				A red Persian rug carpeted the foyer, and a similar runner carpeted stairs that Dorothy Dumond started up. She was slender and appeared sinewy, as if she ran marathons perhaps. Strawberry blonde, discreet makeup, dressed in tan silk pants with an ecru overblouse belted with a bright-green sash, sandals, she looked as if she were ready to pose for a photographer. Fifty, Eve guessed, possibly mid fifties—but a very well-preserved fifty-something, a very careful fifty-something.

				They walked through an upper hallway to a closed door that Dorothy Dumond opened, and then stood aside for Eve to enter. “I won’t go in,” she said. “The room’s been closed up for ages and it’s musty. Cigarette smoke still clings to things, I’m afraid. But you can see the desk yourself.”

				The desk was exactly what she had been looking for. Eve knew instantly. An extension the right height for a computer, plenty of space for papers, drawers. And not an antique. Just an ordinary desk.

				“May I open the drawers?” she asked.

				“Of course. Help yourself.”

				The drawers had an assortment of paper clips, a stapler, box of staples, some pencils and pens, and one drawer had regular copy paper and envelopes, another held a full ream of paper that had not been opened.

				“It still has some office supplies,” Eve said to Dorothy Dumond.

				“It all goes with the desk,” she said.

				“How much do you want for it?”

				“I believe my notice mentioned fifty dollars.” Before Eve could say sold, Dorothy Dumond asked, “Can you use anything else in the room? I want to clean it out, have painters redo it.”

				Eve looked about quickly. There was a futon, an office chair that went perfectly with the desk, an armoire against the wall, a bookcase. Regretfully she shook her head. “I’m afraid my budget wouldn’t stretch that far.”

				Dorothy, still standing at the door, more in the hallway than in the room, pointed to the futon. “They said that… thing has inner springs and that it’s very comfortable. I wouldn’t know about it. One hundred dollars for the whole lot. I just want to get rid of it all.”

				Eve caught in her breath. “I’ll take it all,” she said. She had planned to spend about a hundred just for a desk and a good chair, and she had planned to sleep on the couch when her sister came in September. She could have not only a study but also a guest room. It was almost too good to be true. Even the armoire would come in handy for out-of-season clothes, for Jenna’s clothes when she came, for any guest. And no cement blocks and boards, but a real book case! She wanted to whip out her checkbook and write a check instantly before Dorothy Dumond changed her mind, or said she meant one hundred for each piece, or something else.

				“Let’s go downstairs,” Dorothy said. “The odor is giving me a headache.”

				Eve didn’t dispute her, although, except for the stale air always found in a closed-in space, she had noticed no odor. She followed Dorothy back down the wide stairs, this time to a room on the first floor with its own desk and a file cabinet.

				“I can give you a check, or if you prefer I can go to the bank and withdraw cash,” Eve said. “And I’ll have to find someone who can move everything to my apartment.”

				“Hank Cranshaw,” Dorothy said. “He does hauling, moving, other odd jobs. Where do you live? He’ll charge according to the distance as much as anything.”

				Eve told her the house number on Second Street. “It’s the Hammond house.”

				Dorothy looked at her sharply. “I never knew Gladys to take in students.” 

				“I’m not a student. I’ll be working in the office at the college. I have a one-year appointment. I’ve finished my coursework at NYU, and I’ll be writing my master’s thesis during the coming year.”

				“You came out here, instead of doing your research in New York?” Dorothy was still eyeing her with suspicion.

				“I saw the position posted at NYU and it seemed like an omen, a sign or something. My thesis will be about a few contemporary writers, and one of them is Earl Marshall. I’d read that he grew up in Stillwater, New Jersey—” She stopped when Dorothy Dumond drew back, her face almost contorted with a furious expression. “What did I say?” Eve asked in confusion.

				“You came here, to this house, pretending you just wanted to buy a used desk? I think our business is concluded, Ms. Parish.”

				“I don’t understand! What did I do?”

				“You’re not the first one to come snooping around, prying into our business, his business. Don’t pretend you didn’t know that Earl is my brother.”

				Eve felt her cheeks burn. Helplessly she shook her head. “I didn’t know. The names… I haven’t read about his personal life, his family, just his novel… The book jacket said Stillwater. I’m sorry. I’ll go. I’m sorry.” She would have fled if Dorothy Dumond had not been between her and the door.

				Dorothy continued to study her for another moment, then relaxed a little. “You really didn’t know, did you?”

				“No.”

				“Write your check. Hank will charge twenty-five dollars, and don’t give him a penny more. He’ll want cash. Give me a number where he can reach you. I’ll call him to collect everything and he’ll get in touch with you about when to deliver it. Is that satisfactory?”

				Eve nodded. She jotted her phone number on a page she tore out of her notebook and wrote the check. Dorothy went to the door with her, where she paused and said, “Ms. Parish, my brother always comes to visit in August. Perhaps you’ll have an opportunity to meet him.”

				Eve couldn’t tell if the woman was still angry with her, still suspicious, if the words meant any more than face value, if there had been sarcasm, skepticism, any hidden meaning behind them. She couldn’t tell a thing about Dorothy Dumond, but she did know she had not made a friend.

				Later that day Eve arranged and rearranged furniture in her study half a dozen times. Better to do it mentally than shift real stuff around, she told herself when she finally had a firm picture of where things should go. She wrote about her adventures in locating a desk in her journal, and about meeting Dorothy Dumond and her sudden anger, and at nine she called her sister.

				“Jenna,” she said, “you sound tired.”

				“That’s because I’m tired. God, it’s a madhouse at the company, ten-, twelve-, fourteen-hour days, but Dirk swears they’ll meet their deadline; and starting in September he plans to vanish for at least a month. And so do I.”

				Her Cambridge company was working against a deadline for the development of a mammoth computer security system. Dirk was the chief of the project and Jenna his office manager. She claimed that she was responsible for holding the world together. 

				Eve made some sympathetic noises, then recounted her day. “All of it for just a hundred dollars, plus delivery, which will be another twenty-five. And Dumond doesn’t like me. I think she believes I’m a hack for a tabloid or something, out to get the lowdown on her brother. I bet she’ll check with the college to make sure I’m going to work there. She more or less warned me off her brother.”

				Jenna laughed. “Little sister’s getting paranoid?”

				“Right. I can’t wait for you to come see this place. It’s so great!”

				“I think what I’ll do is train down to New York and hang out a couple of days, not get in the Labor Day traffic, and head out your way on Tuesday. Okay with you?”

				“Absolutely! Just let me know and I’ll meet the train. I have to check in at the college, get my ID and stuff, but I won’t start work until Wednesday after Labor Day. It’s only three days a week, so we’ll have time to kill. Good swimming in the lake, bring your swimsuit.”

				They chatted a few minutes longer until Jenna said she had to go beddie-bye or the world would fall apart the next day. Then, resisting the temptation to start unloading the boxes of books, Eve sat regarding them. Earl Marshall’s book was in one of them along with copies of the other two novels she had chosen for her thesis. The only thing the three novelists had in common, as far as she knew at present, she added to herself, was that they all had become overnight successes and hit the best-seller list. First novels, best sellers. One of the writers was a physicist and he had gone on to do academic work. One had written a sensational thriller, and followed it up with two more best sellers, and the third, Earl Marshall, had not published anything since his first novel. All three had appeared on the scene with their instant successes at roughly the same time, ten years ago. One of the ideas Eve intended to pursue in her thesis was what the effect of great monetary rewards for a first novel had on the writer.

				Dumond had been rightfully suspicious, Eve thought then. She did intend to snoop and pry, to find out as much as possible about Marshall, and also, if possible, to find out why he hadn’t produced a second novel in ten years. Another Harper Lee? her advisor had suggested. Jenna had been more blunt and much more vulgar. “The guy shot his wad.”
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				CHARLIE DROVE INTO STILLWATER LATE Monday morning. Many trees, modest houses with neat yards gave way to a commercial strip with a supermarket, home improvement store, other shops, gas station, theater, and a sign that designated the Historical Society. Following instructions on the map to Stillwater College, he turned onto Washington Street, and it was unmistakable that they were drawing near the college. Fast-food outlets flanked the street, a bookstore, a pub, office supplies and other miscellaneous goods, department store, Regency Hotel…

				Constance was examining the small town as much as he was, but she knew there was a big difference. He would remember where every shop was and would never need a map to locate anything he had seen. Training or innate sense of place, it was not clear, nor was it important. It worked. Not many people were in sight that morning, but she suspected that when the students arrived, the area would bustle with activity. The streets and sidewalks all looked as if they had recently been swept clean.

				“Nice town,” Charlie commented. 

				“It’s always a surprise to find pretty little towns like this tucked away out of sight, out of mind, just going about their business,” Constance said.

				There were a few motels on the state road they had left, the usual chain restaurants, a used car lot, and a state park a few miles farther along on the state road. To all appearances, travelers, the college population, and however many people stopped on the way to the park, provided the only business Stillwater could possibly have to go about. There were probably some commuters. It was at least a two-hour commute into New York City from here, a long, but not impossible distance for anyone determined enough to endure it.

				At College Way, Charlie turned again, and a few blocks later he turned onto Adams, which he was to follow to Lakeview House. They drove past more fast-food joints, a restaurant or two on the lake side of the street, the college on the other with its old-growth trees and manicured grounds, brick buildings covered with ivy. Postcard college setting, Charlie thought, in keeping with the tradition of old northeastern schools. Stillwater College, he had learned, had been established in 1848.

				The food outlets on one side gave way to a park with lake access. Great for the college students, he thought. Take a quick refreshing dip between classes. Near the street children were at play on swings. Beyond the playground was a scattering of trees and shrubs, a gently descending grassy area and a narrow beach where people were sunning themselves or in the water. The park extended for another few blocks, and then residences obscured the lake view. These were large comfortable houses with wide porches, mature bushes and trees, probably built in the thirties and forties and well maintained. “Establishment houses,” Charlie murmured. 

				The street began to climb a hill. After another block or two Lakeview House, the bed-and-breakfast that Debra Rasmussen had recommended, came into sight. It would have been hard to miss. It was a pseudo-Victorian, three stories high, painted bird’s-egg blue with red gingerbread trim, and balconies.

				“I love it!” Constance said. “It’s out of a fairy tale book.”

				“If a hag with a wart on her nose invites you to inspect her oven, run like hell,” Charlie said, parking near the entrance of the house.

				The woman who greeted them was not a hag, he had to admit a minute later. She was Humpty Dumpty’s soul mate. Freckled, round-faced, with round blue eyes, curly brown hair, and heavily freckled plump arms, she evidently did not have a waist, just a round body and short legs that tapered to small feet with no bone in sight. 

				“Mr. Meiklejohn?” she asked. At his nod she smiled broadly, revealing deep dimples. “I’m Milly Olaf. Welcome to Lakeview House. Do you want help with bags? I can call Jud to bring them in for you. Jud’s my husband, you know. Your suite is this way, upstairs. We don’t have an elevator, you know. That’s why Jud helps with bags for them that don’t want to carry things up. Or some can’t carry, you know.”

				Charlie and Constance exchanged glances and remained silent as Milly Olaf continued her monologue all the way up the stairs, down a hall and to a door that she opened with a key. Still talking, inside the room she handed the key ring with two keys to Charlie and said that his wife could have one too, if she wanted it. One key was for the outside door. “It’s always locked, you know.”

				“I’ll bring our things in,” Charlie said in the first pause she offered.

				She nodded. “Breakfast is from seven to ten. You can have it in the room or in the breakfast room, or on the terrace. It’s real nice out there this time of year, you know, now that the heat’s broken. Me or Jud’s here most of the time, so if you want anything, you know, a lightbulb or towel, there’s a bell by the door, or you can just come down and yell out.”

				She opened drapes, pointed out that there was a real coffee maker, not one of those dinky things motels had, you know, and coffee, sugar and half-and-half in the fridge. For the ants, you know… 

				As soon as she talked herself out the door again, Constance began to laugh, and Charlie said, “I was afraid you’d explode from holding back. I’ll go down and get our stuff.”

				“And I’ll make coffee,” she said, still laughing. “She’s fueled by those batteries, like the little bunny or whatever it is that doesn’t stop.”

				After starting the coffee, she opened French doors to a small balcony with a lake view. The lake looked incredibly blue and still. Aptly named, she decided. It didn’t look like the sort of lake where two young women had drowned. 

				The single room was large, with a king-sized bed, a sofa and easy chair with a coffee table, another table and two chairs by a wide window, television, a small refrigerator and a microwave. It would do fine, she decided. Room to sit and talk, to read, to plot, to gaze at the lake and meditate, but first and foremost to decide what their plan of action really was.

				After reading all the reports, the results of the various searches, the other experts, they had agreed that it would be futile to make a new search. Charlie had said the Slocum Detective Agency was tops. FBI trained, the guys had covered everything he would have done and then some. 

				“So what are you going to do?” she had asked.

				“Sit and think deep thoughts while you unravel the psyche of a dead man,” he had said altogether too innocently. To her annoyance, he had added, “Honey, they didn’t hire me. They hired you. I want to watch you go at it.”

				When Charlie returned with their suitcases, a map was on the table by the wide window along with cups, sugar, and cream. The coffee maker was coughing in the final stages of doing its job. It sounded like a death rattle.

				“Another minute for coffee,” she said, again at the door to the balcony. “I think there’s plenty of room to let us move chairs out here. Not now, though.”

				“What’s for now? You want to unpack things?”

				“They can wait. Charlie, what do you intend to do at the house? After we meet the brothers and the attorney, then what?”

				“Not a clue,” he said. “How about you?”

				“Let them all talk. Listen.”

				“I might take my trusty tape measure and apply it to objects here and there and mutter obscenities when Pamela asks me what I’m up to,” he said. “The chimney would be a good place to start.”

				“I might start muttering obscenities myself,” she said, going to the coffee maker. “It’s ready. Let’s have coffee, wash our hands, and go have lunch.”

				He grinned. “Now you’re talking.”

				

				#

				

				At one thirty, Constance pulled into the driveway of the Bainbridge house. Tricia had said to watch for a giant blue spruce near the road, the only one in the area. She had circled the house on the map, as well as the locations where she and the other family members had rented rooms. At the Bainbridge house a driveway curved around half an acre of wooded landscaping, then went straight to a two-story building with a stone front and covered portico floored with the same kind of gray stone. 

				“Pretty plush,” Charlie said. “Near a million bucks, I’d bet.”

				Several cars were parked on the drive, one under the cover, and a ten-speed bicycle was leaning against the house near the double-door entrance. 

				Constance parked and they walked past a ten-year-old Camry that was in need of a wash. The man who answered the ring of the bell was tall and built like a wrestler, with scant faded red hair. 

				“Meiklejohn and Leidl,” Charlie said. “They’re expecting us.”

				“Yeah, they said they were. I’m Steve McCormack. Mac. Come on in. Mr. Paley said to bring you to him when you got here.” He closed the door after them and locked it with a key, led the way through a hall, past two closed doors, and stopped at a third door and knocked. Without waiting for an invitation, he opened the door and motioned for them to enter. “They’re here, Mr. Paley.” 

				Charlie had learned a lot about Walter Paley over the weekend. He was seventy, had been with the prestigious law firm for forty-one years, and had found his niche apparently in some back room where whatever he did was indispensable and invisible. The Peter Principal had never applied to him; he had never made the long list of attorneys that graced the company’s letterhead. He was about five nine, thin-faced, a comb-over that was ridiculous in Charlie’s eyes, and he had a paunch and a stoop. He wore thick, black-rimmed eyeglasses that magnified his eyes eerily.

				“Dr. Leidl, Mr. Meiklejohn,” he said hurrying to them with his hand extended. His handshake was surprisingly firm. “I’m delighted to have you here. Please sit down. I’ll fill you in on the situation. It is intolerable. Simply intolerable.”

				“Mr. Paley,” Charlie said, ignoring the chairs Paley had indicated, “we know what’s going on here. We know what they want us to do. What was this room before?”

				

				#

				

				Paley looked confused for a moment, glanced around, then said hurriedly, “Yes, of course. It’s most unusual, isn’t it? I believe it was a breakfast room, something of that sort.”

				A dining table had been pushed against one wall, along with several mismatched chairs. An empty cabinet with a glass front was against the same wall. Opposite that wall was a four-drawer file cabinet. It looked very much out of place there, as did a pair of easy chairs with a standing lamp and a large desk that held six or seven thick books with dull covers. More similar books were stacked on an end table by one of the chairs. Four boxes were against the wall, probably used to bring in the law books, Charlie decided. Beige drapes covered windows on one wall. Several yellow legal pads and a laptop were on the desk.

				“I needed a place to do my work,” Paley said, sounding embarrassed. “You see, I’m doing preparatory work for a history of the firm. Researching old cases. There have been many landmark cases over the years, of course. To do justice to them would require a trilogy, perhaps even more volumes, so I’m in the process of selecting the most important ones to document. A long-time ambition of mine, to do such a book, and now I have time to begin. Fortuitous for me, of course, although the present situation is not one I would have chosen. Most unfortunate situation, unprecedented in my experience.”

				Charlie held up his hand. “Mr. Paley, we’ll want to talk to you at length in the coming days, but for now I’d like to establish some ground rules. I’ll want a key to the house and to have access without question at any time we find it necessary. Also, I don’t want either my wife or me to undergo searches when we come and go.” He said it pleasantly, but Paley blanched and took a step backward.

				“I can’t agree to such terms,” he said. His voice had gone up an octave. “Impossible. Even I submit to searches on leaving.”

				“If you can’t accommodate me, I suggest you call Jesperson, get his permission, and have the key ready to hand over before we leave this evening. And for now, I think we’d better find Mrs. Corning and meet the rest of the Bainbridge family.” 

				Paley looked stricken and stood shaking his head.

				Charlie took Constance by the arm and went to the door. “We’ll see you later, Mr. Paley.”

				“Charlie,” she said in the hall as soon as the door was closed behind them, “that was mean. What were you up to?”

				“Testing, testing. Wanted to see how pushable he is.”

				“Alpha-dog test,” she said. “You won. There’s Tricia Corning.”

				Tricia had stepped out of a room into the hall. She hurried toward them. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. She looked harried and very tired. “I’m afraid all this is wearing us down. We’re near our breaking point.”

				“Family fight?” Charlie asked.

				“Something like that. Ted says he has to go home to see to the farm, and Lawrence… He wants to start tearing off baseboards or something. I’m ready to call it quits, just go home and be content with the two hundred thousand Howard bequeathed to me.”

				“Why don’t you go home for a few days?” Constance asked. “You would be able to rest a bit, wouldn’t you?”

				Tricia shook her head. “Not until this is over. I can’t rest. It’s driving me crazy being here, and more crazy if I go home. Well, come on and meet Ted before he leaves. He’s in the kitchen making a sandwich.”

				Constance nodded her approval of the kitchen Tricia led them to. A gourmet cook’s kitchen, with a large, double-door stainless refrigerator, a six-burner gas stove, microwave twice as big as the one she had at home, counter space for half a dozen people to work at the same time, and a large butcher block worktable with several sturdy chairs. “Did your brother entertain a lot?” she asked, surveying the room from the doorway.

				“Not at all, apparently. This is ridiculous for a single man. The whole house is a travesty for a man who was a hermit. Most of it isn’t even furnished. Ted, this is Dr. Leidl and Mr. Meiklejohn. My brother, Ted Bainbridge.” 

				He had been at a back door gazing out when they entered the kitchen, and turned when Constance spoke. He was holding a half-eaten sandwich, which he placed on the table as he came forward to shake hands. Six-feet tall and broad shouldered, muscular, with a weathered, tanned face, not the even tan that Stuart had, but a tan that left his forehead pale, it was obvious that he was a strong man who worked outdoors. His dark-brown hair was untouched by gray. 

				“I was waiting for you to get here, to meet you. I’ve got to leave for a few days, see to things.”

				“I’m glad you waited,” Constance said, shaking hands. His hand was hard and rough, his grip firm but not challenging. “Don’t you have help with the farm?”

				“A couple are seeing to things, but they don’t know what needs to be done unless I tell them. And someone has to make sure the kids picking the crops aren’t leaving as much as they’re picking. Time to get things started in the greenhouse, things I’ve got to do myself.”

				“You and your brother are sharing an apartment here, aren’t you? Is that working out?’

				His face darkened and he gave Tricia a hard look, then picked up his sandwich. “It’s okay. When I come back I’ll get my own place, though. Not used to living with someone.”

				“Ted, for heaven’s sake, let it go,” Tricia said. “You’ll both cool down in a day or two.”

				“If I spend another night with that loon, I’ll strangle him with my bare hands,” he said. “He wants to start a school, for meditation or some other crap.” He looked at the sandwich. “I’ll finish this in the car. It’s a long drive, nearly up to Rochester.” Walking through the kitchen toward the hall, he said, “I’ll be back late this week. Good luck to you guys. Think Mac will want to take this apart to see if I’m smuggling anything in it?” He held up the sandwich, then walked out.

				“Does Lawrence understand that anyone who causes destruction of the property will be kicked out and banned entry afterward?” Charlie asked Tricia as soon as Ted left.

				Tricia nodded wearily. “We went all over it this morning. He knows. He said if he found the checks he didn’t give a damn what they tried to do, he’d have enough money to fight them.”

				“Did Howard have any experience working with tools, doing woodwork, house repairs, anything of that kind?”

				“Not that I know. He owned three auto-parts stores that didn’t require his carpentry. He probably knew how to drive a nail with a hammer, but I doubt he ever did more than that.”

				“The Slocum guys know all about baseboards, house trim,” Charlie said. “They know how to tell if someone has done any dismantling and repairing. A master craftsman could get past that, but not an amateur.”

				“Tell Lawrence,” she said. “He won’t listen to the rest of us.”

				“I will,” Charlie said. “Where is he?”

				“I don’t know. In the house somewhere.”

				“How about Pamela and Stuart?”

				She gestured toward the hall. “Wandering about. I don’t know.” She hesitated, then said, “You should know this. Pamela is encouraging Lawrence. I think she wants to get him banned, make the shares go up for the rest of us. And she probably is confident that if William comes into a million dollars or more, she’ll get her hands on it.”

				As she talked, Constance went to the door where Ted had been. It was open and screened. There was a large terrace with a table, chairs, and a big shade umbrella. The space could have held half a dozen tables without being crowded. Floored with paving stones, with a few small trees, a few plants in stone planters, and surrounded by high shrubs, it was well sheltered, and apparently mostly unused. At that moment what held her attention was Pamela. She was standing about ten feet from the shrub barrier, and she was throwing rocks or something over it. Constance motioned to Charlie to come look.

				

				#

				Together they watched Pamela heave another object over the barrier. Drawing closer to them, Tricia said, “It’s our prison exercise yard. We’re permitted to go out there at will.”

				Whether it was the sound of Tricia’s voice, or perhaps a movement at the open door, something made Pamela stop moving for a second, then turn and go to the table, sit down with her back to the house, and light a cigarette.

				Charlie moved slightly in order for Tricia to see out. She took a quick look and returned to the middle of the kitchen. “No smoking allowed inside the house,” she said. “I might have guessed that’s where she’d be. Anyway, the terrace is enclosed with all those bushes hiding an electrified fence connected to the security system. On the other side, they tell me, it’s mostly brambles. Sleeping Beauty’s protective barrier or something. Buried in all that mess there’s a high gate that’s electrified, and it’s sensitive. Ted tested it the day we arrived. The system’s never turned off, although the house system is off through the day. I guess since it’s state forest out there, hikers, intruders, deer, maybe even bears could come and go freely and a previous owner stopped that.”

				Charlie squeezed Constance’s hand slightly and neither of them mentioned what Pamela had been doing.
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				WHEN CONSTANCE AND CHARLIE TURNED from the door Tricia said, “I have that information you asked for when we talked about the death of William’s first wife, the drive-by shooting, and Lori’s disappearance from Ted’s farm. And a lot of clippings about Mary Beth’s drowning. Dan, my husband, drove down on Saturday and brought my folder where I had it all.” 

				She noticeably stiffened as a woman appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. “Oh, Alice, hello,” she said. “This is Dr. Leidl and Mr. Meiklejohn. Alice Knudsen. They’ll be joining us for a few days.”

				Alice was carrying two grocery bags. She was tall and broad, with a bony, wide face, and pale hair that was short and straight, pulled back behind her ears. She nodded. Looking at Charlie she said, “A doctor?”

				“She is,” Charlie said, motioning toward Constance. “Not a medical doctor, a psychologist.”

				The woman looked either disgusted or disappointed.

				“I’m happy to meet you, Ms. Knudsen,” Constance said. “I hope it’s not too much trouble, having two more people.”

				Alice looked her over, shrugged slightly, and walked on into the room. “Two more don’t make no difference,” she said. “On the table about five.”

				“We’ll see you later,” Tricia said. “I’m giving them a tour of the house. Want to start upstairs?” she asked Charlie.

				“Yes indeed, upstairs first,” he said. He waved to Alice and followed Constance and Tricia out into the hall again. 

				No one spoke until midway up the stairs when Tricia said in a low voice, “That material I mentioned is in my car, along with my purse. Locked car.” She glanced at Constance. “Dr. Leidl, another unasked-for warning—Alice snoops. She gets here between two and three most days. After that the only place you can be sure you can speak in confidence is out on the terrace, well away from the house. The only thing I bring in with me are my keys.”

				Constance nodded. No corners to lurk around, no doors to press an ear to, and no purse to examine. “Noted,” she said. “Thanks. We can retrieve your folder when we leave. And please, it’s Constance and Charlie. Maybe a little less formality will let everyone relax a bit.”

				Tricia gave her a fleeting smile. “I guess I do seem overwound, don’t I? Tricia,” she added. “Even Stuart calls me Tricia. I’m not the aunt type, I guess.”

				In the upper hall she motioned right and left. “Four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a dressing room, another little room that might have been a sewing room or even a nursery at one time. And most of them are completely empty. Let’s start with Howard’s bedroom. This way.”

				The room was furnished with a king-sized bed, two bureaus, an easy chair and lamp, bedside tables. It all appeared to be out of a Sears catalog. “All new?” Charlie asked.

				“It seems so. Old bedroom furniture is in the other furnished room up here. Mr. Paley is using it. I assume it all came from Howard’s apartment. The detectives did a thorough job of examining it, of course.” 

				The room was dim with heavy, dark-blue closed drapes at the windows. Tricia clicked on a lamp. There was an adjoining dressing room, a closet with three suits, two pairs of khaki pants, one pair of ankle-high boots that looked well worn, and two pairs of shoes. Charlie didn’t spend any time poking into drawers. He did little more than cast a swift look at the tiled bathroom with a separate shower. They moved on to the other furnished bedroom, the room Paley was using. The furnishings were old and looked as if everything had been picked up at a yard sale or an estate sale. No two pieces matched. After a quick walk through to an adjoining bathroom, where Charlie disconnected an electric razor almost reflexively, they returned to the hall. There was no point in searching, Charlie knew. It had been searched. 

				They glanced into the other bedrooms, bare, uncarpeted, with tan window shades down all the way. The rooms were large, bleak and uninviting. Another door in the hall opened to a walk-in linen closet with enough shelving to store bedding and towels for a family of a dozen, and now holding a few towels and sheets, with most of the shelves stripped down to bare wood.

				“Why buy such a house and not furnish it, use it?” Charlie muttered.

				“Who knows?” Tricia said. “It’s a beautiful house, a wonderful family house, great for entertaining, overnight guests, teenage sleepovers… He seemed to have lived in it exactly as he lived for years in an apartment.” She was hugging her arms about herself as if chilled. “It’s unsettling,” she said in a low voice. “It gives me the creeps.” She looked at Charlie. “There’s an attic, but it’s more of the same, just empty space. Do you want to see it?”

				He shook his head. 

				Back on the ground floor they started with a large living room that was sparsely furnished with a dark-blue sofa and two brown easy chairs, a coffee table, two chairs with a game table, and several lamps. No pictures were on the walls, nothing on the coffee table, no ornamentation or decorative touch anywhere. It was a dismal, unwelcoming space, like a waiting room without the magazines. 

				“It sure wouldn’t have taken appraisers long to do their job,” Charlie commented. “Onward.”

				Across the hall Tricia opened another door and they all stopped. This was a library, and there were many books on shelves, magazines and more books on an end table by a good chair and lamp. But what held Charlie’s gaze was a man sitting in lotus in the center of the room. He glanced their way without rising.

				“Lawrence,” Tricia said in a strained voice. “Constance Leidl and Charlie Meiklejohn. My brother Lawrence.”

				“I’m putting myself in his head,” Lawrence said. “Zen.”

				He resembled Tricia and Stuart. His hair was down to his shoulders, auburn, with a slight wave, and he appeared to be much lighter in weight than Ted. With him in his lotus position, it was hard to guess his height, but Charlie assumed he was tall and well built. Handsome, single, not yet fifty, with his kind of good looks there must have been many opportunities to partner with someone. Charlie scowled as what Constance had said about curses came to mind. They could be effective for those cursed if they believed in them. He tilted his head toward the hall.

				“We’ll catch you later,” he said to Lawrence.

				“Not much more,” Tricia said in the hall. “We think Howard spent most of his time in the library or in the den or television room, whatever you want to call it.” She opened the other door to show them into the den.

				This room held a big flat-screen television and a rack of CDs, two easy chairs and lamps, and a reclining chair with Stuart in it. He jumped up when they entered.

				“Hi,” he said. “I thought you’d get to this room eventually. I was in the basement when you got here. I took the filter on the furnace apart, and considered taking the exhaust hose off the clothes dryer, but gave it up. You wouldn’t put anything in a space where it would get blown outside.”

				Charlie’s nod was sympathetic. “Good thinking about the filter,” he said and didn’t add that the detectives had thought of that.

				“He liked movies?” Constance asked, walking to the rack that might have held a hundred CDs.

				“Seems he did,” Stuart said. “John Wayne, Sherlock Holmes, a complete run of some old television shows. The Avengers, The Prisoner, some Hitchcock movies. I spent a week going through them, started each one to make sure it was what the jacket said it was.”

				“Is that your bike out front?” Charlie asked.

				“Yes. After the reading of the will I flew home, then drove back in my van. Outfitted for camping, which I’m doing up in the state park. I brought the bike back with me. The van’s great, home away from home, but it’s a gas guzzler and a little big for driving in town.”

				Charlie understood exactly what he meant. He was keeping his expenses to a minimum, living on the cheap. He suspected that Stuart made the most of whatever meals Alice prepared.

				“What else should we see in the house?” Constance asked Tricia.

				“The dining room, I guess. You saw Mr. Paley’s office, previously a breakfast room. There’s a pantry, and the basement.”

				Past Tricia, near the kitchen door, Constance glimpsed Pamela. She stepped back into the kitchen. “Let’s have a look at the dining room and call the tour quits,” Constance said. “Afterward, any chance of getting a cup of coffee, maybe sitting out on the terrace for a few minutes?”

				“I’d love a cup of coffee along about now,” Tricia said. “Alice keeps coffee ready all afternoon.”

				“Charlie, after we look at the dining room, do you want to check out the garage? Maybe Stuart would be willing to be your guide.”

				His marching orders, Charlie understood. “Sounds good,” he said. “Remind me to bring some beer along tomorrow.”

				“I have beer in the fridge,” Stuart said. “We all bring anything extra we want, snacks, drinks, whatever.”

				A quick look at the dining room was enough. There was a table with six mismatched chairs, nothing else. “We brought chairs in from all over the house,” Tricia said in a tight voice. “I don’t think Howard ever used this room. Probably the breakfast room was his preferred choice. Alice sets her dishes on the table, buffet style, and we help ourselves.”

				Charlie opened a door on the side wall; it was to the terrace. He was arranging rooms in his head as they toured the house, and now he had a clear picture of the whole building. The breakfast room across the hall from the kitchen overlooked the terrace. Drapes had been drawn when they met Paley there. The den, library and breakfast room, master bedroom, rooms where Howard had spent time, had drapes. The bedroom Paley was using had ugly shades on the windows. 

				“Garage,” he said to Stuart. “Then beer.”

				Constance and Tricia went back to the kitchen, where Alice was dicing vegetables on the counter. She looked up but didn’t speak. A coffee carafe and cups were on the worktable. 

				“Cream? Sugar?” Tricia asked Constance as she poured coffee.

				“Black is fine.”

				Tricia hesitated a moment, then said, “Let’s take the carafe out with us. There’s another one if Alice makes another pot.”

				She carried the carafe and her coffee and Constance held the screen door open and managed to reach the table first and position herself facing the house.

				“Tricia, I don’t want to come on as an interrogator. Why don’t you just talk about growing up with your four brothers, what you remember about Howard as a child, an adolescent. Ramble all you want. If I’d like clarification on anything, I’ll interrupt, not otherwise.”

				At first haltingly, then with more and more fluency but in a disjointed manner, Tricia described a noisy, boisterous family of four lively boys and a girl who had seemed almost an afterthought. Lawrence, the youngest boy, had been five when she came along, and Howard, the oldest, had been fourteen. Their father was a dentist in Buffalo and there were no financial problems although neither had they been rich. They had all gone to the university in Buffalo and lived at home until graduation. William had gone on to the Rochester Institute of Technology for a master’s degree in electrical engineering, and Howard had earned an MBA.

				“Every summer,” she said, “Dad rented a fishing camp here at Stillwater Lake and we spent late August through Labor Day there. It was a rough camp, not like the fancy resorts around here now. Howard had a job in Trenton working for a car-parts dealer, the company he eventually bought out and expanded. He was a good businessman. I think we all knew that summer that it would probably be the last summer we’d all be together. Howard was engaged. William was really working hard at R.I.T. with little time for vacations. I was fourteen that summer.”

				While Tricia was talking, Constance saw the drape pulled aside a little in Paley’s office, and she had seen Pamela standing at the kitchen door for several minutes. She poured coffee when the cups were empty and listened to the rambling discourse without interrupting.

				When Tricia stopped speaking and looked down at her cup, Constance said, “Keep talking, Tricia. Tell me about that last day.”

				“It was Friday,” Tricia said. “Howard had said he and Mary Beth couldn’t make it much before three or four in the afternoon. They both had jobs in Trenton.” She drank some coffee, put it down and looked past Constance at the green barrier surrounding the terrace. “It’s peaceful out here, isn’t it? So quiet.” Then, shaking herself, she went on. “We’d met Mary Beth in June, when Howard brought her home to meet the family, to announce that they were planning to marry. She was very pretty, with long blond hair. Shy. I remember how shy she was, almost as if she was intimidated by my brothers. I guess she was. Her family was well off, private schools, Bennington. She was an only child and had never been around four guys like that. They were full of tricks and jokes all the time, loud… Anyway, that day we had all been swimming, playing water games. Dad had been out fishing early that morning. I remember that he brought home some perch or blue gill or something and Mother fried them for lunch. We were always hungry, especially out at the camp. After lunch the boys were playing football or something by the water’s edge and I went inside to shower and change.”

				“Howard and Mary Beth arrived and Lawrence was flirting with her, and all three were following her and Howard, joking, teasing, making nuisances of themselves. I felt sorry for her. She and Howard were both in city clothes. Heels and a pretty blue dress for her, suit and tie for him, and we were all in shorts or scruffy jeans, old sneakers or flip-flops, camp clothes. The teasing was really too much, it was getting ugly. I think she was embarrassed. Someone said the only place to be alone was in the middle of the lake. Howard grabbed her hand and said that’s where they’d be. They ran out together. They were laughing.”

				She was twisting her cup around and around in the saucer, gazing at it as if fascinated, but Constance suspected she was looking back through time to that terrible afternoon. She waited.

				“I was helping Mother get a barbecue dinner ready,” Tricia said after a lengthy pause. “The boys had settled down in the rec room, playing Ping Pong, the stereo on. Mother heard a motorboat and looked out the window. She dropped a pan of beans and ran out. I ran after her, down to the shore. Two boats were out there, the rowboat was upside down, and a couple of men were diving. They pulled Howard out and put him in one of the motorboats. There was an ambulance on the shore at the other side of the lake. I don’t know when Dad and my brothers began racing around to cars, but we were all there in two cars, speeding back into Stillwater, following the ambulance to the clinic.” She stopped again, even longer. “They didn’t get Mary Beth out for almost another hour. Howard didn’t wake up until late in the day on Labor Day.”

				Constance saw movement at the screen door again, and this time it opened and Charlie walked out carrying a tray with glasses on it. He had a dish towel draped over his arm. “Your drinks, madam. Gin and tonic, I believe it was.” He put the drinks and napkins down.

				“You believe right,” Constance said. “Thank you.”

				Charlie picked up the carafe and cups, put them on the tray, bowed and returned to the house.

				“He’s not all bad,” Constance said.

				“A godsend,” Tricia said and she took a long drink.

				“Just a little more if you’re up to it,” Constance said. “Did you notice the change in Howard immediately after he recovered?”

				Tricia drank again before answering. “No. They wanted to keep him in the clinic for another day, but he insisted that he had to go to the funeral, and in the end we all did. Afterward, Mother and Dad went to his apartment with him, supposedly to get some clothes, but when they got there, he said he really wanted to be alone and they had to leave. Mother talked to him every day for a couple of weeks, and he seemed to be okay, grieving, heart broken, but coping. He was due home for Christmas, but we had a snowstorm and he couldn’t make it. He came in February, and again he seemed okay. Quiet, somewhat remote, but not, oh, I guess the word is hostile. He seemed terribly sad, withdrawn, reflective. But later in the spring, when Lawrence called him, he hung up on him. He never came home again and I doubt he ever talked to my brothers again. He would take Mother’s call and mine, and never say anything much. And that’s how it was until his death.”

				“You said you kept him informed of the family’s doings. Did he respond?”

				“Never. He didn’t seem to care what was going on with anyone. I told him he had to come home for Dad’s funeral, that Mother needed him, and he showed up. He stayed in a hotel, but he was at her side through the funeral service and at the cemetery, then left the next day. He didn’t attend her funeral.”

				“Thank you,” Constance said after a minute. “I know this has been difficult. It really is peaceful out here. A good place to unwind now and then.”

				Tricia drained her glass. “Did you ever blow the dandelion puff of seeds? You know how they scatter out in all directions? That’s what happened to our family after that summer. Scattered in all directions. You can never put them back.”
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				EVE PARISH SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON HER FUTON in her newly furnished study. The futon, she had discovered, really was comfortable enough to use as a bed. A guest bed, she added to herself silently. She had a perfectly good bed already. For the first time in her life she felt almost rich, with a living room and a study, a personal bed and a guest bed. Luxury. She had been listening to a tape and making notes, but as often as not she was simply admiring her new living quarters or thinking about the events of the past few days.

				“I feel like I’m caught up in a whirlwind,” she had said to Jenna on her Saturday-night phone call. Jenna had laughed, but that’s how Eve felt. Her furniture had been delivered, she had filled the bookcase, with enough books left over to leave one more box still almost full, and she had bought a desk lamp and curtains for the study. The armoire was still tied up, as if it were a hostage. The man who delivered it said that was to keep the doors from flapping and breaking. She would get around to freeing the captive soon, Eve now thought, as she had before. She would get to it before Jenna’s visit. But the big event, wonder of wonders, was that she had interviewed Dorothy Dumond. That was the biggest puzzle, she mused. “What a coup,” Jenna had said, but it didn’t feel like that, Eve thought, regarding the tape recorder. 

				Dorothy Dumond had called her on Wednesday. “Did the desk and other things arrive satisfactorily?” she had asked. When Eve assured her that everything was fine, she had said, “Please meet me for a cup of coffee or tea tomorrow at the Lakeview Café. I should like to make amends for my behavior and tell you about Earl’s childhood and youth. You may bring a tape recorder if you like.”

				Eve had met her on the upper deck of the café and sipped iced tea while Dorothy talked and drank chardonnay. It turned out not to be a chat or an interview, but rather a monologue. 

				She began to listen again to the tape, skipping long passages, making notes now and again of material she might find useful. Dumond was saying, “Of course, coming along so late in Mother’s life, when she already had two daughters nearly grown, Earl was a surprise. And for him, poor little boy, it meant that he had four mothers, counting our grandmother who was still with us, watching and guarding him at all times. I’m fifteen years older than Earl, and Esther was eighteen years older. She passed away from meningitis when she was twenty-two, and grandmother passed a year later. That made Mother and me even more protective, I’m afraid. So, he had a lifetime of experience living with women, learning about women, how they acted, how they thought, their emotional states, everything that he poured into his masterpiece. He was a sensitive child, so aware at such a young age of the nuances of emotions, the needs of others. Critics marveled at his ability to grasp a woman’s psyche the way he did. However, I, we, simply took it for granted.”

				Eve skipped ahead. “We have been here in the valley since before the Civil War. My great-great grandfather was a cofounder of the college, and we have always had a family member on the board of trustees.”

				

				#

				

				Fast forward. Dorothy had gone on at length about the prestige and honor of the Marshall family. She had mentioned her own short-lived marriage to Edgar Dumond, so briefly it had been more like a footnote than a comment. He had not worked out, never fitted in. 

				Eve listened again. “Andrea was different, out of her depth, perhaps. Her mother’s name was Briacchi, something like that. She did odd jobs, office work, I think, but never successfully, I imagine. She was a single woman and they had a precarious economic situation and moved around quite a bit. For Andrea to find herself in such a settled community with relationships and ties that extended through generations might have made her feel like an outsider, no matter how hard I tried to reassure her. They lived in my house, you know. They had the entire upper floor for themselves. When Earl began his novel she must have felt even more excluded. Oh, she corrected his spelling, and perhaps some typos, things of that sort, but he was so engrossed, so driven, and she was left adrift. After she dropped out of school I thought she might seek employment, but she didn’t. She would go out for walks, go up in the woods behind the house and stay away for hours with never a word about where she had been or what she had been doing. And up all night watching television while he was writing. Many times I could hear it, even with my door closed. Some days she didn’t even get dressed until late in the afternoon.”

				Skip. There had been a lot more about how Andrea didn’t fit in. “I told her I felt it was my duty to warn her. A man doesn’t give an expensive present to a young woman and expect nothing in return. That scholarship was very expensive, you understand. It included everything, even generous living expenses. I warned her that the day would come when Howard Bainbridge would insist on collecting. She was offended and pretended that she didn’t know he had provided the funds for the scholarship. I warned her about the deaths of all those young women who got involved with Bainbridge men. I was simply trying to make her comprehend the situation she had found herself in regarding him. For her to become as indignant and even arrogant in her refusal to admit that he was her benefactor was a transparent falsehood. I’m afraid she put herself in jeopardy by her refusal to admit the truth of the matter.”

				Eve turned off the tape recorder again. Dorothy had hinted that Bainbridge had come to the area, that Andrea was meeting him secretly throughout that last year of her life. “Oh, I never saw him or heard that he was around, but she was going somewhere, and as attractive as she was, I doubt that she was alone for hours and hours at a time. Perhaps by then she felt trapped, felt that she had to accommodate him in return for his previous generosity.”

				Skip. “I could tell it was hurting poor Earl. Sometimes I could hear them quarreling, not the words, you understand, but I could tell he was upset with her. I mean it was like having a parasite that he, of course, loved beyond belief, but a parasite nevertheless. He wouldn’t hear a word against her, and if I tried to make him see how unfair it was, he became enraged with me. That poor boy, writing his heart out, trying to finish up in school, and her out running around, staying up all night. It was so sad.”

				Close to the end of the tape Dorothy had talked about the night that Andrea died. “I don’t know why she used my station wagon, but she did. I always left my keys on the table in the foyer and she used them. I also don’t know why she pulled off the road where she did. There wasn’t a guardrail in those days, but I insisted that we had to have one and it’s there now. Afterwards, Earl was devastated. He was so infatuated with her, of course, and he blamed himself for being neglectful. They had drifted apart, of course, but it was not his fault. I don’t believe he realized that it was happening. So many artists are compelled to put their art first, I suppose. It was called an accidental death, small consolation to Earl. He cried like a baby when he learned that she had drowned, and he couldn’t eat or sleep. After a week or two he felt that he had to leave the area, leave her ghost, leave school, everything. He packed up his personal belongings, the computer, disks, manuscript, all of it, and he left. He lived alone in a cabin up in the Pocono Mountains and he devoted himself to the novel. He had completed a draft, but he said he had to rewrite parts, polish it, whatever writers do after it’s basically finished. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

				Dorothy had finished her wine and stood. “Ms. Parish, please understand that I was abrupt with you for a reason. After our tragedy here, after his success, vultures descended wanting the inside story, as they said, details of his private life, her private life. I felt sullied by them, their lust for sordid details. I’m afraid that memory overcame me when you said you planned to write about his work. I understand the difference between a respected academic work and what those creatures did and I reacted inappropriately. It will interest you to know that Earl is coming for a visit on Saturday. On Sunday he’ll be at the Campus Bookstore to sign some books at about two in the afternoon. You might wish to introduce yourself at that time.”

				Eve removed the tape from her recorder and put in a new one. She had met Earl. The meeting was fresh in her mind. She had gone to the bookstore on Sunday. He had been at a table with a stack of books. A store clerk was hovering along with one customer. He signed her book and turned to smile at Eve.

				“Hello, Mr. Marshall. I love your novel. It’s wonderful. Will you please sign it for me?”

				He grinned. “That’s what I’m here for.” He opened the book, then flipped through it and looked up at her. “You’ve really read it, haven’t you?” 

				She had highlighted many passages. “Several times,” she said. “I’m Eve Parish. I talked to your sister a few days ago.”

				“Parish,” he said, waving the clerk away. He looked Eve over with a deeper smile. “She told me about you, but she lied. She said your skin has a curious green tint and that in certain lights your eyes take on a reddish coloration.”

				“Did she mention my fangs?”

				“She hinted. She also said you’re probably FBI or something, referring to your skill as an interrogator.”

				They both laughed. Then Eve said, “Mr. Marshall, would it be possible to interview you while you’re in town? I plan to write my thesis on a couple of contemporary writers, and you’re the first among them.”

				“It would be my pleasure,” he said. “Have lunch with me tomorrow. Bring your tape recorder if you want to, but frankly, Eve Parish, I hope neither of us will ever think to turn it on.”

				

				#

				Eve was thoughtful as she left her apartment to meet Earl Marshall that Monday. He was as good-looking as she had expected from his picture on his book jacket. Dark wavy hair, deep blue eyes, fit, as if he worked out regularly, sense of humor, but none of it added up to the picture she had formed in her mind. His novel was remarkable in how it captured a tormented woman, her troubled adolescence, her fears and aspirations. Dorothy had tried to explain it by his growing up in a household of smothering women, and that might be enough to explain how he had been able to write the novel. But, Eve thought, it didn’t explain his attitude, his hitting on her the way he had done. She had expected an introspective man, not a casual flirt, she told herself chidingly. Her own miscalculation, of course; her unwarranted expectations. She knew that artists weren’t necessarily personifications of the art they produced, but still he had been a surprise.

				He pulled up to the Hammond house seconds after she had gone down to meet him. He was driving a burgundy BMW convertible with the top down.

				“Too much wind for you?” he asked when she got in and fastened her seat belt. “There’s a scarf in the glove compartment if you want it.”

				“I’m fine,” she said. “Where are we going?”

				“Lakeview Resort. They do superb lunches, and decent mixed drinks. We’ll indulge in both.”

				The resort was a few miles up the state highway, and it was obviously a playland for wealthy New Yorkers. “Tennis, golf, riding horses, two pools, lake… Whatever your heart desires,” Earl said, leading her around the main building to an outdoor dining room under an awning. “You’ll see enough skin out here to make a dermatologist drool.”

				A hostess smiled and greeted him. “Mr. Marshall, your table is this way.”

				Seated, he said, “Mai tai and a little imagination and you can put yourself on a beach in Oahu, or Tahiti if you prefer.”

				Eve shook her head. “Not for me. Too early in the day. I’ll stick with iced tea.”

				“Too bad. Do you like lobster?”

				She had eaten it once and it had been tough. 

				When she hesitated, Earl said, “I guarantee you’ll like it here. They make an excellent lobster salad. But if you don’t like it, we’ll send it back and order pizza. Game?”

				“Who could resist a guarantee like that? Lobster salad it is.”

				As soon as their drinks were served Earl leaned forward and said, “For openers, no tape recorder until after we eat. And I want to clear the deck. My sister Dorothy is a prude and a snob. If you can’t trace your ancestry back to the Ark, you don’t count. This little burg is as close to heaven as you’ll find on earth and there’s no rational reason to ever go anywhere else. Paris, Rome, Florence, London may call, but you turn a deaf ear. As far as travel is concerned, I believe my sister has gone to New York City a time or two. She says there is more than enough here to keep a reasonable person occupied and content-–civic matters to oversee, like ensuring that the streets are not littered with stray objects, being a conscientious trustee of a tiny insignificant college, holding the city accountable for every penny, demanding records of every transaction, running a book club, and so on. You get the picture. But, Eve Parish, I am not my sister.” He held up his glass in a salute. “Cheers.” Before he drank he added, “By the way, no comment is required or expected.”

				She was taken aback by his words, and she felt guilty in that she had turned on her tape recorder before he had said not yet. It would have been awkward to turn it off again after he started talking and she had left it on. He had been mocking, almost bantering and lighthearted, but there was a sharp edge as well. Scorn, contempt, bitterness, genuine dislike for his sister, it was impossible to guess. She had no comment to make, and his ongoing gaze on her made her uncomfortable.

				She shifted and turned away to gaze out at the lake. There were children at play, serious swimmers, some people on floats, several paddle boats that always seemed to be more trouble than it was worth. Teenaged boys and girls were on a raft decorated with red and white flags and ribbons. The kids were pushing one another into the water, jumping in after them, shouting out numbers, a game they knew the rules for but she didn’t.

				“Do you want to go swimming?” Earl asked.

				She turned from watching the kids on the raft. “No, of course not.”

				“The way you were looking, I thought you might.”

				She shook her head. “I was thinking that any game is incomprehensible if you don’t know the rules. Whatever they’re playing out there, chess, football, life itself, wherever you find yourself at any particular time is incomprehensible unless you know the rules.”

				“You’ve got that right,” he said. “Imagine a kid growing up in a place like Stillwater suddenly finding himself in Hollywood. Big-time rule changes, baby. Real, big-time changes. Ah, lobster appears on the horizon.”

				As the waiter arranged food on the table, finger dishes and tiny towels, she moved her hands to her lap and turned off the tape recorder.

				The lobster was succulent, tender, and delicious. “No pizza today,” Eve said after a bite or two. “It’s wonderful.”

				“Told you so,” he said. “See, here’s this hick kid in La-La Land, where caviar and diamonds are the daily fare, and all he can do is gape and stumble over his own shoe strings… How was I supposed to know that when you ask for a table for two, you should have a ten-dollar bill at the ready to hand over to the guy? I mean, you can look in and see a lot of empty tables, but none for you and your lady friend.”

				He told several self-deprecating stories that had her laughing again and again. There was a lot of the salad left when she shook her head at his offer to serve her more. She felt certain it would not be good form to ask for a doggie bag, and she regretted that. When the waiter appeared, Earl said, “Wrap the rest up and we’ll take it for a midnight snack. Keep it cold until we’re ready to leave.” The waiter said yes sir, and that was that.

				“Now, champagne? Wine? Brandy?”

				“No, thanks. I’m a working girl, remember.” She placed the tape recorder on the table.

				“Okay. I have to warn you that I can’t talk about my novel. I get tongue-tied, or forget characters’ names, or my own name. So anything but that. Your move.” He leaned back in his chair smiling.

				She turned on the tape recorder again. “I’ve read that you were still attending college when you wrote your novel. How did you manage to find the time?”

				“Well, the fact that I’d been in school for four years already and still had no degree says something about managing time, doesn’t it? I’d skipped some of the required classes, so I had at least another year to go. I never did get around to finishing. I was not in the top ten percentile of my class,” he said with a deepening smile. “Or the top half, either.”

				“Is it true that the first editor who saw the novel accepted it?”

				He nodded. “Shannon Ulmann. She was an assistant editor at the time, and she passed it on to her senior editor who agreed and actually accepted the novel.”

				“How long did it take you to write the novel? You were in school, newly married, and yet you were able to produce what is considered to be one of the best novels of recent years.”

				“How long is an interesting question. One I’ve wrestled with a lot. Does thinking time count? Or just time putting ideas and images, characters down on paper? The answer varies. Maybe several years, maybe a year and a half, two years. Do time-outs count, because something isn’t working right or the plot has twisted itself into knots? Unanswerable question, I’m afraid. I don’t know.”

				Eve nodded. “Mr. Marshall, one of the—”

				He held up his hand. “This ends here and now if you call me mister anything again. It’s Earl. And you’re Eve. You have gorgeous bones, Eve, one of the most beautifully expressive faces I’ve ever seen. Don’t ever go to Hollywood or you’ll be swooped up in a great big net and never be turned loose again.”

				She drew back sharply. “Please, you’re embarrassing me.”

				“Sorry. You think I’m playing games when I’m not. Look, let me just tell you how it was, and if you have questions after that, okay.”

				“Good,” she said stiffly. 

				“I wrote the damn thing, had a draft, and then Andrea drowned. You know about that. Dorothy said she told you. I couldn’t stand the house, our room, Dorothy, the town, anything. I kept hearing Andrea laughing, moving around. I’d look up and almost see her, never completely, just almost. I was losing my mind and I picked up everything I could carry and got the hell out of there.” He had started talking with his gaze fastened on her, but it shifted and fixed on a point over her shoulder. His voice was low and intense.

				“I found a cabin for rent in a place called Hawley, in the Pocono Mountains, and I moved in. I burned the manuscript, every scrap of paper. I bought a gun. I intended to smash the computer, and shoot myself. But I was a coward and I kept putting it off. Then, out in the woods one day, a scene came to mind and I knew it needed just a touch, a few more words. I got the computer out. The novel was all still there, and I was dragged back in and finished it. Really finished it. Then Shannon took it. She told me to get an agent to negotiate the contract and I did that. They had me signed up for a book tour. A whole year on a damn book tour, flying in, signing books, flying out to somewhere else until it all was just a blur. Give a canned talk, read a few pages, smile at the people, sign here, fly out and do it all again, and again. Jesus! A whole year. Then the movie deal came and out to Hollywood for me as a consultant. They called me that, and threw money at me, and beautiful women for the taking—or being taken by, as it turned out. I was a consultant who wasn’t consulted. I was allowed to sit in the back row and keep my mouth shut. Another two years gone before I woke up.”

				He stopped and looked at Eve again. “And that’s my story. I’d like for you leave out the part about being suicidal. It’s no one’s damn business. Now question time.”

				“One of the conceits of my thesis is the question of what instant success does to the writer,” she said after a moment. She felt as if she already knew the answer to that one. “Do you think it helps or hurts to have such recognition and such rich rewards so early in one’s career?”

				He laughed. “Money is good,” he said. “I never had real money before. It had been in the family in the past, but that was then. No one can pretend it isn’t good to be well paid, even if it kills the writer. To die rich is better than to die poor. And money is equally a curse. Flip the coin for yourself. Probably not—good tips the scales. You know, you gotta suffer, struggle, starve in the garret, freeze your ass off in winter, all that crap to earn your rewards. And be humble after you earn your rewards.”

				Eve drank the rest of her tea. It was nothing more than slightly flavored cold water with a disagreeable aftertaste. 

				“No more?” Earl asked. “Can we put the recorder away now and talk about you, about us, about dinner later?”

				“One more,” she said. “You were in Hollywood when they shot the movie. Did you see the rushes? Did you read the script, try to change it in any way, voice any objections?”

				“Why would I do that?”

				“Did you approve of it?”

				“Sure,” he said. “I love the movie. It made a ton of money because a lot of people liked it. What’s your point?”

				“I wasn’t thinking about the money,” she said slowly. “It’s your title, but not your novel. I watched it again over the weekend to refresh my memory. They turned your novel into a melodramatic thriller with a damsel in distress theme. A homicidal mother, a beautiful, innocent girl who doesn’t have brains enough to grasp the danger she’s in, other sinister shadowy characters, a family fortune up for grabs.”

				“Eve, all that’s in the novel. They just put a different slant on it.”

				“Some of it is there,” she said. “But that’s not what the novel is about. It’s about the girl growing to adulthood, struggling with a poorly understood memory of an injustice. It’s about loyalty and love, conscience and guilt. It’s about awakening and accepting reality.”

				He shook his head. “It made a ton of money and people liked it. That’s good enough for me. They bought it and they owned it, to do what they wanted.”

				She bit back her response: But the character you brought to life in your novel couldn’t ever have made a statement like that. Not in a million years.

				“We should be getting back,” she said, turning off the tape recorder. “I still have a lot to do before I start work next week.” 
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				“STUART,” CHARLIE SAID AFTER CONSTANCE took Tricia out to the terrace, “before we go to inspect the garage, one little detour.”

				“Sure,” Stuart said. “Where to?”

				“Paley.” They walked through the hallway to the closed door. Charlie tapped, then opened it. He left it open as he entered, motioning for Stuart to come along. Paley was seated at the desk with an open book, writing in a legal pad. He stood and frowned at Stuart as if to invite him to leave. “He’s with me,” Charlie said. “You have something for me?”

				“Mr. Meiklejohn, I think we should talk a minute in private,” Paley said.

				“Haven’t you heard that transparency is the key word of the day? I have no secrets.”

				“I must inveigh upon you that to breach the conditions we all agreed on might cause considerable consternation,” Paley said without moving.

				“Right. Now the key if you don’t mind. I have errands to run.”

				Moving like an automaton, Paley walked around the desk as Charlie approached with his hand outstretched. With obvious reluctance Paley reached into his pocket. He palmed the key as if to hide it from Stuart and dropped it into Charlie’s hand. His lips were a thin line and he looked as if he were in pain.

				“Ah, the magic key,” Charlie said. “Have you had a talk with Mac?”

				“I informed him,” Paley said.

				“No searches of me or my wife. No interference from the other guys. I trust you will have a little chat with the other two watchmen.”

				“I’ll talk to Hanson when he arrives, and I already called Leib, the midnight shift.”

				At that moment Pamela ran into the room. “You’re giving him a key to the joint?” she cried. “He can come and go when he wants to? You can’t do that! Are you out of your mind? How do we know he won’t find the checks and walk out with them?”

				Paley made a deep moaning sound.

				“You don’t,” Charlie said. “Okay, Stuart, now we can take that little tour. See you later, Mr. Paley.”

				“Stop him!” Pamela screamed at Paley. “I want to talk to your boss about this.”

				When Charlie took Stuart by the arm and headed for the door, Pamela whirled about and yelled, “Lawrence, stop him! He has a key to the house! He can come in late at night and do whatever he wants to.”

				Lawrence was standing in the hall, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “I don’t think Mr. Meiklejohn wants to be stopped,” he said. “Pamela, you’re screeching in a very high octave. Do you sing soprano?”

				She glared at him. “You sniveling pissant!”

				

				#

				When Charlie stepped into the hall, Lawrence made a mocking salute and Pamela ran toward the kitchen. Charlie saw Alice step back out of sight. At the other end of the hall by the entrance door Mac was watching them all with a stony expression. He moved aside when Charlie drew near, but turned apologetically to Stuart.

				“Sorry, Stuart.”

				“No problem,” Stuart said and didn’t move as Mac patted him down.

				The two-car garage was detached from the house with a covered walkway to a side door. “It’s unlocked,” Stuart said. “Guess they think there’s no point in another lockdown out here.”

				Inside the garage Charlie agreed with his assumption. The garage was empty except for a dolly and a four-year-old Infiniti. Retailers had gone over it. It gleamed like a new car.

				“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” Stuart said after Charlie’s quick glance about the space.

				“Did what?” Charlie asked, peering into the spotless interior of the car.

				“The key business, no search. You want everyone to know. You’re pushing buttons, aren’t you? See who jumps and how high.”

				“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Charlie said with a grin. He drew back from the car and took another quick look around at the empty space.

				“Sure,” Stuart said. “Enough out here?”

				“Yep. Let’s take a ride to town. I want to buy a few things. My car’s around the front of the house.” They walked around the house to the front parking area. “Whose car is that one?” Charlie asked pointing to the Camry. 

				“Pamela’s. Dad gave her a new Acura when they married, but she probably sold it when she left and bought that, pocketed a little cash in the deal. I don’t think she knows there are carwashes in most places.” The Camry had what looked like several years of accumulated grime.

				When Charlie unlocked his car and got in, he moved Constance’s purse from the passenger seat to the armrest on his side. Stuart got in and Charlie started the car. “Fill me in on you, your father, Pamela.”

				Stuart was silent for a minute. “Not much to tell,” he said. “You know my mother was killed by a hit-and-run driver—twenty-six years ago, when I was two. Stolen car, no one ever pulled in for it. After that my grandmother was with us off and on for the next couple of years. I have little memory of any of that,” he said. “Then my grandfather died. Sepsis,” he said. “Ruptured appendix, infection, like that. Grandmother moved down to Orlando when I was four and she was my mother until she died five years ago. Dad has an electrical installation company. It was doing pretty well, I was in graduate school, electrical engineering, and he met Pamela somewhere. They were married within a couple of months. She was in trouble with bad checks or something and he bailed her out. But there was never quite enough money for her. That lasted eight months before he caught on and turned off the money spigot. A couple of months later she took off and stayed gone until now. When the economy went sour, really sour down in Florida the company was in trouble. We’d been gearing up to go all solar installations, investing in equipment and stuff. It’s a natural for down there and would have done great. Instead, Dad had to let people go and he went back to installation himself and fell off a roof. That was eighteen months ago. Two surgeries so far, another one probably in the works for the near future, and the bills are ceiling high. That’s about it.”

				Charlie nodded. “When did Howard appear on the scene? You said you were still in school and didn’t meet him.”

				“That’s right. I never met him, Lawrence or Ted, either, until this all came up. It was in the spring, just about when Dad and Pamela were slugging it out, three years ago. I got my degree later that spring.”

				“What do you know about Howard’s visit?”

				“Just what I said before. He got there on a Saturday afternoon, turned down dinner, went back Sunday and stayed an hour or so and left. Dad said there was so little conversation, he had to wonder why Howard bothered. He didn’t even find out why Howard was in the area.”

				“Did your father talk about the past, about his brothers and sister?”

				“Just about Tricia. Her family came down twice and stayed with us for a few days. They were doing Disney World. The girls are great kids. We’ve kept in touch.”

				“Your father didn’t get a divorce, did he? Why not if the marriage was kaput?”

				“No forwarding address,” Stuart said. “When she left, she loaded the Acura he bought her with as much as it would hold, probably to hock it all. She trashed the house and was gone when he got home from the office.” He stopped for a few moments, then said, “I would have hunted her down, had her arrested and sent to prison for theft.”

				Although Charlie agreed with that sentiment, he didn’t voice his opinion. They had reached Stillwater and the supermarket. “I’ll add a bit to the stash in the refrigerator,” he said in the store, picking up beer. He bought gin, bourbon, mixers, and a powerful flashlight. Stuart eyed the flashlight with a thoughtful expression but did not comment.

				“Back to prison,” Charlie said when done shopping. “Anything you want in town first?” Stuart said no and they headed back to the Bainbridge house.

				

				#

				

				“I’m making drinks with gin and tonic water or bitter lemon,” Charlie said later at the door to the library, where Lawrence was reading a magazine. He had left the bourbon in the car. That was not for public consumption. “Or there’s beer. What will you have?”

				Lawrence followed him out to the worktable in the kitchen. “Gin and bitter lemon,” he said. Stuart had already opened a beer and Pamela had a glass of gin and tonic.

				“Happy hour,” she said with heavy sarcasm. “What? No chips, nachos, or at least peanuts?”

				“Next time,” Charlie said. He poured drinks for Lawrence and himself. Then, with a nod to Pamela and another to Stuart, he said, “Why don’t you kids amuse yourselves awhile. Come on, Lawrence, back to the library. I have a hankering to look at picture books.”	

				Alice was busy at the sink, casting quick glances at them, then away. “Help yourself to whatever you’d like, Alice,” Charlie said, going to the door with Lawrence right behind him.

				“I don’t use alcohol,” she said. “God-fearing people don’t need that poison.”

				“Well, there you are,” Charlie said. He and Lawrence went on to the library, where the chairs were very comfortable, he thought approvingly. Howard had believed in comfort above style and so did he.

				“Actually,” Lawrence said, “I’m sure Alice drinks like a fish. I’ve smelled booze on her more than once.”

				“I wonder,” Charlie said in a musing way. “Do fish drink?”

				“Damned if I know,” Lawrence said with a laugh.

				“Yeah, me too. Do you fear God?”

				“No. I made a deal with god a long time ago. I ignore him and he ignores me. It works out pretty well. It must be hell to think that an ever-watchful, never-blinking eye is on you at all times, and to know that when the score is tallied you’re going to burn forever. I’d be scared to death, too.”

				Then, surprisingly, he said, “I studied theology for a year and, after I dropped out, I gave various religions a try. Catholicism, evangelism, Judaism, Buddhism, even spent time with the Koran and Islam. When the point came that I found myself either giggling, or my attempted suspension of belief breaking down, I’d drop it for another one.” He drank deeply. “Good. Thanks.”

				“What would you do with a million dollars? Or five million?” Charlie asked almost idly.

				“Spend it,” Lawrence said without hesitation. “Spend it all before the world ends in 2012, or 2020, whichever is the right date. If it didn’t end, I’d have great memories and be back where I am now, and I know my part in this script. Wouldn’t have to learn new lines or anything.”

				“No school? Ted seemed to think you wanted to establish a school of some sort.”

				“Ted’s full of it,” Lawrence said. “Look, he was getting under my skin moaning and groaning about the damn farm, paying more for fertilizer, seeds, equipment, everything he needs to buy, and getting less and less all the time for what he has to sell. I don’t have a farm to save, or kids to educate, no sinking business heading for bankruptcy, and Ted seems to think I should have all that shit. He’s fucking jealous of me, so I gave him a school to brood about.”

				“You stuck with Yoga, didn’t you?”

				“That’s not a religion. It’s a great way to relax and let things go, plus good physical exercise. You should try it.”

				Considering the various poses practitioners assumed, Charlie thought it highly unlikely that he would be tempted to try it.

				“What do you recall from that day when Howard nearly died and the girl drowned?” he asked.

				“Why bring that up?”

				“Maybe all this started then. Maybe not. Just covering bases.”

				Lawrence shrugged. “We were there every summer from the time I could remember. Hiking in the woods, playing cowboys and Indians, Robin Hood and his gang, swimming, a little fishing. Summer-camp stuff. But it wasn’t working anymore. We were too old for it, and not old enough to think a rocker on the porch was summer vacation high-life. Atlantic City would have been more in line with guys our age by then. Howard and Mary Beth got there late in the afternoon that day. We were bored and they were fresh targets for kidding, so we kidded them. We were all scruffy, shorts, tank tops, barefoot or in sandals, old beat-up sneakers, camp stuff. And they were still in city cloths, high heels for her, suit for him, born targets for some ragging. He took her out to go rowing and we went to the rec room to play Ping-Pong or something. That’s what we did in there, Ping-Pong, board games, music. Jesus, I had my nineteenth birthday just a week before that, the others were in their twenties and we were bored out of our skulls. You can only do so much swimming and we didn’t give a shit about fishing. There was a TV but the reception was lousy and we hardly ever turned it on. Then Mother screamed and Dad was running around looking for his car keys. We took two cars to the clinic. And we waited. And waited.” 

				His voice was steady and without any evident emotion until near the end when it dropped to a near whisper.

				“What was wrong with the boat?” Charlie asked. “Why did it get swamped and sink?”

				“I didn’t see it,” Lawrence said after a moment. “Look, Charlie, I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a camp like that. It was crude, really rough, meant for guys who wanted to fish and drink, and in hunting season good enough for hunters. Tramp around the woods by day, drink beer or whatever by the fire by night. Play cards. Drink. They didn’t care how it looked or how much it needed repairs. For the most part, when we were young we didn’t either, and probably Dad got it cheap during the off season. There were three rowboats, but two were chained up and we couldn’t use them. The one we did use seemed okay. Old but okay. Dad went out fishing in the early morning a lot of times, he did that day, and it was okay. They said when they hauled it out that a board had come loose, was all the way out from the keel or something. Mary Beth’s hair had got snagged on a nail, and when Howard was trying to free her, the boat rolled and flipped over. They think it hit his head, stunned him. He could have saved himself before that.” He had regained a matter-of-fact manner as if reciting history that was not very interesting to him.

				Neither spoke for a minute or two. Then Lawrence said, “Are we done here?”

				“One more thing,” Charlie said. “Tell me about the drive-by shooting that killed your friend.”

				“Jesus Christ! What does that have to do with anything?” He tensed and appeared ready to spring to his feet and dash out.

				“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “What happened back then?”

				Lawrence rubbed his eyes and drank. Without looking at Charlie he said, “Her name was Vickie. I’d dropped out of school, a year and a half majoring in business, for Christ sake. I headed for New York City.” He was speaking fast, almost running the words together. “Got a job backstage at the old Harris Theater. It’s gone now, but then it was one of the off-Broadway theaters where playwrights, actors, directors all could get a start.”

				Charlie nodded. He knew about the old theater, one of the worst firetraps in the city when he was still an arson investigator.

				“Vickie tried out for a part and we met,” Lawrence said in the same staccato, clipping his words in his rapid speech. “We clicked. She was studying voice, acting school, the whole bit. We were living together in my dump of an apartment, keeping different hours, but together. She got a part in a new play. So she’d be at the theater for rehearsals, then just hang out awhile. That night, she left about ten. I was at work until midnight. Eyewitnesses saw the whole thing out in front of the theater. A car slowed down, shots, then the guy sped away and she was gone.”

				He jerked up from his chair. “Now we’re done. I’m getting another drink.” He walked swiftly to the door and left.

				Charlie looked at his watch. He would give Lawrence ten minutes to get his drink and take refuge out of sight somewhere. He no longer wondered if Lawrence had studied theology before or after Vickie was gunned down. Her death following Mary Beth’s might have driven him to seek answers. Evidently he had not found them. Interesting, he thought then, that Lawrence had dropped out of school before he met Vickie. 

				When he strolled out to the hall, Constance was approaching. 

				“Alice is putting dishes on the table,” she said. “Do you want to eat here?”

				“Nope. Let’s get Tricia to hand over that stuff she has and head back to the gingerbread house.”

				“Time to unpack,” Constance said. “And compare notes.”

				“In due time,” Charlie said with a leer. “In due time.”
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				AT ELEVEN O’CLOCK ON TUESDAY CHARLIE and Constance were admitted to Debra Rasmussen’s office in the college administration building. She had called earlier and said she was anxious to talk to them as soon as possible. She met them at her office door and told her secretary to hold calls, tell people she was in conference or something.

				She appeared far less self possessed than she had before. “Thanks for taking time to see me,” she said, motioning to a several chairs near a window across from her desk, which was nearly covered with papers. “Would you like coffee? It’s made.”

				“That would be good,” Constance said. “Coffee makes everything easier, doesn’t it?”

				“I find it so,” Debra said. She served the coffee and sat across a table from them. “There were a few things that I thought you might find helpful, although at the moment I can’t think why.” She sipped coffee, put her cup down, and ran her hand through her hair. It looked as if she had been doing that a lot. “That damned house,” she said. “I wish I’d never heard of Howard Bainbridge and his damn house.” She drew in a breath. “My trustees are insisting on a meeting. They’ve heard rumors of a fortune concealed there and they are demanding a discussion to consider exactly what is at stake, how the college is involved, what we should do. It’s a mess.”

				“Alice?” Constance asked.

				“Alice. Someone will throttle her one day, and there will be a collective sigh of relief in town. She’s also talking about a curse. And this is such a busy week, with students arriving this weekend with parents in tow, orientation next week, classes to follow, music in the park every night starting tomorrow, and a big musical performance scheduled for Saturday night. Dinners, receptions… ”

				Constance nodded sympathetically. “And the bequest of a million-dollar house to consider. Will you tell the trustees all of it now?”

				“I almost have to, since there’s so much talk about a hidden fortune. And the college can use the money. Donors are cutting back or not contributing at all. We’ve had to reduce staff, put a few people on part-time. Mouths are watering for a windfall. If we end up with the house and manage to sell it… A million dollars doesn’t sound like much these days, but to a small college like ours, it would be a miracle. They’re already fighting over who gets how much, for what purpose. I just can’t imagine why Howard Bainbridge did this, but I know he didn’t care about the house any more than I do.”

				“What do you mean?” Constance asked.

				“I talked to the Realtor who arranged the sale for him, to find out what the current value might be. He said close to a million, possibly more. Bert, that’s Bert Holmquist, said that Bainbridge really wanted to buy the old fishing camp where the family had spent time years ago. Out of the question, of course. It’s Lakeview Resort now, definitely not for sale. Then he wanted any house with a lakefront and there wasn’t any for sale. Bert said he was angry about it and said he’d settle for anything not in town, anything with a little privacy, and that house was available. He hardly even looked it over, but it’s a very fine structure, custom designed, custom built, and the price tag was one million two hundred thousand. He didn’t quibble or haggle, just took it and paid cash. The will was read in the house, and it’s appalling. He didn’t do a thing with it, brought in junk furniture, no carpeting for the most part… ” She frowned and shook her head. “Sorry, none of that is of concern to you. 

				“What I thought you might want to know concerns Howard Bainbridge, however. As I mentioned, I looked him up after I was informed about the bequest. He didn’t give a damn about the college, never had a connection with it except for that one scholarship. When the girl drowned, Dr. Wilkerson, the former president here, wrote to him about the remainder of the scholarship money, asked how he wanted it handled, and Bainbridge said to return it to him. That’s unusual, perhaps even unprecedented. But the remainder was returned to him and that was the end of that.”

				“What else is on your mind?” Charlie asked when Debra paused. “There is something else, isn’t there?”

				“Yes, and I don’t know what it means, if anything. I talked to Sonia Talmadge, Dr. Wilkerson’s secretary and now mine. She comes with the office. I asked her if she had any knowledge of what happened, why Andrea dropped out when her grades were so good. She had a three-point-six grade average, newly married, apparently doing very well, and suddenly she dropped out without giving a reason. Sonia remembered clearly.” She lifted her coffee, sipped again. 

				“Sonia told me that Andrea came to the office, very agitated, and said she had to see Dr. Wilkerson. Well, he was out of town and Andrea demanded that Sonia tell her if Bainbridge was the one who had provided her scholarship. Sonia tried to evade the question, but she isn’t a good liar, or her expression gave it away, or something else. Andrea turned pale and for a moment Sonia thought she was ill, that she might faint. Andrea went to the door, paused, and said without looking back that she wouldn’t be needing the rest of the scholarship, she was through. She never came back, according to Sonia. When she brought it up with Dr. Wilkerson, he suggested that Andrea might be pregnant and dismissed it.”

				“Pamela Bainbridge seemed to think that Bainbridge was seeing Andrea, that he was in the area. You doubted it. Is it possible that he really was around?” Charlie asked.

				“Remember, I wasn’t on the scene,” she said. “But it seems so unlikely that I don’t believe it. This is a very small town, you know. He would have been noticed, people would have talked.” She grimaced and spread her hands. “Believe me, people talk. Earlier, there simply wasn’t time before she came. She was eighteen and living in Newton when the scholarship was arranged, and it took most of a year to locate her. It appears that Bainbridge didn’t know where she was, and assumed she was still here in town. After she arrived and started school, there was even less time. She got involved with Earl Marshall, they married, and she continued to be an excellent student, which in itself takes a good deal of time. But Howard Bainbridge was the reason she got the scholarship in the first place, and presumably when she learned it was from him, she dropped out. I don’t know why. It just doesn’t make sense. Maybe during that last year they were seeing each other and kept it so secret that no one suspected a thing. Unlikely in a town like this, but I suppose it was possible. I can’t imagine where he would have stayed without it being known. Remember, he didn’t move here until four years ago and she died twelve years ago.” 

				She ran her hand through her hair again, glanced at her watch and said, “That’s what I wanted to tell you. It seemed inappropriate to tell the family that Howard Bainbridge was so stingy with money that he wanted it back instead of allowing it to go into the our scholarship endowment fund. God knows the college could have used it.”

				They all stood and as they went to the door, she added, “I hope to God that you or the family find those checks. That’s my nightly prayer, that it’s found before we take possession.”

				At the door Constance asked, “By any chance do you know if Professor Oglethorp is still in the area?”

				“Ethel? Yes, she’s here. She must be eighty, but she still gives a slide show for biology students every year. She spent two or three months in Costa Rica a year ago and has a lovely slide show of birds from there. Students used to call her the Bird Lady. She’s a professor emeritus these days, not teaching any longer. Why do you ask?”

				“We’re still filling in some blanks,” Constance said. “The newspaper accounts we’ve read mentioned that Andrea was at Professor Oglethorp’s house the day she saw the accident at the lake. She might have a different perspective on the events.”

				“What on earth can that have to do with anything happening today?”

				“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “Maybe nothing. But we like our packages tied up nice and tidy with no sharp points sticking out. Her address?”

				Debra gave them directions to Professor Oglethorp’s house, they thanked her and walked out to the car. 

				“Oglethorp?” Charlie asked, pulling away from the curb.

				“Of course,” she said. “The Bainbridge crew will wonder what happened to us.”

				“Let them stew. Good for them. Onward.”

				They drove past the gingerbread house and Charlie looked at it fondly. “Home sweet home,” he said. “It’s worth putting up with the talk machine just to have breakfast on the terrace.”

				Constance laughed softly. “You certainly showed your appreciation.”

				“And I’ll do it again tomorrow. Why don’t we have croissants every morning at home?”

				“Be warned. If I ever start that, it will mean that I’ll be ordering widow’s weeds. Keep an eye out for birds.”

				Debra had said, “When you see birdhouses hanging from everything that will support them, that’s it.”

				The birdhouses came into view and Charlie pulled into a driveway. The house was a two-story white-frame building that looked as if it had been there for a century. It needed a coat of paint, and wild growth around it could have been trimmed into submission but hadn’t been. It appeared that all the trees and bushes bore fruits of one kind or another—Russian olives, cotoneasters, ground cherries, huckleberries, lingonberries…

				“For the birds,” Constance murmured.

				Charlie thought so too, but he had a different definition of what the phrase meant. They mounted a wide porch and he rang the bell. A whip-poor-will call sounded followed by the yelping of a dog.

				The woman who opened the door was diminutive, five feet tall, possibly a hundred ten pounds, with hair dazzling white and tightly curled. Gold-framed eyeglasses were nestled in her curly hair. Her eyes were bright blue. A poodle was dancing about her feet, barking excitedly. She told it to hush. It kept yapping.

				“Yes?” she said. “Are you lost?”

				“Professor Oglethorp?” Charlie asked.

				“I am. Who are you?”

				“Then we’re not lost,” Charlie said. “We’d like very much to talk to you, Professor.” He introduced Constance and himself.

				“Oh, you’re the people looking for all that money, aren’t you? Mr. Meiklejohn, I don’t have it and I don’t know where it is. Was there anything else?”

				Before Charlie could respond Constance said, “Professor Oglethorp, we didn’t come about the money. Actually we’d like to talk to you about an accident that happened thirty years ago, when a girl was drowned in the lake and Howard Bainbridge was injured.”

				“Why?” the professor asked.

				“I think that in order to grasp the present, one must have grappled with the past. History can be a good teacher.”

				Professor Oglethorp looked her up and down, then nodded. “Exactly so. Well, come on in. This is Bonita, and she’s a drama queen. I told you to hush that,” she ordered the dog, and this time, with the strangers accepted and crossing the threshold, the little dog stopped yapping. 

				“There’s another one, Bummer, but he’s probably hiding somewhere and just doesn’t want to be bothered. He’s eighteen years old and a coward. Always was a coward and age hasn’t changed a thing except now he doesn’t pretend. They don’t bite. I prefer cats, but at least dogs leave the birds alone. This way. As long as the weather holds, I prefer to spend my time out back.”

				Her house was cluttered with knick-knacks, framed pictures on tables, books here and there, an open magazine on a sofa. They continued on to her preferred room, a screened-in sun porch with orange-and-white-covered rattan furnishings and bird pictures crowded on the back wall, watercolors and photographs. Many of the paintings were signed with the initials E.O. Her work. It was a beautiful art collection, the birds exquisitely rendered in watercolor. The view of the lake was unobstructed by trees or shrubs. It looked very blue and sparkly in the sunshine.

				“Please make yourselves comfortable,” the professor said, gesturing toward chairs. She seated herself in a recliner and put her feet up. Bonita instantly jumped into her lap. “You want to know about Howard Bainbridge and his fiancée, don’t you? And Andrea, I assume.”

				“Especially Andrea,” Constance said. “The accounts we read said she was here that day.”

				“She was. Her mother, Teresa, was working with me, doing an index for a book I was writing. She often brought Andrea with her, especially in the summer when school was not in session. She was only eight that summer, much too young to leave alone, of course.”

				“Professor Oglethorp, will you tell us what you recall about that day?” Charlie asked.

				“I remember it all very clearly, young man. My memory is not impaired,” she said and deliberately turned toward Constance. “Teresa usually came around noon and stayed about four hours. That day she had an appointment in the morning and couldn’t make it until two or a little later. She had a dentist appointment,” she said to Charlie with a reproving look. “We worked inside, in my office,” she said, motioning generally in the direction of the house, “and Andrea stayed out here, or else on the other part of the porch where she had a better view of the lake. She always brought her own books to read, or sometimes she looked at the books I had with pictures of birds. She was a lovely child, intelligent, filled with curiosity. She especially liked to use my binoculars and note what birds she saw. There used to be many birds, but no longer. Too much development, destruction of their habitat has driven them away.”

				She looked both angry and resigned as she said this. “Well, no one person can stop what they call progress. That afternoon Andrea had been using the binoculars and she came running into the office to tell Teresa that a boat was sinking and a man and lady had fallen into the water. Teresa looked out and called nine-one-one, and then she called Walter Joiner. He had a motorboat and was out on the lake almost as soon as he hung up his phone. We, Teresa and I, went back out with Andrea to watch. Alice had the binoculars by then and I had to practically wrest them away from her. I saw them recover the young man and bring him ashore. An ambulance had come by then and the medics worked on him even as they were loading him on the stretcher and putting him inside. It was good that the ambulance came to this side because there is better access to the lakeshore here. I wouldn’t let the girls continue to watch after that. I knew the young woman could not survive that long in the water.” 

				“Alice was here? No one mentioned that before,” Charlie said, forgetting that the professor did not approve of him.

				“She was. Her mother was my housekeeper. That happened to be her full day here. She brought Alice with her, ostensibly to help, but the girl was not interested in helping. She was about twelve or thirteen and what she was interested in was watching those boys at the fishing camp. She asked if she could use the binoculars that morning and I sent Andrea out to join her when she and her mother came, and she had the good sense to get help when the accident occurred. Lucky for him that she did,” the professor added with a shake of her head. “Possibly Alice did not realize the gravity of what was happening out there. In any event, Alice did not raise the alarm and there was no reason to mention her.”

				“Is Alice your housekeeper now?” Constance asked.

				“Yes. She is, what is the saying, not the sharpest knife in the drawer, not the brightest bulb on the tree? But she is reliable. Of course, I discount about ninety percent of what she says. These days she comes once a week in the morning. I imagine that she has told everyone in town about a hidden fortune in the house. And she tends to prattle about what she calls the Bainbridge curse. I believe she still holds a ridiculous grudge against Howard Bainbridge, despite the fact that the poor man is dead.”

				“Why a grudge? What did he do to her?”

				“Nothing to or for her. In the spring following that accident, he came to Stillwater with a fancy bicycle for Andrea. Teresa told me about it. He asked her permission first, then gave it to Andrea and stayed with her for more than an hour making sure she could ride it, keep her balance, steer and so on. Teresa kept her eye on them the whole time. Before he left again, he thanked Andrea and shook her hand. Teresa was quite touched by his generosity and the fact that he had made a special trip to thank the child. But Alice threw a hissy fit over it. She was not very nice to Andrea after that, I’m afraid. Girls that age can be very cruel, of course, and she was jealous.”

				“How wide is the lake here?” Charlie asked. “I’m surprised she could see the Bainbridge guys over there.”

				Professor Oglethorp pushed the little dog down and rose from her chair. “Come, I’ll show you,” she said. She opened a cabinet and withdrew binoculars, then motioned for them to follow her. She led them to the other side of the porch, which was not screened. There were several wicker chairs and a glider on that side. “It’s perhaps half a mile,” she said, handing the binoculars to Charlie. “See for yourself.”

				He looked, adjusted the focus and looked again, and now he could see kids on a decorated raft, others on floats in the water, sunbathers, people at tables… He handed the binoculars to Constance and said, “You made your point, Professor.” Without the binoculars all that was discernible across the lake was a cleared area, some bright colors, and an indistinct building.

				“I’ve spent more hours than you could count sitting on this porch watching birds,” she said. “Now what you see are half-naked people cavorting and rich people indulging themselves with food and drink.” She sounded more sad than outraged.

				“Now you go to where the birds are, don’t you?” Constance said softly.

				“Yes. As long as I can walk and see, and remember,” she said with another sharp glance at Charlie, “I’ll continue to pursue my interests.”

				In the car a few minutes later Constance murmured, “I believe you were more or less taken to the woodshed, young man.”

				“Lesson learned,” he said, “is don’t mess with the Bird Lady. Now, a choice. A bite to eat, or we’ll be ravenous by the time Alice provides food and end up eating with the Bainbridge crew.”

				“I doubt the second option would be beneficial to one’s digestion.”

				Charlie chuckled and patted her thigh.
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				WHEN THEY REACHED THE BAINBRIDGE HOUSE Charlie rang the bell and waited for Mac to respond. 

				“Hi,” Mac said, opening the door wide. “You leave your key at home or something?”

				“Nope. I want you to tell me the combination to turn off the security system so we won’t have to bother anyone if we come when it’s not visiting hour.”

				Mac frowned, looked indecisively toward the closed door of Paley’s converted office, then shrugged and stepped out. He kept an eye on the hall behind him as he told Charlie the combination in a low voice. “It’s off all day, until eight at night,” he said. “Hanson sets it every night and I turn it off again in the morning. Inside, by the light switch.”

				“And the fence is always on? Is that right?”

				“Yeah. We never touch it.”

				“Good. Thanks, Mac.”

				They entered the house, where Pamela was waiting. “What kind of banker’s hours do you guys keep? Why aren’t you doing what you’re supposed to be doing? More wasted money, that’s all this is, a scam job.”

				“God and private investigators work in mysterious ways,” Charlie said. “And good afternoon to you, Pamela.”

				He and Constance separated in the hall, with Charlie heading for Paley and their overdue talk and Constance going to the library to look over Howard’s reading material.

				Pamela hesitated momentarily. The firm closing of Paley’s office door seemed to be the deciding factor for her. She followed Constance.

				Ignoring her, Constance began to scan book titles. Three biographies of Henry Ford, another about the rise of General Motors in the automotive world, a book about the 1957 Studebaker. She blinked at that one. A whole book about one car? Biography of Olds, another of Packard. A lot of general biographies. She was quite aware of Pamela’s gaze fastened on her as she looked over the titles. Sherlock Holmes, a complete set apparently, Dashiell Hammett, Lawrence of Arabia…

				Without looking at the other woman, Constance asked, “When did you come to visit Howard Bainbridge?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Of course you do. Was it after you and William separated?”

				“You’ve been talking to Alice, haven’t you? She has a big mouth and one day someone’s going to ram a fist down it.”

				Constance turned then and shook her head. “I haven’t talked to Alice. Was it a good visit?”

				Pamela was eyeing her narrowly. She glanced at the door, moved farther into the room, and lowered her voice. “Yeah, it was. He invited me and I came to visit. So what?”

				“Nothing. I just wondered if it was a pleasant visit. You must have been quite upset with William, and Howard had been friendly. So you visited your brother-in-law. Did you stay here in the house?”

				“No. It might have looked bad. I had a motel room. It was just a couple of days. He was okay, like you said, friendly. He understood what was going on with William, too busy to be bothered with a wife, neglectful-like, and tightfisted. Howie knew about him.”

				“You never mentioned it to the rest of the family, did you?”

				“It’s none of their business what I do. You saw how they treat me, like a piece of dirt. I needed a little time by myself, but Stuart got to Daddy first and talked him into trying to get a divorce or something. I know what’s been going on with them. I intended to go back. I still intend to go back. Stuart just hates my guts and tells one lie after another about me. He keeps William so doped, the poor guy doesn’t know which end is up.”

				“Did Howard tell you about the curse when he visited in Orlando, or after you came up here?”

				“He mentioned it down there. Like I said, I was scared, and I needed a little time by myself. He told me more about it when I came here and scared me even more. I would have gone back if he hadn’t scared me like that. I needed time to think about it.”

				Constance looked past her as Alice entered the room carrying a fluffy pink duster. “This is the day I dust the books,” Alice said. “Mr. Paley said I should keep things neat like I always done before.”

				Pamela rushed out. 

				“Well, I don’t want to get in your way,” Constance said. “Did you meet Pamela when she came to visit Mr. Bainbridge?”

				“Sure I did. I worked for him, didn’t I? She was all ‘Oh, Howie, this is such a wonderful house. It just needs a woman’s touch. We could turn it into a showcase.’” She was a fair mimic, and had caught a simpering tone that Constance easily imagined Pamela using. “And, ‘Howie, can’t you just see how lovely some fine furniture would fit here? A white sofa with scarlet pillows, a beautiful Oriental carpet.’ He never said a word back. She wanted to stay for dinner and he said no. Just like that. No. She was in a huff. ‘But you invited me. And now you’re being mean.’ She would have cried, but he came in here and shut the door, so she left.”

				“But she came back?”

				“Oh sure. Next day, and he came to the front door and told her to beat it. Like that, beat it. And he said to me, don’t let her in again. And he went to the television room and closed the door.”

				“Oh my. That must have been very unpleasant for you and Pamela.”

				“Yeah. She spit nails, she did. She was cussing like a sailor.” She began to run the duster over the books. “I gotta get to work.”

				#

				In Paley’s makeshift office Charlie was sitting astraddle a straight chair and Paley was behind his desk.

				“What I really want to know,” Charlie said, “is if the house was left unattended after Bainbridge died.”

				“Of course not,” Paley said. “The housekeeper, Alice, found him and called nine-one-one.”

				Charlie held up his hand. “Wasn’t the security system on that morning?”

				Paley frowned and shook his head. “I don’t know. But she came in and found him. I know she doesn’t have the combination now, but if she did then I can’t say. I assume that since he took his own life, he also turned off the system in order for her or someone to enter without breaking down a door. The police found our card in his wallet and contacted our firm. One of our associates, Mr. Mankevich, reviewed the will and contacted Mrs. Corning. Her name and address were on the will, of course. Mr. Mankevich had written the will, you see.”

				“Did he question the provisions of the will as it was being written?”

				“No. It was not an unusual will, Mr. Meiklejohn. Clients often express wishes to allow relatives or others to have a choice of an item in the house. Sometimes a favorite painting, or a bedspread, silverware, from sentimental to trivial to significant objects.”

				“Was the provision regarding no funeral or other service, no family members, cremation and so on also routine?”

				Paley shifted as if he found his chair suddenly uncomfortable. “I do not write wills. I am in the records department of our firm, research department, researching land transfers, titles, and the sort. I couldn’t say if that was unusual.”

				Charlie nodded. “Fair enough. Moving on, your firm was called when he died, then what?”

				“At first it was quite routine. It wasn’t until Mr. Jesperson closed the bank account, learned about the cashier’s checks, and opened the safe deposit box that he realized that a great deal of money was not accounted for. But again, people invest in art or antiques and it was assumed that Mr. Bainbridge had done so.”

				“That really isn’t an answer to my question,” Charlie said. “From the time the body was found and removed, was the house secure before the present arrangement was made?”

				Paley sniffed and stiffened even more. “When Mr. Jesperson learned about the death of our client, he immediately contacted the security firm and ordered them to reset the combination and make certain that the system was turned on. Our firm was named the executor of the estate, you understand, and it was our responsibility to maintain security, and we did so in all due haste.”

				“But not for a couple of days apparently,” Charlie said. “Okay, you guys thought there might be an expensive painting or something and called in appraisers. When and who oversaw them?”

				Paley pursed his lips and his forehead creased as he drew back in his chair as if personally attacked. “The security system was and is in perfect working order and it had not been tampered with. Mr. Jesperson came here personally to oversee the appraisers, and I accompanied him the day following the opening of the safe deposit box and examination of his bank account. We fully expected to find fine art of some sort.”

				“So you were brought in early. How did that come about?”

				“I had tendered my resignation to take effect on the first of September. I’ve been with our firm for forty-one years and had long anticipated resigning and traveling in Europe for a month or so, and afterward writing the book I am now engaged in. Mr. Jesperson and Mr. Callum, both of whom are senior partners in our firm, besieged me to take on this additional task and delay my resignation if necessary. No one believed at that time that it would be necessary. We all thought fine art or rare books, something of that sort would be located quickly and the matter brought to a conclusion. Mr. Jesperson and I stayed with the appraisers the entire time they were in the house, no more than an hour or two, as you may appreciate. There’s absolutely nothing of value in the entire structure. No art, no antiques, no rare stamps or books. Nothing. Mr. Jesperson felt it necessary at that time to place guards on the premises. He called the Slocum Detective Agency to send them to the house and we waited for them together. Accordingly, as soon as it became apparent that the checks were concealed, this house has been under constant guard. Mr. Jesperson asked them to demonstrate on our own persons how they would ensure that no one removed the checks. They did so by conducting a body search, a pat down they called it.”

				“Did either of you inform them about what was missing?”

				“Absolutely not. Just the fact that nothing at all was to be removed, and that we had an inventory that would be compared to an updated inventory at a future time. I have no doubt that by now they know, however.”

				“So you both returned to the city and then you moved in. When was that, and did you bring all your books with you at the same time?”

				Paley’s lips became tighter. “Mr. Meiklejohn, I don’t like the implications you seem to be making. Our firm is one of the oldest and most honorable in the country. If you harbor a doubt concerning my activities, my presence here, it is absolutely unwarranted. I brought several boxes of books when I returned the day after our initial trip out here and the inventory and appraisals had been concluded, and I have not returned to the city since then. Mr. Jesperson has never returned to the house since the reading of the will.”

				“I’m not implying anything,” Charlie said. “I’m trying to get a picture in my head of when the house might have been vulnerable, when it was empty. You already told me you submit to the same searches that the family does, but you aren’t here for twenty-four hours a day, are you? Don’t you go out to dinner? Maybe lunch? Take walks?”

				“I go out for dinner most nights,” he said after a moment. “Not until the family leaves, however, and the security system is activated for the night. Now and then I go out for lunch, to take a walk, not every day. I make my own breakfast, as I’ve been doing for seven years, ever since my wife died. And most of the time I make my own lunch. I don’t believe I’ve ever been gone more than two hours for dinner.”

				“On a per diem?” Charlie asked.

				Paley said in a tight voice, “I am being compensated for sacrificing my own plans for the sake of our firm.”

				“Of course,” Charlie murmured. “Mr. Paley, what’s Plan B if Pamela Bainbridge happens to find one or all of the checks?”

				“She has no right to them,” he said. “When those checks are found, they must be turned over to our firm, accounted for appropriately, and dispersed according to the terms of the will. Stuart Bainbridge has legitimate power of attorney to act on his father’s behalf. Beyond that I can make no comment.”

				“But there is a Plan B, I assume,” Charlie said.

				Paley remained silent. 

				“Just one more thing,” Charlie said, pointing to the file cabinet. “Was that Bainbridge’s or is it yours?”

				“It was his. It has been searched thoroughly. We thought it wise to keep it intact until the estate is settled.”

				“Tax records? Business records? Things of that sort?”

				“Exactly. We, our firm, may need some of those documents when we go into probate.”

				“I want to have a go at it,” Charlie said. “Want me to get it out of here first?”

				“Mr. Meiklejohn, I really must protest. As I said, it has been searched by the detectives, in the presence of the family as well as myself. We were all satisfied. At that time my books were all examined, I might add, as was my desk. It would not be advisable for anyone to have unlimited access to the files now, to take out documents, perhaps misplace them, even destroy them. Also, much of my own work here is highly sensitive, confidential. To prevent any tampering with the files, or the urge to satisfy anyone’s curiosity regarding our firm, I rarely leave the house until the family has gone.”

				“I won’t remove, misplace, destroy or tamper, and your work will remain under your watchful eye,” Charlie said. “The question about the file cabinet is should I rummage around it in here or some other room?”

				“Not in here,” Paley snapped. “It would be most disruptive. I insist that we lock the drawers if you remove the cabinet to a different room.”

				“I certainly agree with that,” Charlie said. “A chain through the drawer pulls and a padlock will do the trick. I’ll bring the gear tomorrow.”

				He rose and pushed the chair back by the table. “Thanks, Mr. Paley. It’s been helpful.”

				

				#

				In her apartment Eve Parish was eyeing the armoire. Time to open it, she decided, let it air out a few days and be ready for Jenna to use. She got a butcher knife from the kitchen. “Ah, my dear, soon you will be unbound and free again,” she said as she cut the rope that held the doors closed. Her ring tone sounded and she crossed to her desk to see who was calling, hoping it was her sister. It was Earl Marshall.

				“Hello, Earl,” she said.

				“Good. I was hoping to reach you. Join me for a drink, lemonade for you if you prefer.”

				When she didn’t respond immediately, he said, “I know you have some more questions since you didn’t even get to the biggie. Am I writing something new? You have to sit across a little table from me to get an answer to that one. Am I on?”

				“You win,” she said. “I really do have some questions left. So I get to bring the tape recorder, and we stay here in town this time.”

				“You drive a hard bargain,” he said. “Half an hour? At The Pub? Meet you there.”

				“Okay,” she said, then glanced down at herself. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. “Better make it an hour. I have to shower and make myself presentable in public.”

				“What a lovely picture you leave in my head,” he said. “An hour at The Pub.” 

				When she walked the few blocks to The Pub, his convertible was parked at the curb. She entered what looked like a student hangout. Booths, a tiny stage for live music, tables too crowded together, dark and cool. He wasn’t in sight. She went to a back door to glance out onto another deck much like the one next door, the Lakeview Café, where she had met Dorothy Dumond. Earl waved to her from a table. He was wearing shorts and a T-shirt.

				“I knew you’d find your way out here,” he said when she joined him. “Tell me, do you ever drink alcohol?” He held up his own glass. “This is an excellent vodka sour.”

				“Occasionally. But not today. Lemonade would be good.”

				He sighed melodramatically and called out, “Lemonade,” to a waiter who was also wearing shorts and a T-shirt. He watched her place her tape recorder on the table and shook his head. “Miss Super Efficiency herself. Tell me, Eve, what do you do for fun?”

				“I like to swim. I’ve been doing it every day. The lake is lovely. I like to hike and ride a bicycle. I like to read, gossip with girlfriends, dance.” She turned on the tape recorder and looked at him. “And are you?”

				“Am I what?”

				“Working on something? Writing something?”

				“Here’s your lemonade,” he said as the waiter approached. They were both silent as he put a tall glass before Eve. 

				She thanked him, took a sip, and nodded toward the tape recorder. “Well?”

				“Persistent little devil, aren’t you?” Earl said. “First, what time do you go swimming? I’ll join you.”

				“No schedule. When it’s convenient. So, are you writing now?”

				“Okay, business first. Look, I told you how I was after Andrea died. Then months waiting for publication, reading proofs, writerly stuff that’s a pain in the ass. A year wasted on a meaningless book tour, a couple more wasted in Hollywood. I had put grief on hold with busy work, but it caught up with me when things quieted down again. I don’t think you can bypass it, and one way or another you deal with it. Another year or longer. I don’t even remember any more. Then the paperback came out and I was on the merry-go-round again. Not so long this time, but still… ” He was looking out over the lake as he talked fast, almost tonelessly.

				He glanced at her, away. “I was feeling pressure to produce something. My editor, my agent. Critics. Every time I signed a book the woman, almost always a woman, would ask if I was writing another one. She just couldn’t wait for my next novel.” There was a note of contempt in his voice. 

				He picked up his glass and drank. “I started a bunch of things, Eve. Out of desperation maybe. They didn’t go anywhere, nothing I did went anywhere. Waste basket stuff.”

				He drained his glass and held it up in the air, nodded when he was acknowledged. “I tried traveling. France, Italy, Spain, even Tahiti, for God’s sake. I took up sailing. Not a good sailor, I’m afraid.” He lapsed into silence when the waiter brought his new drink, took the empty glass, and left again.

				“Then I come back to this hole in the woods and can’t stand it here, either. Can’t stand it anywhere.”

				“Why do you come back if you don’t like it?” Eve asked.

				“Dorothy. Our house. Always decision time about the house or some damn thing, and she needs my opinion. Should we sell it? Let her move to an apartment or condo or something. Should we just paint, redecorate? Should we cut the goddamn grass?”

				“You live in New York, Manhattan?”

				“Yeah, and I can’t stand that either.”

				“Then move.”

				“That’s all I do, Eve. I move. But, now listen to me, I’m not punking you. For the first time I’ve started thinking of something good, something important. I’m at peace with you, even with that goddamn tape recorder on. You’re beautiful, but it’s not just that. Beauty is the standard in Hollywood, and it’s vacuous, meaningless. Your beauty is from inside out, serenity, peace, maybe innocence. Whatever it is, it envelops me when you’re near. You bring a sense of peace that I can feel. I want to get to know you, for you to know me.”

				He reached across the table and put his hand on hers. She tensed and his hand held hers more firmly. 

				“Don’t flinch from me, give me the chill treatment. I’m not going to assault you in public, for God’s sake.”

				They both started when they heard Dorothy’s voice. Earl jerked around to look over his shoulder and Eve pulled her hand away. 

				“Earl, I’ve been calling all over, looking for you. I saw your car out front.” She glanced at Eve. “Hello, Ms. Parish, I’m sorry to intrude. Earl, Dwight and Edie Bradshaw and a few others are coming by for drinks at five and I promised you’d be there. Edie has some books for you to sign. They’re Christmas presents. I told her you’d be happy to sign them, of course. We’ll all go out to dinner later. I made a reservation at The Cave. Why didn’t you return my calls? I called several times.”

				“My phone’s turned off,” he said. “For a reason,” he added.

				Eve picked up the tape recorder and slipped it into her purse, then rose. “Thanks,” she said to Earl. He was tight-lipped, glaring at his sister, then at Eve. “I’ll be on my way now.” She walked out as fast as she could without breaking into a run.

				Back in her apartment, she locked the door, then went into the study and removed the tape, labeled it and placed it with the other two. “Enough of that,” she said under her breath. “No more interviews with either one of them.”

				She felt more confused about Earl than she had before. Who was he? What lay behind that handsome face? When was he sincere, when not? She couldn’t tell. She looked around the study, saw the rope still hanging from one of the doorknobs of the armoire, and went to pull it away and open the doors. When she did, she drew in a breath sharply. There was a bathrobe hanging in the armoire. It was pushed far back to the side, where apparently it had been for many years. 

				She pulled it out and saw that one of the balloon pockets was bulging. Gingerly she reached in and took out a thick notebook. She tossed it down on the futon and looked at the robe in dismay. It must have been hers, Andrea’s. It was very worn and dirty. Faded-pink terrycloth, frayed at the cuffs, stains on the front that could have been from spilled coffee, a cigarette burn or two. Holding it at arm’s length Eve went to the kitchen to toss it into the garbage, but it was too big for the small can. She put it on a chair back and returned to the study to look at the notebook.

				It must have been hers, too, she thought, flipping through the pages. Small handwriting, page after page filled, sometimes illegible, sometimes very neat and readable. She sat on the futon and looked at several pages more slowly. Bits of dialogue, descriptions, characters…

				Frowning, she read a passage, then another and she realized she was reading the novel, Earl’s novel. She went to her desk and got the novel, returned to the futon and began comparing passages, scenes. At least a third of the notebook had pages with abbreviated passages, the word Add followed by short passages or sometimes simply notes. Add—confronting Vernon in part—ch 3 or 4.

				Eve turned to Chapter 3 and quickly scanned the text, and there was a two-page park scene. 

				For a long time she sat comparing the notebook to the published novel. Many of the additions had been made, a lot of them had not. “But they could have been,” she said aloud. “They should have been. She was rewriting parts of it.”

				She stared blindly toward the armoire across the room. “She wrote it,” she said softly. “It was her work. He stole her novel.”
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				WHEN CONSTANCE LEFT THE LIBRARY, she paused at the television room where she saw Tricia, Lawrence, and Stuart talking in low voices. She started to move on.

				“Come in,” Tricia said. She motioned toward a chair. “Ted called me a while ago and said he’d be back tonight. I thought you and Charlie would want to know.” She appeared to be more strained than ever, with a pinched look and her forehead creased.

				“Do you think there will be a problem?” Constance asked.

				Lawrence answered. “No problem. I tell him I was kidding about a school, we’re sort of buddies again. Maybe.”

				Tricia leaned forward and put her hand on his arm. “Lawrence, for God’s sake, just keep it civil. Don’t goad him any more. We’re all too near the edge to take it.”

				“I’ll be a good little boy,” Lawrence said in a mocking tone. “Jesus, Tricia, what’s he going to do? Start a fistfight? He knows I can whip his ass if he does.” Almost instantly he looked contrite and said, “Tricia, relax. I’m not itching for trouble any more than you are.”

				He turned to Constance. “We’re all going stir crazy. Can’t stand being here day after day and can’t stand being away and not knowing what’s going on. Don’t you and Charlie have any ideas yet?”

				“We’re working on it,” Constance said. “Why don’t you all take some time out. Go to a movie, hike up in the woods, swim.”

				Stuart nodded. “Tricia, there’s music in the park tonight, kids from the college orchestra and a couple of teachers with chamber music. Just what we all need.”

				“To soothe the savage beasts in our breasts,” Lawrence said. “Happens I like chamber music. Let’s all go.”

				After leaving them making plans for when and where to meet, Constance spotted Alice heading toward the back terrace and followed her out. Alice finished emptying the ashtray into a plastic bag and wiped it with a cloth. She flicked the cloth across the tabletop in a desultory manner.

				“Do you have a couple of minutes?” Constance asked. “I’d really like to talk to you. Since you’ve been around here for years, you know things that the others don’t have a clue about.”

				“I been here all my life,” Alice said with a sidelong glance at her. “I see a lot of stuff. What do you want to know?”

				“Please, let’s sit down a few minutes. We’re trying to understand Howard Bainbridge, how he lived, what he did. Of course, the family wasn’t present and can’t tell us. Perhaps you can.”

				“I know a few things,” Alice said, sitting down after a swift look at the door to the house. “I hear stuff and see stuff all the time.”

				“I know you do,” Constance said. “What did Mr. Bainbridge do all the time? Did he have hobbies? Visitors? Was he good to work for? Those are the kinds of things we’re trying to find out.”

				Alice plunged in and Constance let her ramble. “He was okay to work for, never nagged about nothing like washing the windows, not like some do. He went to car shows a lot. Be gone for days at a time, two, three times a year. Just took off without a word most times. But he brought back a lot of stuff about new cars, so I figured he was at the shows. Kept to himself. Not much of a talker, most days he never said a word to me. He acted like I wasn’t here, just went on about his own business like I wasn’t here. He read a lot and watched movies. Sometimes, a lot of times, he just walked over by the lake. He never said so, but he’d come back with his shoes all muddy and stickers all over his pants.” She looked at the door again and her voice dropped to a near whisper. “I think he was haunted. You know, his girlfriend got drowned in the lake. Maybe he heard her calling him or something.” 

				She stopped talking and flicked her cloth over the table again, keeping her gaze averted with only a quick glance as if to see if Constance was impressed or believing.

				Constance nodded gravely. “I suppose being back here stirred up a lot of memories for him. What else did he do to occupy himself? Did he fix things around the house? You know what I mean, replace washers, glue a loose chair leg, the sort of things that seem to need fixing now and then.”

				Alice shook her head and scoffed at the idea. “That man didn’t know which end of a screwdriver worked. He was no good with his hands, I can tell you.”

				“Did you know them all when they used to come for vacation, when the boys were young?”

				“Didn’t know them, but I seen them around. Noisy bunch, laughing, playing jokes, tricking each other.”

				“What kind of tricks do you mean?” Constance asked. 

				“Hiding things, throwing a ball and not letting one of them grab it. Once they took the swimming suit off one of them and wouldn’t give it back and he had to stay in the water because there was girls there watching and laughing. His sister went out with a towel for him.” She giggled. 

				Constance laughed. “A dirty boy trick,” she said. “I’ve read that you and Andrea were on the spot when that terrible accident happened. It must have been awful for you girls. Were you good friends? I imagine you talked about it a lot afterward.”

				Alice shook her head. “She was little and didn’t know nothing. I used to tell her things and her ma told me to stop. But she didn’t know nothing. She didn’t know how you make babies, stuff like that.”

				“She’s the one who saw the boat sinking, wasn’t she? Such a little girl to see something like that.” 

				“Yeah, and she went running to tell her ma. I seen them pull him out of the water, she didn’t. And I seen them trying to fix the boat and she didn’t. She was dumb. I seen a lot of things she didn’t. She just liked to look at birds with the spyglasses.”

				“Oh, did they repair the boat after that?”

				“Before. They tried to fix it but they didn’t even know how.”

				“Did you tell anyone?”

				Alice looked sullen and shook her head. “They didn’t want to talk none to me, just to her. They took her picture. Nobody asked me nothing. And he brought her a bicycle and stuff. He didn’t give me nothing.”

				“Did you tell Andrea about trying to fix the boat?”

				“Yeah. She didn’t care. Once they tried to make a fire in the grill and couldn’t even do that right. Their pa had to do it. They couldn’t do nothing right.” She shook her head in disgust.

				“I’ve heard that she moved away and then came back. Did you get together when you were both grown up? You know, childhood pals talking about old times, things like that.”

				“Nah. I was working and she was going to the college. Then the curse killed her.”

				Constance could see Charlie move in front of the kitchen door. Not yet, she thought at him. Hold it for a few more minutes. He moved away from the door. “What in the world do you mean, the curse killed her?” she asked Alice as if in disbelief at the idea.

				“Yeah, he was sweet on her and that’s when the curse kills them. He paid for her schooling and gave her stuff, all that, and he was sweet on her. If you don’t believe me, ask Miz Dumond. She knows all about it, too.” 

				She had become sullen and defiant. She obviously did not like being challenged about what she knew.

				“I just never heard anything like that,” Constance said. “I thought it was an accident.”

				“He’s in the lake now, you know,” Alice said with a nod. “He’s in there with her. He told them that’s what he wanted, to be in there with her and his other girlfriend. That makes the curse stronger, them being in there all together.”

				In the kitchen Charlie was standing near the door, without actually getting in front of it, when Pamela came in, looked around, and inched closer to him. She stood close enough for him to see dark roots starting to show in her hair. She glanced over her shoulder, then said in a low urgent voice, “Meiklejohn, you aren’t going to find the checks. They aren’t here any more. And I know how it was done.”

				“Well, let me in on it,” he said, blocking her line of sight to the terrace.

				“You kidding me? Just tell you? Forget it. Let’s make a deal.”

				“What do you have in mind?”

				“A cut. A big cut, not the measly fifty grand they offered you. We can’t talk here.”

				“You mean we grab the whole bundle and split it? Why don’t you just grab it yourself?”

				“Not here,” she said with renewed urgency. “I’m at Motel 6 outside of town, room number four. We can talk there.” She looked over her shoulder again and moved away as voices from the hall became louder.

				As Lawrence and Tricia entered the kitchen, Pamela rushed out past them. “What’s with her?” Lawrence asked. “You been rattling her chain?”

				“Edgy, I guess,” Charlie said. He saw movement out on the terrace. Alice had left the table and was walking back to the house. Probably she had heard voices in the kitchen, he thought with regret. Alice entered, glanced at them, and went to the sink without speaking. 

				When Constance came in, Charlie asked, “Ready to take off?”

				She nodded.

				“You’re already leaving?” Lawrence said. “You just got here.”

				From the hall, Pamela’s snort of laughter could be heard.

				In the car a few minutes later, Charlie noticed that Pamela’s car and Stuart’s bike were both gone. He doubted that they had a date. He put his hand on Constance’s thigh. “A tall frosted glass of something good to drink, a little talk, and watch beautiful, rich, half-naked people cavort. How’s that sound?”

				“Whither thou goest,” she said. “And PDQ.”

				He gave her thigh a squeeze and headed for the Lakeview Resort.

				

				#

				That morning Eve had awakened on the futon with sunlight full on her face. She sat up with a groan, stiff and sore. Earl’s novel was on the floor along with her pen. She rubbed her side, then raised her shirt to look. During the night she must have rolled over on Andrea’s notebook, leaving an indentation of metal spirals. Her own notebook, highlighters, the three audiotapes and recorder were on the futon. 

				She had played the tapes twice, made notes, read all of Andrea’s notebook, and, while comparing the published words with the written ones, she had fallen asleep. It had been very late, leaving her sore, headachy, and tired that morning. A long hot shower, she decided, was what her aching body needed. Then coffee, lots of coffee. She put on the coffee before the shower.

				She had to finish the comparison, she decided at the kitchen table later, and then think about what next. He would deny it. Maybe everyone would doubt it, deny it. And maybe she was wrong. She shook her head, but had to admit the possibility that she could be wrong. There could be an explanation, even if she couldn’t think of one. A collaboration. Andrea had been adding her thoughts to his work, suggestions that he had accepted. Something like that.

				She didn’t believe it. The same sensitivity was all through the novel, the same lucid writing, lyrical at times, ironic at times, it was all of a piece, both in the notebook and in the published work. It was the work of one person. Andrea.

				She went to the study, gathered up the notebooks, hers and Andrea’s, the highlighters, and the published book and took everything to her desk to finish the comparison she had started. 

				Twice while she was working, her phone rang. She checked to see who it was and each time let Earl be diverted to her voice mail. 

				When she finished with the comparison, additions that had been included, many that had not been added and should have been, identical passages and dialogs first handwritten, then incorporated, there was no longer even the possibility that she was wrong about the identity of the author. Andrea Briacchi had written the novel that Earl claimed was his.

				She yearned to go to the lake, swim for a long time, and then relax in the sunshine, but she shook the wish away. He might be watching for her. The last thing she wanted that day was to see him, to face him. They might decide not to let her work at the college, she thought suddenly. He was the golden boy, the town’s own celebrity, the one who had made good. And his sister was a trustee of the college. Her job was at risk, maybe her thesis was, her master’s degree. No maybe, she corrected. Whatever else she did, she could not write what she had outlined, what her advisor had accepted. If she wrote what she knew was true, he might get a lawyer and sue her. Then what? She had answers for none of the questions that arose despite her determination not to consider consequences of what she had to do. And she didn’t even know how to go about that, she thought in frustration.

				Even later in the afternoon, she straightened up her desk, tidied the futon, and stood in the middle of the room trying to think of her next step. Nothing came to mind. She had to shop, do the mundane things one did just to keep going, to keep moving. Laundry? That was too much to ask, she told herself and went to check the refrigerator, make a shopping list, do something. Get out of the apartment that was beginning to feel stifling.

				She left the apartment, went down the stairs, then hesitated at her car and decided not to drive. He might be cruising around and spot it, but on foot she would be just another woman on her way to market, one among quite a few. There were more people in town every day, commuters coming home early for a long holiday weekend, campers in town to shop, returning students and instructors. She walked the six blocks to the supermarket.

				Shopping didn’t take long; she just wanted milk, bread, and lettuce. The warmth outside felt good after the too-cool store and she blinked in the bright light, then drew in her breath sharply as Earl approached.

				“Hey,” he said, coming near. “Your cell phone on the fritz or something? I called a couple of times.”

				She shook her head. “I’ve been busy.”

				He stepped closer and she took a step back, then another as he drew even closer. “What’s wrong with you? Come on, I’ll give you a lift.”

				She shook her head again. “No. I… I want to walk.”

				“I’ll walk with you. Come on.”

				“No,” she said. “I want to be alone. I have things to think about.”

				He moved closer and she backed up to the storefront.

				His face darkened. “What the fuck’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a terrorist or something.”

				“Just leave me alone,” she said. Not a terrorist, she thought then, just someone she didn’t want to be near. She didn’t want to hear any more of his lies, watch his smile that had appeared charming and now looked more like a leer. 

				He reached for the bag of groceries she was carrying and when she jerked away, he grabbed her arm. “Why the chill treatment? What’s bugging you?”

				“Let go of me!” she said in a low, intense voice. “Just go away and leave me alone!” She glanced about and was grateful that no one seemed to be paying attention to them. The last thing she wanted to do was create a public scene.

				“Little Miss Hot and Cold. You got your interviews and now it’s just go away. That’s all you wanted, your goddamn schoolgirl interviews?”

				A rush of anger narrowed his eyes and his lips tightened. For the first time she felt afraid of him. She tried to pull loose and his grip tightened. “Let me tell you something, baby. You don’t play around with me like that—” 

				“The lady said to leave her alone,” Stuart said, coming to them. “Take your hand off her arm now.”

				Earl jerked around and snapped, “She’s with me. Fuck off.”

				Stuart put down a bag he was carrying and stepped closer. “Let her go and back off.”

				For a moment they eyed each other. Then abruptly Earl jerked his hand away, gave Eve a contemptuous look, flipped Stuart off and strode away.

				“Are you okay?” Stuart asked Eve.

				She was shaking. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks.”

				They watched Earl walk past several parked cars, get in his convertible and start it. He didn’t pull away from the curb.

				“I’ll walk to your car with you if you’d like.”

				“I didn’t drive over.” She was watching the convertible.

				“Then I’ll walk home with you. I have to put this stuff in my saddle bag first. Over there.” He pointed to the bicycle rack. “I’m Stuart.”

				“Eve.” She continued to watch the convertible for a moment, then looked at Stuart. 

				“It’s only a few blocks to my apartment. I’d appreciate company.”

				He grinned. They walked to the bicycle rack and he stowed his groceries. That done, he unchained the bike and wheeled it as they turned and walked in the opposite direction from where Earl was parked. A moment later Eve heard the car rev up and take off with a loud squeal.

				“You a student here?” Stuart asked.

				She shook her head. “I’ll work in the office at the college. You?”

				“Camping up at the park.” 

				She had stopped shaking, but now and again she glanced over her shoulder as they chatted easily about very little, her new job, his camp site, swimming… He asked no more questions until they reached the stairs to her apartment.

				“Are you going to the concert tonight? Maybe I’ll see you there.”

				“I don’t know,” she said. “I hadn’t thought about it. Thanks again for stepping in. It’s okay now.”

				He stayed at the bottom of the stairs until she unlocked and opened her door. She turned and waved to him and watched him mount his bike, wave back, and pedal away.

				Inside, with the door locked, she put the milk away and rubbed her arm. She knew it would be bruised. She wished she knew Stuart just a little, enough to know if she could talk to him anyway. That was her problem, she realized. There was no one in town she could talk to. She didn’t know anyone here. Mrs. Varga, the woman who had interviewed her, who would be her boss starting the coming week, had said she wouldn’t be in town until Saturday or Sunday. And there was no one else who even knew who Eve was, except Earl and his sister. She shuddered and rubbed her arm again.

				She paced the apartment, trying to think how to reveal what she knew was the truth. Whom to tell, how to go about it. She picked up her cell phone, put it down again. She couldn’t call Jenna at work, where there would be too many people around, where Jenna wouldn’t have time to listen, to think for her. That was what she wanted, someone to think for her, to tell her what to do. At her desk she looked at the notebooks, the tapes, and then she was looking at a flyer she had picked up at the library. It had a list of public events, starting with the concert that night, ending Monday with a welcoming speech by President Rasmussen, followed by the presentation of an achievement award to be given to Earl. She closed her eyes hard. Achievement award!

				She turned to pace back to the kitchen, stopped at her window to gaze out, and watched a group of young people heading toward the college grounds. She nodded as it occurred to her that she could walk on campus, where no cars were allowed. With winding paths to the various buildings, trees, even a bench here and there, she could walk and clear her head enough maybe to think what next. And there would be people there walking, riding bikes, laughing, talking. If he showed up and touched, her she would scream. She would scream if he put a hand on her. To hell with avoiding a public scene, she added to herself, and nodded again.

				It was only a block to the campus and once on the path in the grounds, she felt herself relax a little. But no thoughts came to mind, no plan, nothing. Maybe go back to New York, talk to Marjorie Yost, her advisor? She was considering it when, as she neared the administration building, she saw Dr. Rasmussen walking toward the entrance. The presentation, Eve thought. She had to tell Dr. Rasmussen something, enough, let her decide what to do. As if it had been decided for her, she began to hurry.

				Dr. Rasmussen had entered the building and was partway down the hall when Eve got there. A man had joined Dr. Rasmussen. They were talking as they both headed for the conference room. Eve walked faster, then called out.

				“Dr. Rasmussen, please, could I have a minute of your time?”

				Dr. Rasmussen turned toward Eve, as the man at her side opened the conference room door. She said something to him and he went inside, leaving the door partway open.

				“Yes?” Dr. Rasmussen said to Eve. “Excuse me, but do I know you?”

				“Eve Parish. I’ll start work here next week. Dr. Rasmussen there’s something you have to know before that presentation Monday.”

				The door was opened wider and the man who had been with her a minute before said, “Debra, are you coming? Everyone’s here.”

				“Coming,” she said and looked at Eve again. “I have a meeting, I’m afraid. Come by the office in the morning.”

				Eve was looking past her. Five or six people were in sight and she could see curiosity and impatience in their expressions as they watched her.

				“I’m sorry,” she said in dismay. “I’m sorry.” She turned and walked away as fast as she could without running.

				Outside, still walking fast, she cursed herself under her breath. Dumb, dumb, dumb. She couldn’t do it like that, just spring it cold like that without anything to back up what she had to say. Talk to Jenna first, she told herself. Just talk it over first. She went back to her apartment.

				At seven thirty she called Jenna and got her voice mail. She’d wait half an hour, she decided. When she called again, she got the voice mail once more, and this time she said, “Jenna, I have to talk to you! Please call me tonight. It’s important. There’s something I need to talk over with someone. Just call me. I’ll be up all night waiting. Make it after ten, after you get home. I’ll be here. Just call me.”

				She thought again about the achievement award and groaned. It would happen, there would be applause, he would sign books, smile at the audience, who would think he was terrific. And he would feel nothing but contempt for his adoring fans.

				Then she thought about the concert in the park, all the people who would be there, but not him. She felt certain that chamber music would not attract him. But she could go, lose herself among people, lose herself in beautiful music, stop the endless loop in her head that kept telling her she had to do something without telling her what that something was.

				She put on jeans, took a sweatshirt and left. Once more she walked through the campus to the other end, across the street from the park. The music had started and the park was already crowded. There were people all the way up to the playground. Keeping her gaze on the park, she continued to walk, watching for a good place to sit where she could hear and there were few people. She spotted just the right kind of place, crossed the street, and walked into the park to sit under a tree. She leaned back against it. After a few minutes she drew her knees up, crossed her arms on them and leaned forward, resting her head on her arms. She closed her eyes as the strains of Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge replaced her troubled thoughts.

				

				#

				Charlie came awake that night aware of strange pulsing lights. He rubbed his eyes, but the lights didn’t go away. He and Constance had listened to the concert while nursing drinks on the deck of The Pub. They had walked back to the gingerbread house holding hands, and as soon as they were inside their room with the door closed, they had undressed each other and melted into each other they way they did. 

				Afterward she had said, “I’m going to put chamber music CDs on my shopping list.” He nipped her ear and she laughed. And now it was two in the morning and he was awake again, watching the room glow with red lights, then white lights. 

				He slipped out of bed and went to the small balcony where he could see the colored pulsations reflected on the water of the lake. Trees and buildings obscured the source of the lights, but he knew what they meant. He had been at too many crime scenes too many times not to know what those lights meant.

				They’d be putting up crime-scene tape, guys with flashlights looking for someone hiding, looking for a weapon, waiting for a police ambulance, no sirens, not at two in the morning when there was a body. No sirens and silent pulsing lights almost always meant a dead body. No need to rush an ambulance. They would wait for a doctor to pronounce death, take the body temperature, make however much of a search they could by flashlight. Someone would sit in a car all night to keep the crime scene intact. They’d be back in force early in the morning.

				He groaned. Even here. Even here in this pretty little college town. He suddenly felt old and tired, and he stepped back into the room and closed the drapes. In bed again, he gently pulled Constance closer and she murmured something in her sleep. He held her and breathed in her fragrance and felt the warmth of her breath. It was a long time before he fell asleep again.
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				THAT MORNING WHEN CHARLIE DROVE BY, the entire park had crime scene tape around it. There were several clusters of people on the other side of the street, most of them college age, watching, excited probably, maybe frightened. There were no children on swings, no early bathers in the water, no one in sight in the park except two uniformed sheriff’s deputies. Most likely a couple of others were still around, if out of sight, looking under every bush without knowing exactly what they were searching for. Possibly a weapon. You know it when you see it, Charlie thought as memories surfaced. 

				Constance knew what the crime scene tape meant as well as he did and averted her gaze. Such beautiful music defiled, she thought with a surge of anger mixed with even greater sadness.

				Neither of them commented on the scene as Charlie drove to the home improvement store, where he sought out chains and a lock while Constance collected plastic bags and thin latex gloves. Then, driving on the highway, they both watched for Motel 6, where Pamela said she was staying. Her car was not in sight. 

				“If she believes the checks are already out of the house, why do you suppose she keeps going back?” Constance said.

				“Curiosity. Just making sure. Not entirely sure she’s right. Afraid if she’s wrong she’ll miss out. What drives a woman like her is money. She wants hers. A born hustler who has honed her skills. I bet she works the casinos.”

				“You mean as a waitress or a dealer in a casino?”

				“Nope.”

				“Oh.”

				Sometimes Constance found herself wishing she could see what he did, understand some things without asking a question the way he did, but mostly she was glad that she couldn’t. Almost as an afterthought she said, “Pamela was born a perfectly normal baby and whatever she is now is the result of God alone knows what.”

				Charlie patted her thigh without comment. She had her way of knowing people. He had his.

				At the Bainbridge house again, Constance left her parcel in the car with her purse and Charlie took the bag with the chain and lock inside and put it on the dining room table. 

				“Want to see an attic with me?” he asked.

				She nodded and they walked to the stairs. Pamela came after them. 

				“You mean you’re actually going to do something?” she said in the heavily sarcastic tone she had adopted when speaking to them, “What a surprise.”

				“You want to see an attic, too?” Charlie said. “More than welcome.”

				“I’ve seen the attic.” She trailed after them.

				They went up a second flight of narrower stairs to look over an empty attic festooned with spiderwebs, carpeted with dust. Charlie shrugged and went back down to the second floor. 

				“Anything else up here?” he asked Constance. 

				She pointed to Howard Bainbridge’s room. “Just a quick look around,” she said, going inside. 

				Charlie strolled into the bedroom that Paley was using. Pamela chose to stay with him. “Nothing in here,” she said. “I’ve been through it every day.”

				Ignoring her, not mentioning that he had looked through it also, albeit not every day, he glanced inside a drawer. Folded shirts, socks, two neckties. “Who does the laundry?” he asked.

				“He takes his to town to get it done. The rest of us use the washer and dryer in the basement. Why pay for a Laundromat when that stuff’s already here? Then the ape paws through it all on my way out.”

				He walked past her to the bathroom and opened the cabinet over the counter. Toothpaste, low dose aspirin, prescription medication for a thyroid condition, Pepto Bismol, razor blades, Band-aids, mouthwash. A drawer under the cabinet held only two towels. He closed it and walked out again without comment.

				“I told you, Meiklejohn, they’re not in the house. I’ll be home, at the motel tonight, after ten. Let’s talk.”

				“Why are you here if you know so much?” he asked in the hall, waiting for Constance.

				“I don’t want them to suspect that I know. Come over, we’ll have a drink and talk about it. I have some ideas.” She put her hand on his arm. “We can do it together.”

				She jerked her hand away as Constance came out of Howard’s room. “Tonight,” Pamela said and walked away fast.

				“In the nick of time, I believe,” Constance said as Pamela hurried down the stairs.

				“She has some ideas.”

				“I’m sure she does. Done?”

				“Yep. Time to move the file cabinet.”

				Downstairs again, they both went to the library where they found Stuart studying the shelved books and making notes. He snapped his notebook shut when they entered.

				“I had the crazy idea that maybe the way the books are arranged might be a clue. A message in the first letters of titles or authors. Pointless,” Stuart said dispiritedly with a touch of embarrassment.

				“Want to give me a hand?” Charlie said. “I’ll move the file cabinet back in here where it was before.” He pointed to an indentation on the carpet at the end of the shelves. “But first we’ll take out the drawers, move them separately. Game for it?”

				“Sure. At this point if you wanted me to go cut the grass with manicure scissors, I’d jump at the chance just to have something to do. Whenever you’re ready.”

				“Did Ted make it back last night?” Charlie asked as they walked from the room.

				“Yeah. He and Lawrence are in the television room growling and snapping at each other. 

				Nothing serious,” he added quickly. “It seems to be the way they communicate. Ted growls and Lawrence comes back with a snappy one-liner.”

				Charlie tapped on Paley’s door, opened it, and walked in. Paley was at the desk as before with an open book and a legal pad. A second open book had another legal pad on it, as if a placeholder. He put down his pen and sat up straighter without a word, his face set in hard lines, a deep crease on his forehead, his mouth as tight as a mouth could be drawn. He had taken on the appearance of a cardboard cutout.

				“Good afternoon,” Charlie said to him. There was no response. “First the drawers,” he said to Stuart. “Let’s set them down over there, out of the way.” He motioned toward the wall with the boxes, then went to move one to make more room. The box had several upright books in it, the others were empty. He moved the one with books, careful not to cause a book to fall over. Easier to count that way, he knew, to make certain Paley left with no more books than he had brought in. 

				Stuart took out the top drawer and set it on the floor. The filled drawer was heavy, but he showed little or no signs of strain. When Charlie pulled the next one almost all the way out, Stuart took hold of the end of it. “No point in both of us having a backache tomorrow,” he said, and they carried it together to place on top of the other one. When all the drawers were stacked, they lifted the cabinet and took it to the library where it matched perfectly the indentations on the carpet. Pamela watched closely all the way. One by one they returned the drawers to the cabinet. Leaving with the final drawer, Charlie said, “Thanks, Mr. Paley.”

				The attorney remained frozen in place.

				“I think he’s a bit constipated,” Charlie said in a low voice to Stuart, who looked as if he was biting his tongue to keep from laughing. “You want to pull that door closed?” Charlie said to Pamela when she stepped aside. She shut it hard.

				In the library with the file cabinet restored, Constance handed Charlie the chain. He put it through the drawer pulls, and reached for the lock. After he locked it, he put the key in his pocket.

				“Why’d you do that?” Pamela demanded. “The guys went through every folder already.”

				“I’ll look through his tax records, see if he kept up to date, if he was delinquent. You report a tax cheat, you get a reward. Didn’t you know that?”

				She glared at him and stamped away down the hall. At that moment Paley entered the library, looked hard at the file cabinet, inspected the lock, and walked away without a word.

				“I’ll toss that and wash my hands,” Charlie said, taking the bag Constance was holding. “Did you get the receipt?”

				She nodded and he strode down the hall toward the kitchen.

				“Actually you could pull all the drawers out together and have a crack at the top one,” Lawrence said from the doorway.

				“And you’d find files labeled auto parts, auto supplies, auto shows, and so on,” Stuart said. “God, he must have kept a record of everything he ever did.” He shook his head. “I’m going to heat up leftovers before Alice gets here.” 

				“I’m with you,” Lawrence said. “She tosses everything that’s in the fridge from yesterday the minute she walks in,” he said to Constance. “We had to talk her into leaving stuff at least overnight. You gotta be quick or that’s it. Alice doesn’t like garbage smelling up her kitchen.”

				When he started to walk down the hall to the kitchen, Constance went with him. “Lawrence,” she said, “I understand that you’re a consultant. What do you consult about?”

				He grinned. “How to conduct yourself at a job interview, how to answer certain questions, how to take tests, what to expect for this and that, how to prepare for SAT tests, just whatever it takes to move up on the ladder of success. I’m good at it and it beats working.”

				She didn’t miss an ironical glint in his eyes.

				Charlie appeared then, waved to her, and walked to the front door and out.

				Pamela started to follow him, but was stopped when Mac moved in front of the door. With a scowl she turned to Constance to demand, “What’s he up to out there?”

				“When he comes back, ask him,” Constance said.

				Charlie walked to his car and rummaged in the bag Constance had left on the seat. He found a small spray-paint can, closed and locked the car door, and continued on his way to the side of the house. Two garbage cans were chained to a rack. Quickly he opened one and sprayed yellow paint on the white plastic bags inside, then did the same thing to the second can. Satisfied, he tossed in the spray paint.

				When he reentered the house, Pamela was waiting. “What are you up to out there?”

				“Making sure the garbage cans are bear proof,” he said, walking to the kitchen with her close at his side. “Did you know that bears roam this neck of the woods? Black bears,” he added. “I don’t think you’re supposed to run if you encounter one, but I’m not a real authority on bears. I’ve heard that they’ve been fed so much, probably by tourists who think they’re cuddly, that they’ve become like the man who came to dinner. They expect their full share.”

				“I know what you were doing and you’re a little late for the party,” she said.

				“I think I read that it’s a mistake to try to climb a tree because they can outclimb you,” Charlie said. “Something else to keep in mind.”

				“You think you’re so goddamn cute!” she snapped and crossed the kitchen to the refrigerator.

				Charlie looked at Constance, inclined his head toward the back door and terrace and she nodded. Together they went to sit at the table under the shade umbrella. “Okay with you if we hang out until Alice gets here?” he asked. “Then I’ll treat you to a lavish lunch.

				“You could probably join the scavengers in the kitchen,” she said. “You really want to find out what happened in the park last night, don’t you?”

				He sighed. “I’ll wait for the lavish lunch. She’ll be here in half an hour or so,” he said without answering her question. There was no need to answer it, he well knew. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “It’s nice out here, isn’t it?”

				It was. Constance found herself pitying Howard Bainbridge. Enough money to do whatever he wanted, enjoy the benefits of a successful career, and yet he had chosen to live like a hermit, cutting himself off from the world, his family, unable to appreciate any of the rewards he might have had. A barren, bleak house that could have been a delight, this lovely terrace that obviously had been wasted on him. 

				She could hear the rise and fall of voices from the kitchen and catch phrases now and again. She heard Pamela’s voice, apparently close to the door, “Your wonder boy is out there taking a nap. How much an hour for him to snooze on the job?” Her voice faded. She heard Lawrence laugh, and Ted’s deeper voice. She let them fade from awareness and thought about the various things she and Charlie had learned, what was yet to be done. He was on his track, she knew, and she was on hers, and they were going to merge to become a single track. She wasn’t sure that Charlie was convinced about that part, but she knew it had to be.

				Then she heard Lawrence say, “Hi, Alice. See you around.”

				Charlie sat up at that moment, nodded to her, and they both stood and went to the kitchen. Stuart was at the table with an open notebook, shielding it with one hand as he studied something. Pamela was hovering near him. Lawrence was at the door to the hall, and Alice was already taking bowls from the refrigerator and setting them on the counter.

				“What happened in the park last night?” Charlie asked her.

				Although she appeared startled, her eagerness to talk was apparent. She nodded as if in satisfaction and closed the refrigerator door. “A girl got killed,” she said in a dramatically low voice. “Her head was bashed in. They found her body and had police all over the place. She’s new here and they had to call Debra Rasmussen to find out who she was and what she’s doing here. She went someplace to meet her sister. Eve, they say her name was. Eve something.”

				Stuart made a low inarticulate cry and jumped up from the table. “Jesus! Eve? I met her!”

				It seemed that the kitchen suddenly was crowded. Pamela was there, and behind her Ted and Tricia had entered. Alice had a curious little smile on her face.

				Charlie looked at Stuart. “You met her where? When?”

				“At the supermarket. I saw her in the store, and then outside. A guy was hassling her and I told him to back off. Then I walked to her apartment with her.”

				“You helped her,” Pamela whispered. She stared at him, wide-eyed and pale. “And now she’s dead. It’s the curse!”

				“God in heaven!” Alice cried and clamped her hand to her mouth.

				Stuart wheeled about and yelled at Pamela, “You stupid, ignorant idiot! You and your goddamn curse! Just shut the fuck up!”

				“Howie told me about it,” Pamela yelled back at him. “He knew it was real!”

				“I talked to Dad last night and he said you were never alone with him. He never said a word about a stupid curse.”

				“I had a drink with him later,” she said. “He told me plenty, and he knew the curse was real. It is real. You Bainbridge men are poison! All of you! You’re poison!” She turned and ran from the room.

				Constance felt repulsed by the avid expression of satisfaction and malice on Alice’s bony face. She took Stuart by the arm and shook him. His arm was as hard as wood. “Let’s go outside, get a breath of air, and you tell us about it,” she said.

				They all went out to the terrace, leaving Alice in the kitchen. At the round table, Tricia sat by Stuart, Charlie and Constance in the other two chairs, and Ted and Lawrence stood by.

				“Now, start from the beginning,” Charlie said.

				“Yeah. I had a little shopping to do and left here before you did. I saw her, Eve, in the store. I noticed because she is… she was pretty. Young. I thought she was a student. When I went outside, she was there with a guy talking to her, in her face, backing her up until she was against the store. He grabbed her arm and that’s when I went over and told him to back off. He left and we watched him get in his car, a BMW convertible, but he didn’t leave. She was shaken up and I said I’d walk to her car with her, but she hadn’t driven, so I said if she wanted me to, I’d walk home with her. We walked to her apartment, I watched until she got inside, and then I came back to the house here. I wanted to get something to eat before I went back to my camp to change clothes before going to the concert in the park.”

				“Did Eve say who the guy was, what was going on?”

				Stuart shook his head. “I didn’t ask her and she didn’t say.”

				“What did you talk about?” Charlie asked.

				“Nothing. Swimming. She said she swims. She swam every day at her end of the lake and I swam at the other end every morning. Things like that. She said she’d only been here a couple of weeks, that she had a job at the college. From Connecticut. I asked her if she’d be at the concert and she said she hadn’t made up her mind about it. Like I said, nothing. The way you talk to someone you just ran into. Nothing meaningful. Not a word about the other guy.”

				“Did you see her at the concert?”

				He shook his head. “I was with Tricia. There was a crowd and it was dark mostly. I wouldn’t have seen her unless we planned to meet somewhere and we didn’t.”

				“What color was the convertible?”

				“Wine, burgundy. He was about my height, dark hair, maybe forty or a little younger.”

				“At the store, were you close enough to hear what they were saying?”

				Stuart started to shake his head, then nodded. “At first I didn’t pay much attention. It looked like a quarrel between a guy and a girl who didn’t want anything to do with him. Then he said something like she just wanted her schoolgirl interviews. That’s when he grabbed her arm. Charlie, I don’t think she was afraid of him, not at first, not until he got mad and grabbed her. Then she was scared, not before. Before that it was as if she just couldn’t stand him, then she got afraid. Walking home she kept looking over her shoulder and rubbing her arm.”

				Charlie nodded. “Okay. A chance encounter, that’s all it was.”

				“Should I tell them, the police, anyone?”

				“Not yet. Maybe you will later, but for now just sit tight. There’s nothing to tell them yet and they could already have the guy that did it. But, Stuart, keep away from Pamela. No more yelling at her, especially when Alice is within a mile.”

				And Alice, he knew, would spread it around town that Stuart Bainbridge had been with the girl that afternoon, that he had gone home with her. God only knew how much more she would add to that bare-bones narrative. It would get to the cops and if they didn’t already have the guy they’d come asking questions.

				He stood and patted Stuart on the shoulder. “I’ll nose around and see what I can find out, just to satisfy my own curiosity. If they question you, just tell it exactly the way it was. Did Tricia pick you up and take you back to your camp after the concert?”

				Stuart nodded.

				“Did you leave her at any point?”

				“Once, to get her coffee. It got cool out there by the lake and she was chilled. The Pub had an outside bar set up. It was crowded and I had to wait but that’s all.”

				Wrong answer, Charlie knew, but he made no comment. “Okay. Just take it easy, Stuart.”

				As soon as he and Constance left the table, Lawrence and Ted sat in the empty chairs. In the kitchen, Alice and Pamela were together by the sink. They drew apart and became silent when Charlie and Constance entered. 

				“Alice,” Charlie asked, “who owns a burgundy BMW convertible?”

				“That big purple car with all the leather inside?”

				He nodded. “That one.”

				“Earl,” she said. “Earl Marshall, the big-time writer.”

				“Thanks,” Charlie said and continued to walk to the front door with Constance. In their own car a minute later he said, “Who the hell is Earl Marshall?”

				“He’s the man Andrea Briacchi married,” she said. The two tracks, hers and Charlie’s, had now become one.

				Charlie groaned. “The snake is biting its own tail. No matter where you start, it comes back to Andrea Briacchi. This damn thing is spinning out of control. I’m hungry.”
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				“TELL ME AGAIN ABOUT TED’S LIVE-IN girlfriend,” Charlie said after he had finished eating a very large Italian sausage sandwich that he said was just okay. 

				“Lori Shaeffer, age thirty-one,” Constance said. “They had been together for six months or a little longer. One day while he and three other men were putting up a greenhouse on the farm, she said that she had some shopping to do and that she would be back in about an hour. They worked on the greenhouse most of the day and he never gave it another thought. When he went in to shower he realized she had not returned, and again he thought little of it and simply assumed that she had run another errand. He began to get uneasy later and started calling around, but no one had seen her, and then someone said her car was parked at the supermarket. She was gone. No one had seen anything happen, and she was never heard from again. End of story.”

				He scowled at the late and the pretty, cavorting people. They had gone to the Lakeview resort again for lunch and had said little while they ate. She knew he had not paid much attention to the accounts Tricia had given them concerning the dead or missing young women associated Bainbridge men, associated with a curse, since the track he was on had to do with missing cashier’s checks. Not wanting to get involved with anything that hinted of curses, he had ignored the past until forced to look at it now. That the two tracks had become one was undeniable, and the junction point was Andrea Briacchi Marshall.

				Charlie knew that Constance had read all the news stories about the deaths and the disappearance of women associated with Bainbridge men. He had tacitly assigned the curse business to her, hoping to keep it far removed from him. Now he leaned back in his chair scowling. “Tell me about the other two,” he said with grudging reluctance tempered by resignation. “When, where, how.”

				“It stinks,” he grumbled when Constance finished reporting, complete with names, places, and dates. “Let’s get out of here.”

				Back in the car, they headed toward Stillwater, but before they reached the Bainbridge house, Charlie slowed down, keeping an eye out for a side road. It came into sight and he made a right turn onto a black-topped road that was narrow, without shoulders, and potholed. The forest closed in near the road on both sides. The road climbed, curved, and dead-ended at Crest Drive. “Thought so,” Charlie said. “Back door to town.” 

				 

				#

				

				He turned on to Crest Drive. On the right side of the road were mansions with grounds meticulously maintained and on the other a wooded slope. After passing three or four of the expensive houses, he slowed even more and whistled softly through his teeth. Parked in the driveway they drove by was a burgundy colored BMW convertible. “Bingo,” Charlie murmured and kept driving. A short distance later the road began a sweeping curve and started downward.

				He followed the curve until he came to a place where a guard rail had been positioned twenty feet from the roadway. He pulled over and stopped.

				“It’s where Andrea went into the lake,” he said. “Let’s have a look.”

				They walked around the guardrail and beyond for another twenty feet of gently sloping ground that turned into a steep plunge. There were a few low-growing bushes on the slope, a maple sapling or two and a few rocks, nothing to stop a car rolling downward once it started. The lake was clearly visible.

				Charlie gazed at the scene broodingly. “Why pull off the road at that spot? Why let a car start rolling? Why not pull on the hand brake? They said she headed straight down. Why? Didn’t anyone even ask the obvious questions?”

				“Why put a guardrail there?” Constance said. “It must have been installed after Andrea’s accident. She couldn’t have gone around it or over it. Even if someone was going fast and went off the road, there’s plenty of room to get back on.”

				“Right,” he said. “Let’s go.”

				As they neared the car again, his cell phone chimed. He pulled it from his pocket. “Meiklejohn,” he said, then listened as Constance went to the passenger side and got in. A moment later he got behind the wheel.

				“Rasmussen,” he said. “She wants to see us as soon as we can make it.”

				The house he was directed to was one of the fine, old lakefront residences he had labeled establishment, across the street from the college campus, and the first of the establishment houses at the end of the park. He assumed that it went with the presidency exactly as the secretary did. A wide porch with planter boxes of geraniums flanked the top of steps. His ringing of the bell brought a prompt response.

				Debra Rasmussen opened the door and said, “Thanks for coming. Please come in.” Inside, in a foyer, keeping her voice low, she said, “You must have heard about the death of Eve Parish.” At his nod, she continued. “I have her sister Jenna Parish here with me and we both think that Eve’s murder was not the act of a stranger on meth or something. The sheriff believes it was. Jenna is in a state of shock, and I’m not sure of what I should do.”

				“One thing at a time,” Charlie said. “Where is she?”

				Debra ran her hand through her hair, turned and motioned for them to come with her down a hallway to a large, antique-furnished room with a view of the lake. Jenna Parish was sitting bolt upright on a sofa, wide-eyed and staring straight ahead. She was pale down to her lips.

				“Jenna,” Debra said, “Mr. Meiklejohn and Dr. Leidl are here to talk to you.”

				Jenna didn’t move beyond a barely discernible nod of her head. 

				Constance went closer to her, saying over her shoulder, “Charlie, why don’t you and Dr. Rasmussen make coffee.” She sat next to Jenna and took her hand. It was icy. Gently she stroked Jenna’s cheek and said, “Jenna, you’re with friends. You can let go now.”

				Slowly Jenna shifted her head until she was facing Constance, still wide-eyed and blindly staring.

				“You can let go now,” Constance said again. She cupped Jenna’s chin, and watched as Jenna blinked and her eyes welled with tears. Constance put her arm around the young woman and drew her close and Jenna let go with a strangled sob followed by a paroxysm of body-shaking sobs as Constance held her.

				“Coffee,” Charlie said, taking Debra Rasmussen’s arm.

				He went to the kitchen with her and stood by as she grasped a chair back and closed her eyes for a moment.

				“Sorry,” she said. “This has been one hell of a day. I’ll put on coffee.”

				“In a minute,” he said. “Where’s the nearest bathroom to where they are? Maybe you can go there and open the door so Constance will find it when they’re ready.”

				She nodded and walked out, returned seconds later, and went to the counter near the sink. “I’ll put on that coffee now.”

				“Good. And start with the beginning of this hell of a day. What’s been going on?”

				She talked as she prepared the coffee. “Early this morning, five thirty, the sheriff came here with a deputy. He had Eve Parish’s staff ID and needed to know where she lived, who she was, and the next of kin. I didn’t know, so the deputy and I went to the office and I looked her up and gave them the information we had on file. She was new here and I had not met her. An hour or two later the sheriff came back to tell me they were taking her body to Paterson and that someone from the family would come to identify her and claim her belongings. I told him I’d meet whoever came and take them to the morgue to make the identification. I asked him to let me know when that would be. I went to the police station and met Jenna when she arrived. On the way to the morgue she said that Eve called her last night and said she had to talk over something with her, something important. When I saw the body I realized that I had seen Eve although until then I hadn’t connected the name with her.” She had finished with the coffee maker and stood at the counter looking at it.

				“It doesn’t need watching,” Charlie said. “Let’s sit down at the table.” When they were seated, he said, “So Jenna was talking before seeing her sister’s body. What else did she say? What did Eve tell her?”

				“Nothing. She got the call late last night and called back but got no answer. This morning her mother collapsed on hearing about Eve and her father couldn’t leave her, so she came. Then, at the morgue, she froze and hasn’t said anything since. The sheriff tried to ask her some questions, but I don’t think she even heard him. He gave me the keys to Eve’s apartment. He said they had checked it out to make sure no one was lurking there and Jenna was free to use it. There will be an autopsy, but he wasn’t sure when it will be. People are already gone for the weekend. He’ll let me know and I can tell her. He’ll want to talk to her, and there will be papers to sign, but he saw that she was in no shape to deal with anything. Since he doesn’t have an office here in town, he said she should give him a call tomorrow and he’ll meet with her at the police station. We left and came here. That’s when I called you.”

				

				#

				

				She rubbed her eyes. “He said no doubt it was someone on meth, something like that, and you never know what the newcomers will bring with them. Kids crazy on drugs, lashing out. He thinks one of our students did it.”

				“Town and gown,” Charlie said. “It’s an old story. Okay. You don’t believe that. Why not?”

				“Yesterday, around five or a little after, I was on my way to a meeting with the trustees. I told you they were demanding a meeting to find out if there’s a fortune in that house and what I intend to do about it. I was on my way to the meeting, just starting to go inside the conference room when a young woman called out to me. I know now that she was Eve Parish. At the time I assumed she was a student. She caught up with me at the door and asked if I had a few minutes. Just then one of the trustees opened the door wider and said everyone was there and was I coming in. Eve looked past me and when she saw a number of people watching, she became flustered or embarrassed as if she realized that wasn’t the time or place. She said she was sorry and turned away. I told her to come to the office in the morning, but she just hurried away, almost running. I should have stopped for a minute to hear what she had to say, but I didn’t. She looked so anxious to talk… I wish I had stopped just for a minute or two.” She looked down at her hands on the table, then shook herself. “Young people always seem so desperate about what turns out to be trivial. I had so much on my mind, people waiting, that damned house… ”

				“Did she say anything else before she left?”

				“She said it was about the program on Monday. She looked anxious about something, but that was all she said because Stan Whitaker opened the door then.”

				“What program on Monday?

				“I’ll make a little welcoming speech, and there’s a presentation of an achievement award for Earl Marshall. It’s the tenth anniversary of the publication of his novel. Some of the trustees thought it would impress the parents to know we had a former student who had achieved such an accomplishment. A social hour with refreshments is to follow.”

				“Did you tell any of that to the sheriff?”

				“Yes, but he dismissed it as unimportant.”

				“And you have no idea what was on her mind?”

				“None. As I said, I had never met her and at the time I had no idea who she was. I saw her one more time. I saw her go into the park to hear the concert.”

				“Tell me about it.”

				“After that meeting, four of us went to the Regency for dinner. The meeting had gotten a bit contentious and it was not a comfortable meal. I didn’t want to linger, but those things always take longer than you want them to. I had walked over and Dorothy Dumond had parked her car in my driveway and walked over. We came back here together. We were on the opposite side of the street and could see that the park was crowded. It always is for the concerts and parking becomes impossible. I saw a woman come from the campus and start up the street, perhaps half a block ahead of us. She appeared to be looking at the park, as if searching for a place to go and still hear the concert. Then, under a streetlight, she looked back toward us. I thought she was just making sure there was no traffic. I could see her clearly. It was Eve Parish. She hurried across the street and went into the park a short distance and sat down.”

				“She was alone?”

				“Yes.”

				“You saw her sit down. Was she near a light?”

				“No, it was dark in that area, the lighting was around the swings and the path to the water front. There’s no parking at the park entrance by the swings, but cars were jammed in on both sides beyond the no parking area. I could see her head and part of her shoulders over cars, and she had a light colored shirt and I could see that. I’m sure she sat down, and I couldn’t see her any longer.”

				“Where in the park? Near the playground, farther up?”

				“Almost to this end. As I said, it was crowded, with people all the way up to the playground. I saw Pamela Bainbridge there on a swing, smoking a cigarette. That set off another furious tirade from Dorothy. Of course, smoking isn’t permitted, but you can’t control crowds like that, prevent such behavior.”

				Charlie nodded. “Then what?”

				“Nothing. We crossed the street near the house here. I invited Dorothy to join me on the back porch to hear the rest of the concert. You can hear it quite well out there, but she said she had a headache and just wanted to go home. She got in her car and I came inside and made myself a drink and took it out to the porch.”

				“If they can’t do the autopsy immediately,” Charlie said, “it might be put off until Tuesday and the body won’t be released until after that. Jenna will have to make arrangements to transport the body to wherever the funeral will be, probably someplace in Connecticut. She’ll have to close out a bank account if there is one, pack up Eve’s belongings, so she’s going to be around for several days, maybe even a week. Since she doesn’t know anyone here, is there someone who can see to it that she gets to where she needs to go for the next few days?”

				Debra shook her head. “God, I can’t do it myself. My phone’s been ringing all day. I turned it off and told Sonya to field the calls that come in at the office any way she can. There are meetings, receptions, more meetings… I’ll just have Sonya, that’s my secretary, Sonya Talmadge, take the time to help Jenna. I’m going to have panic-stricken parents to deal with… ”

				“Well, let’s wait and see what shape’s she in,” Charlie said, not envying the president a bit. Panic-stricken parents translated to hell on earth. He suspected that her nice black hair would have more than a little gray before she was done with this. “Dr. Rasmussen,” he said then, “exactly what is it that you want us to do for you?”

				“I want you to determine if this was a premeditated act of murder, and not a random killing by a kid on drugs. That girl was disturbed by something and wanted to tell me about it, and she wanted to tell her sister about it. For a random act of violence to prevent that from happening is too much of a coincidence to be acceptable. I don’t believe it.”

				“On the other hand,” Charlie said, “if she’s only been here a couple of weeks, that’s hardly time to have made many friends or enemies.”

				“I know,” she said. “But she did.”

				Although he thought so, too, he did not say as much. What Rasmussen really wanted, he understood, was to protect her students, protect her college. He was very much afraid that if she got wind of any suspicion directed at Stuart Bainbridge, he would serve her purposes nicely. An outsider, not one of her kids did it, case closed. Panic-stricken parents could rest easy.
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				AS CHARLIE AND DEBRA RASMUSSEN TALKED at the kitchen table, she often got a listening look on her face, and once she stood and said, “Perhaps I should go see if they need anything.”

				Charlie shook his head. “She’s in good hands. What happened at that meeting about the house?”

				She sat down again. “Pamela Bainbridge had it exactly right,” she said. “Someone suggested that if the checks are not located, we should have a contractor go in and dismantle one room after another until we find them. Someone else mentioned that the contractor would have to restore everything to excellent condition afterward, of course. An argument began about how much all that would cost and in the end we might have nothing.” She shook her head. “Meanwhile I have to make certain that security is doubled for tonight’s concert. We decided not to cancel it, and that took a certain amount of discussion this morning.” She glanced at her watch and looked down the hallway once more.

				“Tell me something about the power structure here,” Charlie said. “How big is the sheriff, how much does the chief of police control? Who provides security for the college? Things like that.”

				She was talking about local matters when finally Constance and Jenna appeared in the doorway. Both Charlie and Debra rose from the table.

				“I thought I smelled coffee,” Constance said.

				Jenna was pale, her face puffy, and her eyes red-rimmed, but she was present. She was there. Despite the ravages of shock and grief, she was strikingly beautiful with thick auburn hair cut short, very fine high cheekbones, a nicely squared chin. Her eyes seemed to be either green or blue, probably depending on the light. Her rumpled pants and shirt did not hide the fact that her body was a perfect match for her lovely face. 

				“I’ll bring coffee to the living room,” Debra said.

				“Why not here?” Charlie suggested. “Jenna, I’m Charlie, and you’ve met Constance. We’re going to look into this affair. Have you had a bite to eat today?”

				She looked startled at his matter-of-fact tone, or the idea of food, or possibly the way he was assuming that she had already agreed to have someone look into the death of her sister. He pulled a chair out from the table for her and she sank down into it. He pulled another one out for Constance and gave her shoulder a little good-job squeeze as she sat.

				“I’ll make you a sandwich,” Debra said. “You’ll keel over if you don’t get some food.”

				“I don’t think I can eat anything,” Jenna said faintly.

				“Of course you can,” Charlie said. “Everyone does. Now, will you want a hotel room, or stay here a day or two, or what?”

				Debra Rasmussen gave him a curious look when he offered her house as refuge for Jenna. Hastily she said, “You are perfectly welcome to stay here.”

				“Thank you. You’ve been so kind, but I want to go to Eve’s apartment. You have a college to run and I want to be there. I need to be there. There are things I have to do… ”

				“Okay,” Charlie said. “When you’re ready we’ll take you. The police already had a look to make sure it hasn’t been trashed, and that no one’s hanging around, so that’s all right.” He knew that they would have been looking for a sign of a boyfriend, drugs or paraphernalia, for a lot of things. 

				“Dr. Rasmussen has offered to have her secretary take you to the police station to talk to the sheriff tomorrow,” he said. “We all need to exchange phone numbers… ”

				And just like that, Constance thought with relief, this had turned into a more or less normal meeting, instead of an awkward situation where no one knew what to say. 

				Debra Rasmussen brought a sandwich and napkin and Constance helped her with the coffee. Jenna stared at the sandwich without moving until Charlie said, “Compromise. Eat half of it now and we’ll wrap the other half for later. Do you use sugar?”

				She shook her head, but she picked up half of the sandwich and took a bite. Charlie could smell tuna fish. It smelled good, better than the sausage sandwich he’d had. He kept the conversation going, exchanging numbers, getting the address for the apartment, arranging a time for the visit to the police station, and Jenna ate half a sandwich.

				Minutes later, with half a sandwich in a plastic bag, Jenna’s overnight bag in hand, her purse over her shoulder, they were ready to go. Jenna thanked Debra Rasmussen again, Charlie said he’d be in touch and they left. He would have bet any amount that they would not be out of the driveway before Debra Rasmussen had a stiff drink. Then she would be back in her office at the administration building trying to cope with an overflowing voice-mail box, probably parents at the door, security, and a bunch of trustees.

				Charlie drove straight to the Hammond house. Following Rasmussen’s directions, he turned onto the side street to park near the outside stairs. When they first arrived days earlier, the town had been almost eerily quiet, but that afternoon there were young people everywhere, on bicycles, skateboards, on foot, even roller skates. Music came from all sides and the sound of voices and laughter was pervasive. 

				They left the car and went up the stairs. At the covered landing, Jenna’s hand was shaking too hard for her to fit the key into the lock. Constance took it from her, unlocked the door, and stepped aside for Jenna to enter.

				

				#

				At first glance Eve’s apartment appeared inspection-neat. No dirty dishes in the sink, no clothes piled up on chairs, heaps of papers or books on the kitchen table, nothing apparently out of place except for a pink robe on a chair in the kitchen. After entering, Jenna stood motionless for a minute, then slowly walked into the living room, through the doorway into the bedroom, out, and into the room Eve had turned into a study. While Charlie and Constance waited for her in the kitchen, he picked up the robe and noted the pocket stretched out of shape, marks from a clothes hanger, two cigarette burns, and stains that could have been coffee or Coca Cola. He handed it to Constance, who examined it as carefully as he had done.

				“Twenty years old,” she said in a low voice. “Dirty, old dirt, old stains. It wasn’t Eve’s.”

				He nodded and put it back on the chair. Jenna came from the study and said, “I have to call my mother.”

				“Mind if we look around a little?” Charlie asked.

				She shook her head, walked into the bedroom, and closed the door. Charlie and Constance went to the study. He went to the armoire, which had a single wire clothes hanger. That’s where the robe had been for a long time apparently, he noted. On the bottom of the armoire was a length of clothesline. Constance was at the desk gazing at a framed picture of two lovely young women, Jenna and Eve, and their parents, who looked proud and happy. Both girls resembled their mother. And both of them were beautiful. Constance shook her head sadly and looked over the tapes on the desk. She picked up the novel and leafed through it without trying to read the variously-colored highlighted passages, yellow, blue and red. It would take studying, she thought, but it had been made unreadable with all the highlighting. Charlie joined her at the desk and looked over the notebooks, three steno pads, and one notebook with a blue cover and side spiral. He slipped that one into his pocket. It matched the imprint in the pocket of the pink robe. He left Constance looking through a journal with a metal clasp and went back to the kitchen. No wine, no alcohol of any kind, no cans of soda. There was milk in the refrigerator, a few apples, cheese. He put the half sandwich in and began to glance inside the cabinets. 

				Constance stood near the open door where she could see the bedroom door across the living room as she read as fast as she could the last few entries in the journal. Eve’s happiness with her apartment, love of the lake and swimming every day, her elation in furnishing the study so cheaply, meeting Dorothy Dumond, meeting Earl Marshall, his hitting on her. Interviews. The last entries she had written were simple one liners. Who is he? And I could be wrong. She had drawn a line through that one.

				She put the journal down as the bedroom door opened and Jenna emerged. She had been weeping again.

				“How is your mother?” Constance asked, walking into the living room.

				“Dad said she’s doing better. He reminded me that he gave me a couple of tranquilizers. Said I should take one and try to sleep. He’s always saying you should get more rest, get more sleep… ” Her voice trailed off.

				“In this instance he’s exactly right,” Constance said. “Jenna, there are the taped interviews Eve made with Dorothy Dumond and Earl Marshall. May we take them to listen to tonight? We’ll bring them back tomorrow.”

				Jenna nodded. “Whatever you think will help.”

				“Do you want me to stay with you for a while?” Constance asked. “You know, if you feel like talking, or just having company.”

				She shook her head. “I… I’d rather be alone now. I’ll take a bath and try one of Dad’s tranquilizers. I’ll be all right.”

				“I know you will,” Constance said. “And I know you’re exhausted. I hope you rest well. We’ll pick you up for lunch tomorrow. Give me a call when you’re finished with the sheriff and we’ll come for you.” 

				Jenna came to her and embraced her. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Just thank you.”

				After Jenna saw them out, as they approached the car Constance said, “Do you know where a bookstore is?” Charlie gave her a suspicious look, and she added, “While I’m buying a book maybe you can find some wine, and possibly cheese and crackers or something.”

				“Consider it done,” he said. “His book? Marshall’s?”

				“Of course.”

				Charlie knew where a bookstore was and found when he got there that parking was impossible. He parked a block away, then headed for the supermarket and Constance to the bookstore. She was not surprised to see a display of Earl Marshall’s books near the checkout counter. Of course, since he would be the star of the ceremony to reward his achievement, his book would be in demand.

				In their mini-suite later, Charlie moved two chairs and a small table to the balcony, and Constance brought out a bottle of pinot noir and a plate of cheese and crackers. They listened to the taped interview with Dorothy Dumond.

				“Not so much an interview as a scripted monologue,” Charlie muttered when it ended. “Well, we know Andrea heard all about the deaths of women who got involved with Bainbridge men.”

				“And that Earl Marshall was a pampered, overprotected boy,” she said. “I wonder just how jealous Dorothy Dumond really was of Andrea, or if it was a case of her being resentful of an indolent wife sponging off the family and traipsing around all day, up watching television all night. And smoking. Don’t forget that part, she smoked.”

				Dusk had fallen as they listened to the tape. “Seven twenty,” Charlie said, “and I want some dinner pretty damn quick. Had enough for now?”

				“Absolutely. We’ll have to find something on the other side of town, I guess, or risk being blocked by people coming in for the concert tonight.”

				As they drove through town a few minutes later, it was like going upstream against a current choked with obstacles. On foot, in cars, and riding bicycles, people were streaming to the park for the evening concert. “Lemmings heading to the ocean,” Charlie muttered, stopped by a cluster of young people dawdling in the middle of the street, apparently waiting for another like cluster of kids to join them. They all moved on, and Charlie inched forward.

				At the far end of the campus they found what turned out to be a very good Italian restaurant. Eating veal marsala, pretending he didn’t know that she had ordered and was really eating sweet breads, Charlie filled her in on what he had learned from Debra Rasmussen. 

				“So everyone has a place and knows his role in it,” he said. “A neat hierarchy, firmly entrenched, unwritten rules strictly enforced. And they want to keep it that way.”

				“Equilibrium disrupted, equilibrium to be reestablished PDQ.”

				“So once more to the trenches,” he said. “Ready?”

				She already had her purse in hand. 

				

				#

				Before driving back to the gingerbread house, Charlie made a detour in order to go past the park in its entire length. Cars lined the streets in the area, and it appeared that the park was crowded. Two motorcycles blocked the street at the entrance to the park. He spotted security men near the swings and spaced along Adams Street at regular intervals. The music was clearly audible as he drove by. The orchestra was playing “Oklahoma.” 

				“Somewhere along here,” he said near the end of the park, where it was dark and no one was in sight except a security man. From across the street, a woman in a light-colored shirt would be visible over the parked cars until she sat down. Anyone in dark clothing probably would not have been visible. When he drove past the establishment house where Rasmussen lived, no car was in the driveway. 

				After returning to their room Constance picked up Earl’s novel and Charlie started to leaf through the spiral notebook he had taken from Eve’s apartment. Soon he put it down again. He could make nothing of the passages, bits of dialogue, descriptions. It was nine thirty. He sat on the side of the bed, took off his shoes, and lay down.

				At twelve thirty Constance woke him with a touch. “Time,” she said.

				He yawned, rubbed his eyes, and put his shoes on. Five minutes later they were in the car. No one was in sight at the park and most of the cars that had lined the street were gone. Few lights were on in houses at that hour. He drove straight to the Bainbridge house and halfway up the drive, where he stopped and turned off the car lights. 

				“Let’s do it,” he said, gathering up a trash bag and the flashlight. He put the gloves in his pocket and they walked the rest of the way to the house, where an outside light at the entrance was on and pale lights in various windows could be seen. Keeping in shadows, they continued around the house to the side where the garage was and stopped at two garbage cans. Constance held the flashlight as he opened a can. He put on the gloves and picked up a white garbage bag with a yellow tie that had no spray paint on it. Constance played the light over the other neatly tied garbage bags until he said enough. There was only one unsprayed bag. Constance held a black yard-trash bag open and he dropped the garbage bag into it, and tied the trash bag. At the car, he put the bag in the trunk. They got inside and he backed out of the driveway, then drove to the gingerbread house.
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				THE NEXT MORNING CHARLIE HEADED UP Adams Street, past the Bird Lady’s house and on to the state park. He drove slowly on the park road until he spotted what he was looking for, a place where he could pull off the road, leaving the car parked in such a way that it shielded him and Constance from a passerby. He retrieved the trash bag from the trunk, split open a second one and spread it on the ground, and, after putting on latex gloves, dumped the garbage on the plastic. He picked through coffee grounds, scraps of food, apple cores, bits of paper, and finally lifted a smaller plastic bag and opened it. 

				“Got it,” he said in satisfaction, peering inside. Constance held another garbage bag open and after retying the one he held, he let it drop into hers. She pulled the ties closed. 

				 

				#

				He gathered up the garbage in the plastic, added the gloves, and returned everything to the trash bag, then walked a short distance to a big can chained to a stand and dumped it in. He put the remaining garbage bag in the trunk of the car, closed it, and they got in.

				“Now for Pamela,” he said, driving again, this time through the state park and out to the state road. 

				When they entered the Bainbridge house, Tricia and Lawrence were in the kitchen. Lawrence faced Charlie and said, “You’ve been around for nearly a week, mostly not here. What the hell are you doing?”

				“Making progress,” Charlie said. “Where’s Pamela?”

				“Out there,” Lawrence said, jerking his thumb toward the terrace. “What did you find out about the girl Stuart met at the store? What’s the story on that?”

				“Not sure yet. See you in a couple of minutes.” He strode past Lawrence out to the terrace. Constance stood by the door.

				Pamela jumped up when she saw Charlie, stubbed out a cigarette and started toward the kitchen door. He caught her arm.

				“Not yet. Let’s talk.”

				“No way. Not here.” 

				She pulled and he held her arm harder. “Now,” he said. “In a while the cops are going to be here asking you questions. I want to ask the same questions first, and I want straight answers.”

				“Why the cops?” she said with a quick glance at the kitchen door. “I’ve got nothing to tell them.”

				“You do. It seems you had a ringside seat at the circus last night. Sit down and let’s have it. Who did you see?”

				“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” she said, but she sat down and lit another cigarette.

				“Knock it off. I know you saw Rasmussen. Who else?”

				“Sure I saw her. So what?”

				“Who else? Did you see Eve Parish?”

				“I never even heard of her.” 

				“Look, Pamela, if you’re wanted on a DUI or kiting checks or something over in Atlantic City, that’s okay by me, but the cops might want to run a check on you and they might not like it.”

				“They don’t have any reason for something like that.”

				“Maybe they’ll find a reason.”

				“You scumbag. They don’t have anything on me,” she said. “No one wants me for anything. So get lost.”

				“They could invent something on the spot,” he said. “Who else did you see?”

				“Those bastards! They’d do that, wouldn’t they? Yeah, I saw a girl cross the street and go in the park. I couldn’t see her after that.”

				“You just sat out there, swinging away and saw nothing. Bringing back childhood memories of better days. Right. Who else?”

				“I thought it was a concert, and those goddamn violins started screeching and I wanted to leave, but my car was blocked by some asshole and I couldn’t, so I sat on a swing and smoked. Rasmussen and a woman, the girl, and that’s all.” 

				He studied her a moment, then stood. “If that’s your story, you’d better stick to it. If they suggest you might have seen anyone else, you’d better stick to those answers, or I’ll help them invent that other something.”

				She was cursing him as he walked back to the kitchen door.

				“What was that all about?” Lawrence demanded when Charlie entered the kitchen.

				“Not much,” Charlie said. “Where’s Stuart?”

				“Television room with Ted,” Tricia said. “What about that girl who was killed? Who was she? Is that going to cause more trouble here?”

				“Probably,” Charlie said. “The guy Stuart saw hassling her was Earl Marshall, the local hero who made good. He just might have a different story to tell about that incident.” 

				Stuart came into the kitchen at that moment. “What does that mean?”

				“It means that you’re an outsider; he’s very much an insider with a family that has some clout in town. As crowded as that park was last night, you couldn’t have gotten to Eve Parish without tripping over people or else passing by Pamela, who just happened to be on the swings most of the time. And I don’t think Pamela is your biggest fan.”

				“Well, she didn’t see me, so that’s that.” His hands were clenching and flexing and he glared at Pamela under the shade umbrella.

				“Just keep the hell away from her and stick to your own story, and don’t lose your temper.”

				“My God, this is all insane!” Tricia cried. “It’s time to call it quits and go home. We aren’t going to find anything and, Charlie, it looks like you’re not, either. I don’t think checks were ever hidden in this damn house in the first place.”

				“It’s a little late for that,” Charlie said. “The cops won’t let Stuart leave yet, I’m afraid. They’ll want to ask him some questions, and depending on what story Marshall tells, the questions might eventually lead to wanting a lawyer.”

				Stuart shook his head in disbelief. “They can’t think that I—”

				“You can’t be serious,” Lawrence said. “They can’t pretend to have a motive or anything else besides a chance encounter.”

				“What they had was a quiet little college town, and now they have a murder. Too many campus murders around the country, too much fear among parents and students. Too much bad publicity. They’ll want to close this as fast as they can. Eve Parish was an outsider. Stuart is an outsider. You never know what baggage outsiders will bring with them, what they might do. Wrap it up, put it on the shelf, and get back to the safe little college town. This whole community exists because that college exists and they want to keep it that way.”

				There was a stunned silence that endured until Tricia said, “He was with me. He wasn’t gone long enough to do anything except get coffee.”

				Charlie nodded. “So tell them that when they come.”

				“Maybe they won’t come here at all,” Lawrence said.

				“They will. How much do you intend to tell them about why you’re all hanging around? They’ve heard rumors, you know. It seems everyone in town has heard rumors about a hidden treasure.”

				“Nothing,” Lawrence said after a moment. “We’re honoring the last wishes of my dead brother, trying to decide what item from the house each of us wants.”

				“Wrangling over the car maybe?” Charlie mused. “About the only thing of any value.”

				“That’s it,” Lawrence said. “We’re trying to decide who gets the car.”

				“And Paley? What do you suppose he’ll tell them?” Ted asked from the doorway. 

				Charlie had seen him arrive there, but apparently none of the others had noticed. Tricia gave a start and shook her head. 

				“What do you think Paley will say?” Charlie asked Ted.

				“If he’s anything like other lawyers I’ve dealt with, not a damn thing that doesn’t fit his own agenda. And whatever he does say will be so convoluted and obfuscatory that it will take another jerk of a lawyer to decipher it.”

				Charlie nodded in silent agreement. “Well, it’s going to be a little hard to explain the need for watchmen around the clock and a lawyer on the premises at all times.”

				“What about you? What story will you give them?”

				“Constance and I are family friends standing by in a time of bereavement,” he said. “Not convoluted at all.”

				“I think we should talk about how much longer the old family friends are needed to lend their support,” Ted said. “It seems like your business is everywhere but here.”

				“Your call,” Charlie said. He glanced at his watch, then at Constance, who had not said a word. She nodded. “Since you all have a lot to talk about, we’ll be on our way to see to that business. Give me a call after the sheriff comes.”

				Constance got behind the wheel this time when they reached the car. “Where now?” she asked.

				“Let’s listen to more of the tapes, and wait for Jenna’s call. After lunch, I want a word with the chief of police.”

				“Not the sheriff?”

				“Nope. The chief will do. Remember that while you were tending to Jenna, Rasmussen told me about the chief, and a little about the sheriff. He’s a politician who’s been around for three years, and according to scuttlebutt, he wants to move on up the ladder. The chief’s a native son and has been on the job for seventeen years. He’s the one to talk to.”

				“Charlie, I want to talk to Andrea’s mother. Teresa Briacchi. We have to find out if she’s still in Newton.”

				He nodded. “Me too. Oglethorp might know.”

				She drove, and when she drew even with the playground at the park, he said to pull in for a minute, let him get out. Children were on the swings and the seesaws, mothers on benches nearby keeping a close watch, especially on him when he left the car and walked toward the swings. Where the wide, cleared path led down to the waterfront, there were lampposts. This area would be well lighted at night. He looked up and down the street both ways, and lingered over the direction of the establishment houses. No trees blocked his view that way up to the point where Adams Street curved and started up the hill. He returned to the sidewalk and strolled toward Rasmussen’s house, studying the lake side of the street. After the playground and cleared path, there was a scattering of bushes, a maple tree, a couple of cedars, all well separated, and several large rocks, not the most desirable choice for sitting and listening to the concert, but okay if the rest of the park had already filled up. A streetlight was well behind him on the opposite side of the street, and there were none on this side for several blocks after the playground area. Satisfied, he glanced back to see Constance slowly following. He waited for her, got in the car, and they went on to the gingerbread house. 

				For the next hour, sitting on their small balcony, they listened to the first taped interview with Earl Marshall. When it ended, Constance said, “Now I understand why she wrote ‘Who is he?’” 

				“You have an answer?”

				“No. That novel is sensitive and psychologically on the mark, and he was blatantly seducing her. No insight, no apparent understanding of his own actions and how she might have interpreted them, no apparent self-reflection. Parts of that tape sounded as if he had been reading from a script that held no meaning for him.”

				She paused and frowned. “I should have paid more attention, or given her journal a little more time. There were names that didn’t mean anything to me and I skimmed over them. J Joyce, E Pound, W Allen, M Jackson, three or four others. Initials, last names, scribbled fast from all appearances.”

				“Honey, I’m an unschooled clod. You know it and I know it, and you’ve lost me.”

				“Oh. James Joyce impoverished his mother while living it up in Paris. Ezra Pound was a propagandist for Mussolini. T. S. Eliot was an anti-Semite. Michael Jackson, the others I skipped were all great artists also and they were all guilty of pretty reprehensible behavior in their personal lives.”

				“Is Marshall a great artist?”

				“That novel is a literary gem,” she said. “Beautifully written and true in every way. She was asking herself, ‘Who is he?’”

				“But she didn’t answer her own question,” he said. “She left it hanging.”

				“She had an answer,” Constance said. “The next line was ‘I could be wrong.’ She had decided, questioned her decision, and then crossed out the line. She had an answer.” 
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				“I THINK, YOUNG MAN,” CONSTANCE SAID altogether too sweetly, “that I should make the call to Professor Oglethorp. I don’t think she approves of you.” She tapped in the number. Professor Oglethorp sounded pleased to hear from her, and especially pleased when Constance asked if she had Teresa Briacchi’s address or phone number.

				“I don’t know why you’re pursuing this,” she said, “But I’m happy that someone is. Yes, I have Teresa’s address and phone number. We exchange Christmas cards. She remarried, you know. Hold on a second.”

				After jotting down the information and thanking her, Constance placed a call to Teresa Briacchi March. “Mrs. March, my name is Constance Leidl and I’m calling from Stillwater. Professor Oglethorp was kind enough to give me your number. A matter my husband and I have been looking into may have something to do with the death of your daughter Andrea. Is it possible to have a few minutes of your time to discuss it?”

				While she was on the phone with Teresa March, Charlie’s phone rang and he stepped out to the balcony to take his call. He finished first and stepped back inside.

				“I would appreciate that very much, Mrs. March,” Constance was saying. “Tomorrow at eleven is fine. Thank you.”

				“Busy, busy,” Charlie murmured when Constance disconnected. “Jenna is ready for some lunch, and so am I.”

				“When are you not ready for a meal?” she said with a laugh. “You heard? Tomorrow at eleven in Newton. Do you know how to get to Newton from here?”

				“Nope. I suggest a map.”

				“Good thinking. Let’s go get Jenna. Where to for lunch? I bet things on this side of the campus will be full.”

				“That nice Italian place?”

				She nodded and they went to pick up Jenna at Eve’s apartment. She was waiting for them at the front of the Hammond house. Dressed in cream-colored pants and shirt, with a bright-blue sash at her waist, at first glance she looked fresh and rested somewhat, but she was pale and her welcoming smile was forced and not very successful.

				“I hope you were able to sleep,” Constance said when Jenna got in the car.

				“I did. I never use tranquilizers and the one Dad gave me seemed to knock me out, not merely calm me down.”

				Charlie drove to the restaurant, which was crowded inside, but had outdoor dining in the rear in a facsimile of an Italian garden where they were seated at a table between two palm trees in tubs. 

				A waiter came, took their orders and left again, and as soon as he was gone, Jenna leaned toward Constance. “I want those tapes you took. I have to listen to them.” Her voice had a new intensity, an urgency that had not been there before.

				“I have them,” Constance said. “And you should hear them if you feel up to it. This afternoon? After lunch?”

				Jenna nodded. “This morning I read part of Eve’s journal. She wrote about the interviews. There are things… ” She shook her head, gazed past Constance as if examining the palm tree for an infestation, and said, “Never mind. I just need to hear the tapes.” She sipped water.

				In a much duller tone she continued, “I can take my sister home next week. Sonya Talmadge helped me find people who can handle that, drive her home, and I’ll follow in my car. Sonya is a patter.” 

				She looked down at her hands folded on the table. “Everyone’s been so good to me, Dr. Rasmussen, Sonya, you and Charlie… Mrs. Hammond gave me a casserole for later.” In a lower voice she added, “The sheriff said they have a good lead, that this will be over in a few days.”

				“I didn’t know you had a car here,” Constance said in the silence that followed.

				“Eve borrowed my car to drive from New York. I drove down and helped her pack. Now I’ll pack up her things and take them home.” When she raised her head and looked at Charlie, there were tears in her eyes. “Will it all be over in a few days?”

				

				#

				He nodded. “I think so. Why don’t you tell us something about you, something about your sister, your parents. Whatever comes to mind.”

				Haltingly, she began to talk about her family. Her father was a manager of an office complex, her mother an elementary schoolteacher. She and Eve had attended Wesleyan, and Eve had gone on to NYU for a master’s degree in English.

				“She was really intelligent, an academic at heart,” Jenna said. “Smarter than I am. I was content with a B.A., but she would have gone on to a doctorate. She could read Chaucer without crib notes and I never made it past a few pages.”

				When the salads were served, at first it appeared that Jenna had as little appetite as she had shown before, but she picked at her food and ate as she talked.

				Constance waited until Charlie had finished his sandwich, then she asked Jenna, “Would you object to letting me listen to the tapes with you this afternoon? They’re in our room. We can have coffee there and hear them on a balcony without being disturbed. There are a few things I’d like to discuss with you after you hear them. Charlie has something to attend to.”

				Jenna hesitated, then said, “I’d like to hear them with you.”

				Before the waiter came with their check, Charlie’s phone rang and he excused himself, faced away from the table, and took the call. “Charlie, the sheriff is here asking questions,” Tricia said without preamble when he spoke. “He’s acting as if he thinks Stuart is guilty! What should we do?”

				“Stick to your stories, the same as you told me. He doesn’t have enough to do more than ask questions. Let him. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

				“Now! Can’t you come now?”

				“No, afraid not. Soon though.” He nodded to Constance after disconnecting. “As you said, a couple of things to attend to.” He motioned the hovering waiter over and very soon they were back in the car. He drove back to the gingerbread house, where Constance and Jenna got out and he turned around and headed for downtown.

				

				#

				The police station shared the municipal building with the mayor’s office and other official offices. Like so many of the other buildings in Stillwater, it appeared that the redbrick building had been constructed a century earlier. It had high ceilings and wainscoting that had been painted pale green, repainted repeatedly, and was in need of another coat. Here and there off-colored white showed through. A young woman was in the anteroom at a desk with stacks of papers that looked as if they had been randomly tossed down.

				“Is Chief Engleman available?” Charlie asked her.

				“Do you have an appointment?”

				“Nope. Just ask him if he has a few minutes to spare. I’m Charles Meiklejohn.”

				She nodded and picked up a phone, spoke briefly, then smiled at Charlie. “Go on in,” she said, pointing to a closed door.

				Chief Engleman had come around his desk when Charlie entered the office. “Ray Engleman,” he said holding out his hand. 

				“How do you do, Chief,” Charlie said, shaking hands. “Charles Meiklejohn.”

				“Have a seat. Guaranteed to be uncomfortable enough to cut most meetings short.”

				In his late fifties, he was a tall, spare man without an ounce of fat evident. His face was long and narrow, with a high, domed forehead and a receding hairline that emphasized a lean and hungry appearance, belied by laugh lines at his eyes and a wide generous mouth.

				Charlie sat in one of the uncomfortable chairs and the chief took his own seat behind the desk, which was almost barren with only one closed folder on it, a computer, telephone, and one framed picture. The desk looked to be as old as the building itself. The computer seemed out of time and place there. His chair was high-backed and well padded, leather covered. 

				“What can I do for you, Mr. Meiklejohn?” 

				“I assume you and the sheriff have both looked me up, at least superficially,” Charlie said. “And probably you’ve guessed that I’m connected with the Bainbridge crew in some way.”

				Engleman nodded. “Right so far.”

				“And let’s assume you’ve heard about the hidden fortune in the Bainbridge house, and that by the time the sheriff finishes talking to the folks up there, he’ll have decided that not a single one of them has come clean about what’s going on in that house.”

				Engleman laughed—a deep, resonant laughter that was engaging. “And what else are we assuming?”

				“That I know more about it than either of you does.”

				“You want a tit-for-tat exchange here?”

				“Something like that.” 

				The chief leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “Let’s put it on the table,” he said. “What do you want and what do you have for me?”

				“First, a question. What’s the chain of command here? Eve Parish’s murder was in the sheriff’s hands from the start. Is he running the whole show? Am I speaking to the wrong person?”

				“Two questions,” Engleman said. “He gets homicides as a matter of routine business for his office. They’ve got the investigators, the forensics guys, and so on. I handle local affairs, muggings, car thefts, local break-ins, routine for this office. There’s campus security that we cooperate with, but there’s little trouble from that quarter. They run a pretty tight ship at the college.” All traces of humor had vanished from his face. “What does the Bainbridge bunch have to do with the Parish homicide?”

				“Not a damn thing,” Charlie said. “Is the house within your jurisdiction?”

				He nodded. “City limit extends to the state forest up there.”

				“Do you have to report to the sheriff crimes and misdemeanors that occur in the city?”

				“No.”

				“Let’s put that a different way,” Charlie said. “Do you report crimes and such to the sheriff?”

				The chief sat forward with his hands on the desk and said, “Not unless it’s necessary. Get to it, Meiklejohn. What do you have?”

				“I’ve been hired to determine if Eve Parish’s death was a premeditated murder.”

				Engleman shook his head. “Not enough. Sheriff Wade DeLaura already thinks that’s sewn up.”

				“He’s wrong,” Charlie said. “I understand that the death of Andrea Briacchi Marshall twelve years ago was listed as accidental, and that’s wrong, too.”

				Chief Engleman studied Charlie for a long time, then shook his head. “What do you know about that death?”

				“Just enough to know it was not an accident.”

				Abruptly Engleman stood and walked to a window behind his desk where he faced out. “That was before Wade’s time. Sheriff Ben Spirelli was here. He made the call.”

				“Did you agree with it?” Charlie asked.

				“I had questions,” Engleman said after a long pause. He returned to his desk. “It was Saturday night,” he said. “Marshall was writing his book back then, working late hours. She, Andrea, ran out of cigarettes and decided to go to a convenience store to buy a pack before the store closed at one in the morning, and he went out to walk the dog. Folks on the lakefront saw the car lights go down the hill and into the lake and raised the alarm at twelve thirty. It took hours to get divers down there and they identified the station wagon. At first we thought it was Dorothy Dumond in it, and Tom Hawkins and I went up to the house to tell Earl and Andrea. Then Dorothy came out of her bedroom and Earl went tearing off upstairs with us following. Andrea wasn’t there, of course. He, Earl, broke down like a little kid. Incoherent, babbling, sobbing, in shock. Dorothy got Doc Hennessy up there and he put him to sleep with a shot. Their hatchback was in the driveway and neither he nor Dorothy knew that she had taken Dorothy’s station wagon. And that’s where it started and where it stopped.”

				“It sucks,” Charlie said. “Where was Marshall when she left? Where was the sister?”

				“He was up Crest Drive, walking the dog. A neighbor up there, Harvey Wasserman, had stepped out to have a smoke and he and Marshall were chatting when Harvey saw the taillights going down the street at about twelve thirty. That’s all he could tell, just the taillights. He owns the Bon department store and the Regency Hotel, seventy-three or-four now. No one doubted his word then or ever. There was no reason to doubt him, just a neighbor. Dorothy watched television until eleven and went to bed, the way she does every night. Her keys were on a table in the foyer of the house. No one knew why Andrea took the station wagon, or even that she had taken it. There was a little insurance, probably not enough to pay funeral expenses. Dorothy thought it was suicide, or that Andrea was meeting someone, or God knows what else. The sheriff decided it was an accident.”

				“Marshall didn’t miss Andrea when he finished walking the dog?”

				“The car was there and he said he heard the television in the bedroom and thought she was watching a late-night movie, and he didn’t bother going in. He just went into the room they called the study and went back to work on the book he was writing, and later fell asleep in there on a futon they had.”

				“And you had questions, and still have questions,” Charlie said. “So do I, Chief. So do I.” He listed the questions he had voiced to Constance and with each one, the chief nodded.

				“Meiklejohn,” he said when Charlie finished, “questions without answers can stay with you for a lifetime. When you have answers, let me know.”

				“Up at the Bainbridge house,” Charlie said, “that family is looking for a bunch of cashier’s checks that have vanished. Five million bucks worth of checks. That’s the fortune.” He told the chief what all they had done to try to find them, then shrugged. “More questions without answers, so far.”

				“DeLaura thinks that the young Bainbridge guy killed Parish,” Engleman said. “Marshall gave him an earful. Seems he spotted Bainbridge giving her a hard time at the supermarket. He had stopped to give her a lift and to finish an interview she had started when he spotted them arguing outside the store. He intervened and Bainbridge grabbed her hard and forced her to walk with him. Apparently she told Marshall that it was okay, he was an old pal or something, but he said she looked afraid. He left, circled around, and saw them going up to her apartment, and he assumed they were more than just old friends and let it go at that. Her arm was bruised where he said Bainbridge had grabbed her.”

				“Marshall again,” Charlie said. “That sucks, too, Chief. Bainbridge met her that afternoon in a scenario much like the one Marshall gave, but with the characters reversed. Marshall was giving her a hard time and Bainbridge stepped in. At the concert Bainbridge was with his aunt, left long enough to get her coffee, and that’s all. She took him back to the state park where he’s been camping out. What was the cause of death?”

				“Trauma to the back of her head. Something like a lead pipe. She must have been sitting down with her head bowed forward for it to have broken the brain stem the way it did.”

				Scornfully Charlie said, “DeLaura thinks he went back to the park, found a lead pipe, and returned to town on his bike and found her conveniently waiting for him? Or maybe he thinks Bainbridge carries a pipe with him all the time. Crap!”

				“I don’t know what he thinks,” Engleman said. “But, Meiklejohn, this town’s loaded with sections of rebar with wrapped handles for smashing car windows. After Andrea’s death, folks heard that the electrical system in the car went out, the windows and doors were locked. Even if she was alive when the wagon hit the water, she couldn’t have gotten out. Eddy Fromeier runs a car repair shop and he got the idea to sell rebars with handle grips to break out car windows if the electrical system fails. He sold a bunch of them, dozens before it petered out. They’re under car seats all over town. My wife has one.”

				Charlie waved it away. “How would an outsider know that? Was Andrea Briacchi banged up? Head wound of any kind? Did they test for toxins, drugs, anything?”

				“She was banged up some,” Engleman said. “Accounted for by the last of the drop into the water, ten, fifteen feet. No drugs, no alcohol, nothing like that. She drowned, Meiklejohn. Maybe she was unconscious when the car went under, maybe not. But she drowned.” 

				“It still sucks,” Charlie said.

				“There’s one more thing, Meiklejohn. Last night Dorothy Dumond and Debra Rasmussen saw Parish go into the park. Dorothy said she kept looking over like she was looking for someone. Someone waved to her and she ran across the street toward him. Dorothy couldn’t see who he was, only his hand waving. He was wearing dark clothes, standing back away from the light. Dorothy said there was a woman on the swings and she was watching that way, too. She thinks that woman saw the same thing she did.”

				“Where was Marshall?”

				Engleman shook his head. “I don’t know, and DeLaura isn’t likely to ask.”

				“Are you going to ask?”

				Engleman stood and walked around his desk. “It’s out of my hands,” he said. “Sheriff’s case, not mine. Now, if we’re done here, I have a little work to get to.”

				Charlie heaved himself up and stretched. “You’re dead on about the chair,” he said going to the door.

				Chief Engleman paused with his hand on the doorknob, then reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He removed a card and handed it to Charlie. “In case you come across anything I can use.”

				“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” Charlie pocketed the card and walked through the anteroom, waved to the receptionist as he went out into the sunshine. He glanced at his watch and decided to give Constance at least another hour with Jenna and the tapes. “Heigh ho,” he said under his breath, got in the car, and headed back to the Bainbridge house.

				

				#

				

				The whole crew met him like a swarm of mice going after a piece of cheese, all of them asking questions or voicing complaints and fears. Down the hall, Charlie could see Alice at the kitchen doorway, and even Paley had stepped from his makeshift office into the hall.

				“Knock it off,” he said brusquely to Lawrence, who was tugging at his arm and jabbering at him. “I’ll be right back. Take a couple of chairs to the library and we’ll have a conference.”

				Ignoring Paley, he strode down the hall to the kitchen, where Alice was pretending to be busy at the sink. Without approaching her, he snapped, “Don’t you so much as poke your nose out of the kitchen while we’re in the library. It will cost you a nice cushy job if you do.” 

				Going back to the library he stopped at Paley’s door and said, “I’ll be in to talk to you in a few minutes.” Paley had backed up into the room and was standing at his desk, his mouth almost a lipless line and his jaw displaying a visible tic. Charlie closed the door and continued on to the library. 

				Ted had seated himself in one of the comfortable chairs, and regarded Charlie with an unfriendly look. Stuart was hunched over in a straight chair with his head in both hands, and Tricia was standing by the bookshelves across the room. She was pale, her hands shaking as they clutched each other. Lawrence, near the door, watched Charlie with a remote, unwavering gaze.

				“Sit down, Tricia, before you fall down,” Charlie said, motioning toward the other comfortable chair. He pulled a straight chair around and sat astraddle on it. He said to Lawrence, “If you see either Alice or Paley in that hall, give me the word. Where’s Pamela?”

				“Me?” Lawrence asked, not quite mockingly.

				“You. Tell me.” 

				“She ran out like a rabbit as soon as the sheriff stopped asking her questions. She yelled that she was done with the crazy Bainbridges and their stinking, cursed money and hightailed it out.”

				“All right,” Charlie said. “From the start after the sheriff got here. Still you.” 

				“He took Stuart first, in here,” Lawrence said. “A deputy got our names, addresses, where we’re staying in town, phone numbers, even license plates numbers. And we milled around until Stuart came out. Then it was Tricia’s turn and on down the line. The last one he grilled was Pamela, and she decided she’d had enough and took off as soon as they left.” He paused, then added, “And he had a talk with Paley.”

				“Okay,” Charlie said. “Stuart, pull yourself together. What did you tell them?”

				Stuart moved his hands and sat up straighter. He looked as if he had been kicked in the stomach. “Exactly what I told you, exactly what happened. He didn’t believe a word of it. He kept asking when I’d met her before. Did I visit her in New York? Had we been in touch through Facebook or a dating service online? Did she visit me in Florida? On and on like that. Charlie, this is craziness! She was in school in New York. I was trying to save our business in Florida, and take care of my father and pay bills. God knows, I didn’t have time for a long-distance romance, or even an at-home romance! 

				“It’s how they play the game,” Charlie said. He turned to Tricia. “What did you tell him?”

				“What I said before. We were together except for a few minutes when Stuart got me coffee. I picked him up at about seven thirty and took him back to his camp in the state park after the concert. He kept implying that if I hadn’t checked the time when he left for coffee and when he came back, I couldn’t be sure how long he was gone.” She moistened her lips and said in fainter tone. “He had a tape recorder. He implied that a caring relative, a loving aunt, might say or do almost anything to protect her nephew. Charlie, he practically accused me of lying.”

				Suddenly Lawrence yelled, “Boo!” Grinning, he turned to Charlie. “Alice, back down in the rabbit hole.”

				“Good. Now listen, Tricia, and you too, Stuart. They have your words on tape, and they’ll probably question you again, maybe more than once again. As long as you stick to the truth they can’t trip you up and use your own words against you. Now, what did any of you say about the house, why you’re hanging around?”

				“What we said before,” Ted spoke up for the first time. “Condition of the will, deciding on an item, wrangling over the car.”

				“Did he ask about a hidden fortune?”

				“Sure. I think he had about four different ways of phrasing it. We said the will made no mention of anything like that.”

				“Well,” Charlie said, “I learned a few things.” Succinctly he told them what he had gotten from Chief Engleman. “The only new bit is that Dorothy Dumond claims that Eve Parish was looking for someone who waved her over. Dorothy Dumond,” he explained, “is Earl Marshall’s sister, a pillar of the community, whose great-great grandfather was a cofounder of the college, and so on.”

				“Dear God,” Tricia said with a moan. “That’s what you predicted. That Earl Marshall might have a different story.”

				“Obviously he wasn’t going to put himself in the villain’s skin,” Ted said. “It doesn’t take a crystal ball to anticipate that.”

				“A real question,” Lawrence said, “is what did Pamela tell them.”

				“And what did Paley have to say?” Charlie said. He stood and turned the chair around. “I’ll go ask him.”

				“Good luck with that,” Ted said. “He’s acting as skittish as a new calf. If he sees one of us getting near, he dives back into his lair and closes the door and probably locks it.”

				“No lock on that door,” Charlie said and walked from the library, down the hall, and into Paley’s office.

				“This situation is untenable,” Paley said in a high-pitched voice as soon as Charlie entered. He was sitting at the desk so stiffly it looked as if a touch would topple him. The tic in his jaw was even more noticeable than it had been before, his skin had taken on a wet-clay color, and his lips had all but vanished. “It was a travesty from the start, and now this. It’s over. There’s no point in even trying to maintain the terms of our agreement—” The words tumbled out almost too fast to follow.

				“Mr. Paley,” Charlie said, cutting in, “knock it off. You’re in this all the way, exactly as the family is. What did you tell the sheriff?”

				“I told him the terms of the will.”

				“Did you mention the checks?”

				“Of course not. No checks are mentioned in the will. Meiklejohn, we can’t have all those outsiders coming and going. They know something’s going on here. What if they want to conduct a search of the premises?”

				“You’re an attorney. Make them get a search warrant, show cause. My God, what did they teach you in law school?”

				“It wasn’t how to conduct myself in the midst of a… a debacle. That’s what this has become, a debacle. It’s insane. It’s time to end it all. Let the Bainbridge family do whatever they want.”

				Charlie turned toward the door.

				“Where are you going?” Paley cried. “You have to help me here! You know this is meaningless now.”

				“I’ll see you later,” Charlie said and left him. He walked past the library, where the family was still huddled, and on out to get into his car. “Time’s up, Constance.” 
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				WHEN THE THIRD AND LAST TAPE FINISHED, Constance stood and walked inside for wine and two glasses. “Would you prefer more coffee?” she asked, returning to her chair on the balcony.

				“Wine,” Jenna said without hesitation. She had hardly moved and had not uttered a word while the tapes were playing. Now and again her hands clenched and she closed her eyes tightly, and once she made a soft moaning sound, but she had listened through them all.

				Constance poured and they both sipped wine for a minute or two without speaking. Then Constance asked “Did Eve mention Dorothy Dumond to you?”

				“A couple of times,” Jenna said. “It was a coup to get to interview her, we both thought, before the fact. But she said Mrs. Dumond didn’t like her, that she sort of warned her off Earl. At first she thought Eve was a tabloid writer or something. Eve went there just to buy a desk, and ended up with all the furniture in the study. Desk, futon, that armoire, chair. One hundred dollars. A steal, she thought.”

				She repeated everything Eve had said. “Mrs. Dumond didn’t even go into the room with her. She claimed she could still smell cigarette smoke, that it gave her a headache. But that wasn’t a real interview,” she said vehemently. “Mrs. Dumond just wanted to get in her version of what makes Earl Marshall tick. A sensitive, loving, gentle little brother with endless empathy! My God! Didn’t she have eyes, ears? Is she that blind?” She stopped, drew in a breath, and said more quietly, “I never even heard of him or Andrea until Eve began to talk about doing the thesis.”

				“You didn’t read his novel?”

				“No. I was in college when it came out, with no time for novels. You know how that goes. There’s a copy in the apartment, but it’s marked up too much to try to read.” 

				“I have a copy. You can take it to read it if you’d like. In the first interview with Earl Marshall, there’s a change in Eve’s voice, isn’t there? Did you catch it?”

				“Of course I did! When he came on too fast about how pretty she was, she didn’t like it. She said he was embarrassing her, and she meant it.” She had started in a vehement, almost strident tone, but her voice, her posture, everything about her changed. Her voice dropped and she leaned forward and seemed even more intense. “Constance, it’s more than that. I know her voice, how she sounded when she was happy, or angry, or any mood she ever had. She changed from something like neutral but interested, pleased, to distrustful and distant. She wanted to like him, you could hear it in the beginning when they were laughing, but she went from that to—I don’t know, as if she was confronted with something she didn’t want to be near. It got more pronounced as the interview went on, especially toward the end when he talked about the movie, how it made a ton of money. She hated that. He didn’t seem to notice that she had come one hundred eighty degrees from where she had been at the start.”

				“I don’t think he noticed at all,” Constance said. “In the next interview with him, she was professional, removed, objective. I don’t think he realized that, either.”

				Jenna nodded. “She was a really good interviewer, and it would have been important for her to try to find out why he hadn’t written anything since that first novel appeared.” She drew in a breath, then said in a rush, “That idiot turned it into a ‘pity me, I’ve been hurt come-on,’ and the seduction started all over.” She shuddered.

				“There’s something else you need to know,” Constance said. She told Jenna about Stuart’s meeting Eve outside the supermarket. “We suspect that Earl Marshall will have a different version of that encounter.”

				Jenna looked out at the lake and nodded. “I know he will. He seems to see himself as a real Lothario, irresistible, on a white horse.” Abruptly she reached into her handbag on the floor by her chair. She withdrew Eve’s journal and opened it at the end. “I didn’t know what this meant, and still don’t know what some of it means, but look. There are those names J Joyce, E Pound, and so on. Then her question, Who is he? And the last line that she crossed out.” She showed the page to Constance. “She was asking about him, wasn’t she? ‘Who is he?’” 

				“It seems likely,” Constance said. “Those other names, Joyce, Pound, the rest. I think I know who they are.” She told Jenna what she had told Charlie—gifted, talented men who had shown reprehensible behavior, had led execrable personal lives. 

				“Reprehensible behavior,” Jenna repeated. “That’s what she meant. She said she had to talk over something with me, something important. It was about him. I know it was about him. And I was at work,” she said. “I wasn’t there for her.” She ducked her head and was silent for a moment. “Earlier, she wrote in her journal that she didn’t know what to do. That’s what she wanted to talk about. We always talked over big decisions, made important plans together.” Her voice broke as she said this and she became silent.

				She closed the journal and returned it to her purse, and, without looking at Constance, she asked in a harsh voice, “Did he murder her?”

				Constance reached across the table and put her hand on Jenna’s arm. Its rigidity signaled her anguish or her anger. It was hard to tell which was uppermost at the moment. “We don’t know who killed your sister,” Constance said. “We’re trying to find out, but you must not even hint that you suspect him or anyone else.”

				Jenna took another sip of wine, then silently picked up the tapes and tape recorder and put them in her handbag. She stood, looked out at the lake for a moment. “I think I should go now. I need to walk a little and it’s not far.”

				“May I walk with you, at least part of the way?”

				Jenna shrugged. “If you’d like.”

				They took the wine and glasses inside, Constance wrote a note to Charlie, and they walked out together. 

				

				#

				

				He knew she wasn’t there the minute he entered their room. He was well aware that it was strange, even weird that he always knew if she was there or not. He didn’t question his awareness, didn’t call her name or look in the bathroom, or do anything else to confirm that she was not there. He knew. He looked at her note, poured himself a drink, bourbon with water that barely discolored it, then stood on the balcony considering their next move, waiting for Constance to return.

				When he heard the key in the lock, he met her at the door, held her close with his face in her hair, until she laughed and drew back. “You sniff me like a dog getting reacquainted with another dog.”

				“Can’t be too careful,” he said, taking her by the arm. “Change of game plans. Let’s talk.”

				His drink was virtually untouched. She retrieved a wineglass and the bottle, and they sat on the balcony and talked.

				“Paley’s a wreck, thinking seriously of cutting and running,” he said morosely. “The family’s in panic mode. Stuart’s like a bomb survivor. Tricia wants to go home and put it all behind her. I’m sure both Ted and Lawrence think it’s time to give us the old heave-ho.” He lifted his glass. “Cheers.”

				Shadows merged into darkness over the water as they sat talking until finally Charlie pulled himself up. “We’ll find a place to eat, something quick and probably not very good, and not in town. It’s going to be crowded again with another musical event on the schedule. A cappella school choir.” 

				

				#

				At eight thirty they drove into the driveway at the Bainbridge house. Charlie carried the bag from the home improvement store. When he turned off the security system and used his key, the door swung open to reveal a very large man standing there with his hand in his jacket pocket.

				“I’ll be damned,” Charlie said. “Deke Hanson!”

				“Hey, Lieutenant,” the man said, grinning. “I heard you were on this, but I thought it must be some other guy. How you doing? Come on it.” He was six four and weighed at least three hundred pounds. His face was baby smooth and round, his hair was lank, a little too long, and almost colorless, as if blond hair had been fading over many years, had not turned white yet, but had lost most pigmentation. His grin was infectious, involving his whole face.

				“What the hell are you doing here?” Charlie asked, then turned to Constance to say, “Last I saw him, he was in a uniform.”

				“They kept giving me a hard time about my weight,” Hanson said. “You know how it goes. Lose forty pounds in the next six months, or out. Didn’t work. You know what happened? I got out and began dropping pounds. Down to three hundred four now, and still going down. I’m aiming for a nice trim two fifty. This is better. No paperwork to speak of. Watch some television, read a book, get to bed at my usual time. Not bad.”

				Charlie introduced Constance and Hanson pumped her hand vigorously. 

				“He’s the best,” he said earnestly. “Good to know he didn’t hang it all up when he got out. Just the best.”

				“I know,” she said, equally earnest.

				“They told me you had the run of the place and just to keep out of your way,” Hanson said. “You want any help with anything?”

				“Nope,” Charlie said. “We’ll just mosey around and wait for Paley to get home. What time does he usually make it back?”

				“Nine thirty, ten. Depends on when he goes out. Tonight was about eight, never leaves until the others are gone for the night. You want me, I’ll be watching TV.”

				After he closed the door and reset the security system, they left him in the television room and went on to Paley’s office.

				Inside, with the door closed, Charlie removed another pair of the latex gloves from his shopping bag and picked up one of the open books on the desk, examined it, put it down, then did it again with the other one. This time he motioned to Constance to have a look. A large deep rectangle had been neatly cut out, the missing pieces replaced with a package wrapped in plain paper and taped shut. When closed, the book appeared normal, pages appeared intact, and if added to the other stacked books in the box, it would not have drawn a second look. Charlie untaped the wrapped package and counted out fifty cashier’s checks for one hundred thousand dollars each.

				Constance opened another plastic bag as Charlie retaped the package. He dropped it in the bag she was holding and she put it in her handbag. He put the mutilated book in another plastic bag and stowed it in the shopping bag.

				“Done,” he said. “Poor bastard.” He pulled off the gloves and stuffed them into his pocket. He went to the box that now had five books in it, removed one and put it on the desk, opened with a legal pad on it as a place marker.

				“You want to take the good chair while we wait?” he asked Constance, who shook her head. 

				“I think now’s a good time to look at some of those files,” she said.

				They went to the library and unlocked the file cabinet. Charlie looked through a number of files, referring to notes she had written as he scanned them. He jotted a few notes of his own. It didn’t take him very long. He replaced the chain, locked it again, and said, “Done. Back to Paley’s den.”

				“I don’t think he’ll be very late,” she said. “This must have been agonizing for him.” Inside the office again she chose a straight chair and put her handbag on the table at her side.

				“I’m afraid it’s going to get worse for him before it gets better,” he said. “I did all the talking before. What did Jenna have to say about the tapes?”

				They were still talking about Jenna and Eve Parish when Paley arrived a few minutes before ten. He stepped into the room and came to a stop when he saw them. His gaze flashed toward his desk, back to Charlie. “What are you doing here? What do you want now?” Stiffly he crossed the room and took his chair behind the desk.

				“It’s over, Paley,” Charlie said. “I have the pages you cut out and threw away in the garbage, I have the checks, and I have the book you mutilated. They’re all covered with your fingerprints.”

				Paley turned a ghastly shade of gray and seemed to shrink. If he had been standing, he would have fallen over. He made a convulsive motion toward the book on his desk, then jerked his hand back as if he had touched a live wire, and his face went curiously blank as he withdrew to a distant unreachable place. 

				“Relax,” Charlie said. “Take a deep breath and just listen. You don’t have to say a thing yet. It was clear from the start that either you or Jesperson had them. If they’d been stashed away, the Slocum guys would have found them and they didn’t, so one of you, or maybe both together, had already taken them.” He kept his tone easy and conversational, waiting for Paley to come back from wherever he had gone.

				“I also knew that if Jesperson had them, they were out of here all the way and no one would ever know where. I gambled that it was you alone. New razor blades confirmed it. A guy who uses an electric razor doesn’t need razor blades. It must have been hard, feeling them against your body all day, leaving them in the file cabinet when you had to go out for dinner. You had to wait until the family cleared out and you had to go or it would have raised too many suspicions, wouldn’t it? So I took away your hiding place and locked it up. That was clever of you, quick thinking to hide them in one of your books, stacking them up so they could be counted on your way out when this fiasco finally ended. You gambled that no one would open them again, since you had insisted that they be examined when the files were. That was a good move, too. Actually you were quite clever about the whole business.” 

				A little color had come back to Paley’s face. When Charlie paused, Paley said tonelessly, “They came to me and said someone had to do this for the company. They knew I was planning to leave, to take a trip, but they thought old Paley would not turn them down. Good old loyal Paley. Forty-one years. Give him a few extra dollars in his severance pay, that’s good enough. He can take a trip later, or never. It didn’t matter.”

				He drew in a long shuddering breath. “What are you going to do?”

				“I was brought in to find the checks. I found them. I don’t have to tell anyone where I found them. We’re playing this out for a few more days, exactly as we’ve been doing. You’ll play your part, work on your research, and I’ll do what I’ve been doing. At the proper time, I’ll hand them over to you in the presence of the family. You’ll certify the amount, make a record of it, and get escorted back to your law firm and turn them over. You’ll collect your severance pay and take your trip. You don’t need five million dollars to spend a month or two in Europe.”

				“We made so many plans,” Paley said in a low despairing voice. “Every day Dora had a new place, a new castle or museum or something for us to think about. Like kids planning a trip to Disneyland or something. Then she got sick and a year later she was gone. Seven years ago.” He sounded hopeless, and was no longer looking at Charlie but past him, at something only he could see. “I just kept working. No point in doing anything else, so I just kept working. Last year I started thinking about it again and told them I would resign at the end of August. I gave them three months’ notice, bought tickets, Eurail pass, reservations, and they said someone had to do this for the company and good old Paley wouldn’t let them down.”

				He turned an agonized gaze from someplace else. “What are you going to tell Jesperson about… all this?”

				“Not a damn thing,” Charlie said. “That mutilated book is between you and your firm. Will they even miss it? When this is all over, one day I’ll use it for kindling, but until then I’ll keep it safe.” He stood and gestured to Constance. “Just keep doing exactly what you’ve been doing until I call for a meeting and wrap this up.” 

				Paley shook his head. “I can’t,” he whispered. “It’s got to end. I’m going mad.”

				At the door Charlie paused and said, “You can and you will. I told you the deal. Do it my way or spend the rest of your life in a cell. Paley, don’t screw things up any more than they are now. I didn’t want to do it this way, but things happened that made it necessary. Let’s not rock the boat from here on out.”

				They walked through the hall, waved to Deke Hanson and waited for him to come turn off the security. When they reached the car, Constance got in behind the wheel. “Pamela?”

				“Pamela,” Charlie said.

				There was more traffic than usual on the state road that night. “The concert must be over, people heading for whatever they’re calling home this weekend,” Charlie said. Another car was turning in at Motel 6, went on down the line of parked cars and stopped. Constance parked in the first vacant spot she saw and they walked back to Pamela’s room.

				There were lights on, and Pamela’s car was outside her door, but she didn’t answer to Charlie’s knock. He knocked again, and then tried the knob. The door opened and he stepped inside and came to a stop.

				Pamela was on the floor with a pool of blood under her head, blood on her face. He cursed under his breath and turned to Constance. His eyes had gone flat black the way they sometimes did, and his face was set in hard lines. Someone had rocked the boat.
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				WHEN HE SPOKE HIS VOICE WAS LIKE A STRANGER’S, the voice he had used for many years as a homicide investigator, flat and crisp. “Don’t come in. Go back to the car and wait inside. Give me five minutes, then call Chief Engleman.” He pulled the chief’s card from his pocket and handed it to her. “After him, call Tricia and let her know Pamela’s been killed. Tell her to call the others.” 

				She brought her gaze from Pamela’s body to him, nodded, and walked back to the car. He took another step into the room, closed the door without latching it, and retrieved the gloves from his pocket and put them on. Moving swiftly he moved to the side of Pamela’s body and examined the blood for a moment. It was congealing around the edges of the pool at her head. He walked on to the bathroom and glanced inside. Back in the bedroom he looked around for Pamela’s purse, found it in a heap of bedding and looked through it, pulled out a notebook and made a note of two telephone numbers, returned it to the purse. Without moving, he made a rapid examination of the room. Dingy, small and cramped, a worn, hard-surface carpeting that didn’t show footprints, a few clothes heaped on a chair, telephone with a notepad. A bottle of bourbon on the bureau, two glasses. He went to the notepad and held it under the table lamp, tilted it, and made another note of numbers indented on the top sheet. The numbers had not all been written hard enough to leave a mark. A cell phone was on the table and he quickly scanned the numbers in her address book, made another few notes. There was little else to see in the room, and he went to the door and looked at the lock. It had to be locked from the inside after closing the door, and with a key from outside. He removed and pocketed the gloves and stood leaning against the wall by the door and brooded. 

				He was still standing there when Chief Engleman arrived ten minutes later. He heard him approach and opened the door with his foot. Engleman did what Charlie had done. He stepped into the room and came to a stop.

				“Jesus Christ!” he muttered. “Why the hell didn’t you call the sheriff? Why me?”

				“Didn’t have his number, Chief, had yours. Did you call him yet?”

				“Christ yes! He’s on the way. What’s the story? Have you touched anything?”

				“Nope. The doorknob, nothing else. She invited us and we came. Never did find out what was on her mind. She’s been dead at least an hour, maybe a little longer, looks like.”

				“Where’s your wife?”

				“I told her to lock herself in the car and wait for me after calling you. She never came in here.” He shrugged. “Let me tell you, and then I want to go back to the bed-and-breakfast and go to bed. We were up at the Bainbridge house talking to the attorney, Mr. Paley. Paley and the night watchman will vouch for that. We came straight over here to see what was on Pamela’s mind, and we found her like this. I moved in close enough to make sure she was dead, and I looked in the bathroom, just in case someone was hanging around. Constance called you immediately and I’ve been waiting to tell our story. Now I want to go to bed.”

				“You know you have to wait for the sheriff,” Engleman said, his gaze on Pamela’s body. “Who is she?”

				“Pamela Bainbridge, married to William Bainbridge, who is bedridden in Orlando, Florida. His son is Stuart Bainbridge, her stepson, and he’s camping out at the state park.”

				Engleman’s eyes narrowed. “Bainbridge again.” 

				“Just one big happy family,” Charlie said. “Chief, you and I both know that this is going to be close to an all-nighter here with forensics, the doctor on call, your sheriff and his boys, the whole shebang. There’s no place in here for me to hang out while they go about their business, and I don’t intend to leave my wife sitting in that car for the next six hours while I’m being grilled. You know where to find us if the sheriff wants to hear firsthand what I just told you. Innocent bystander role for me—just happened to be the one to find a body. You know how that goes.”

				Chief Engleman spoke to someone outside the door, then motioned to Charlie to come with him. “I want a word with your wife,” he said.

				A uniformed officer moved aside for them and took the chief’s place at the door, and they walked to where Constance was sitting in the passenger seat of the car. She rolled down the window as they approached.

				“Charlie, what in heaven’s name is going on? I called the police and they came. Now let’s go. I want to get out of here. Now. A killer might be lurking about watching my every move.”

				“My wife,” Charlie said to Engleman. “Honey, this is Chief Engleman.”

				“I don’t care if he’s Santa Claus! I want to get out of here.”

				“Mrs. Meiklejohn,” the chief said, “I just want to ask you a couple of questions. If you don’t mind.”

				“I do mind! She asked us to come and we did, and she was dead. My God! She was dead and he told me to sit in the car by myself. Who knows where the killer is? He could be watching us right now.” She was looking at the used car lot adjacent to the motel parking area. “He could be lurking in a car over there.”

				“Please, Mrs. Meiklejohn, calm down. Where were you before you came here?”

				“Talking to that lawyer, and the guard up there let us out, and we came here, and before that we were at some miserable hole-in-the-wall restaurant, and then we came here and she was dead. She told us to come. Twice. So we did.”

				“Honey, pull yourself together,” Charlie said. “You’re safe now. Just don’t start crying, okay?”

				“I might start screaming if we don’t get out of here!” she cried in a loud voice.

				A couple had pulled in at the motel and stood outside the door of another unit, staring.

				Charlie looked at the chief helplessly and spread his hands apart. “Maybe we can give a statement tomorrow.”

				“Yeah, tomorrow’s time enough. Plenty to do here tonight. You’re up at Millie’s bed-and-breakfast, aren’t you? I have your telephone number. We’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

				Charlie slid in behind the wheel. 

				“Lock your door!” Constance cried. “For God’s sake, lock your door!”

				He locked his door and turned on the engine. “Tomorrow, Chief,” he said. The chief turned and walked back to Pamela’s room and Charlie backed out of the parking slot.

				“I think you have a point about the used-car lot,” he said as he drove out to the highway. “Bet that’s where the murderer parked and waited for the right time to make a call.”

				“Now I know why you wanted to call the chief of police and not the sheriff.”

				“I’ll always wonder why you didn’t take up acting in the theater,” he said and gave her thigh a little squeeze.
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				“SEE YOU IN THE DINING ROOM,” Charlie said on Saturday morning. Constance was not quite finished dressing as he left. He started down the stairs, but midway he halted, listening.

				“I won’t leave her here! She can’t stay here with all this going on.”

				He couldn’t see the woman speaking, but the panic in her voice was loud and clear. He took another step or two down, enough to see several clusters of people standing outside the breakfast room, some of them holding newspapers, all of them looking agitated, frightened. With a sigh he went on to the foyer that served as a lobby, picked up a newspaper on the registration desk, then headed back to the stairs and up to their room.

				“It’s started,” he said as he entered. The front page of the local newspaper, The Herald, had a banner headline: Is There A Bainbridge Curse? Under it a second line read: Second Woman Murdered.

				Together he and Constance scanned the brief article. “I say we get the hell out of here and find breakfast somewhere down the road,” Charlie said. “Do you have the map?”

				“In my bag,” she said, picking it up.

				They went down and were almost to the door when Charlie spotted Millie Olaf hurrying toward them, he suspected with a message from the sheriff or Chief Engleman. He quickened their pace out the door and to the car.

				“Onward,” he said, leaving the parking lot. “I imagine the Lakeview Resort has breakfast for its guests. Let’s eat there and then hit the road. A nice leisurely drive in the country to calm your nerves.”

				

				#

				

				They pulled in at the curb at Teresa Briacchi March’s house a few minutes before eleven. This was a working-class neighborhood, the houses small and for the most part well maintained, but the signs of financial trouble were all around with a foreclosure sign on one house, one boarded up, and two For Sale signs within a block. The recession had hit hard here apparently.

				The woman who opened the door for them was tired-looking and anxious. “Mrs. March?” Constance asked, and at the woman’s nod she introduced herself and Charlie.

				“Come in,” Teresa March said. “What did you mean, it’s something about Andrea?”

				She had big dark eyes and black hair showing a gray strand or two, drawn back in a loose ponytail. Although a little too thin, she looked fit and had a nice suntan. She took them to a living room comfortably furnished with old easy chairs, a coffee table at a sofa, and several shelves of books. Library books were on the coffee table. Several framed photographs were on shelves and tables.

				“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” she said, gesturing toward the chairs. She perched on the edge of the sofa.

				“Mrs. March,” Charlie said, “we’re private investigators and a matter we’ve been looking into seemed to involve your daughter and Earl Marshall, and possibly his sister Dorothy Dumond. What we’re really interested in was the period when your daughter was attending Stillwater College, when she stopped, and if possible to learn why she dropped out when she had a scholarship for another full year.”

				Teresa’s expression was of bewilderment and disappointment. “I thought… I hoped you had something to tell me about her death,” she said.

				“I hope you can tell us something about that,” Constance said. “Did you believe it was an accident?”

				She shook her head. “Why? How could she have done that accidentally? Dorothy suggested that she did it on purpose, but she didn’t. I know that much. She would not have killed herself. She didn’t. And neither was she seeing someone secretly.”

				“Please tell us what you can of that period,” Constance said, her voice gentle and low.

				Teresa looked from her to Charlie, moistened her lips, and in a near whisper asked, “Do you think it was an accident? First, you tell me that much.”

				“No, Mrs. March, we’re inclined to believe that it was not an accident. But we know so little about that last year of her life, we have very little to base a conclusion on.”

				“Thank God,” Teresa said and closed her eyes for a moment as if her words had been a true expression of gratitude. Words that needed a silent Amen.

				“At last someone might look into it,” she said in a low voice. “I wanted an investigation, a real investigation at the time. They told me there was nothing to indicate that additional inquiries were necessary. Earl was talking to Mr. Wasserman, Dorothy was in bed, people saw the lights go down the hillside. They said it was all reported, checked and verified, nothing more could be done. They called it an accident and closed the case.”

				“Mrs. March, do you know why she dropped out of college when she did?” Charlie asked.

				She shook her head. “She called me just before she dropped out. She was upset. She wanted to know if it was true that Howard Bainbridge had provided the scholarship, but I couldn’t tell her anything. I didn’t know, and I hadn’t thought of him in years. I asked her what difference it made and she said it made a big difference, but she wouldn’t say more than that. She stopped going that same week. I tried to get her to reconsider, but she said her mind was made up.” She drew in a breath. “She should not have married Earl. They were both too young. She had been happy, doing well in school, planning a future. She had an apartment, small, but her own apartment. She was so pleased by that, so happy. The scholarship gave her enough to live on by herself, but after she married him, it wasn’t enough for two. There were always money worries, and it got worse after she gave up that scholarship. She hardly ever called during that last year, and when she did, she had little to say. They were planning to move, be by themselves after he graduated and got a job. That’s what she wanted to do, live by themselves, not in that house with Dorothy. She said Earl wanted it too, to live by themselves somewhere else.”

				“Didn’t Earl have money of his own?” Charlie asked.

				“A little, not enough. Andrea said that when his mother died, he was a minor and Dorothy was his guardian, and continued to control whatever money there was even after they were married. He wanted Dorothy to sell the house, split the money, but she refused. It was left to them both equally and neither could do anything without the other’s consent, and she wouldn’t sell. I think for the year Andrea was still collecting living expenses, she was pretty much supporting all three of them. I never did know how much money Dorothy had, or if she simply wouldn’t touch it, or what was going on, but I do know that Andrea and Earl had practically nothing.”

				Answering one of Charlie’s questions she said that Mr. and Mrs. Wasserman were good people. She had worked for him from time to time, and they both had been terribly sorry for her loss. Mr. Wasserman wouldn’t have lied about seeing taillights. 

				“Mrs. March,” Constance said, “you said Andrea had been happy before she married Earl. Did she love him? Did he love her?”

				“I know she loved him,” Teresa said after a moment. “And I think he loved her as much as he could love any woman. It wasn’t their relationship that was failing them. It was the living arrangement. He had always been taken care of by his sister and his mother, and then he was being taken care of by Dorothy and Andrea. Nothing had changed for him, and I think he was happy. She wouldn’t hear a word against him and really believed that once they were by themselves, responsible only for themselves, he would change. She said once, just a few months before… They were counting the days until he would graduate, get a job, and they would move.” She looked at her hands tightly clasped in her lap. “Maybe he would have changed if it had happened. He was so immature. Maybe taking responsibility would have helped him grow up. Newlyweds should not live with relatives. It would have been better if they had moved out, no matter how little money they had. They could have found part-time jobs or something.”

				Charlie brought up the day that Howard Bainbridge had given Andrea the bicycle when she was a child. “Will you tell us about that?”

				Startled, Teresa looked from him to Constance, back. “Why? What does that have to do with her death?” Color flamed on her cheeks suddenly and she jumped up. “You can’t believe he was seeing her later, that she met him. That’s what Dorothy hinted at, but it’s a lie!”

				“We don’t think that,” Constance said. “We don’t know if that incident with the bicycle means anything, but we have to fill in blanks however and whenever we come across them, and that’s a blank.”	 

				Slowly Teresa sank back down to the sofa and cleared her throat. “One day he came to our apartment and asked to speak to me for a minute. I had never met him before and I was suspicious, I guess. He said he wanted to express his gratitude to the little girl who had saved his life, and he thought a bicycle might be appropriate, if I had no objection. He was quiet spoken and, I don’t know, very sad maybe. He looked like a young man who had suffered, and was still suffering.” She paused, then added, “He was kind and gentle, and he was like that when he saw Andrea and told her what he had for her. Kind and gentle. I told him she never had ridden a bicycle, that she didn’t know how. He asked if I minded if he made sure she could handle it, that he didn’t want her to get hurt, to try riding it before she was ready. I went with them and watched him teach her how to ride a bicycle. She was overjoyed, and pretty soon he was laughing with her, running to keep up with her, and he seemed to be enjoying it almost as much as she was. He was a young man, in his twenties, I think, but he was like a boy that day, running and laughing at her side as she pedaled. He bought her ice cream and he wheeled the bike so she could eat it as they came back to where I was waiting. At first she had been shy with him, but she was talking easily by then, as they walked down the block toward me. I could tell that he was different, more serious or something, and really listening to her talk. Most adults don’t really listen to kids. They just pretend, indulge them, but they don’t listen, treat them seriously, but he did. I could see them, see how she must have been prattling, licking ice cream, and how he changed, with his head turned toward her, smiling at first, then more and more serious or something. It made me suspicious again. You know, a stranger giving your little girl presents, paying such attention to her. I was afraid that maybe he really did have something else on his mind. He didn’t stay more than a minute after that. He shook her hand as if she were an adult and said thank you to her. He thanked me, and he got in his car and left. 

				“I thought about it a lot over the next months, of course, and even kept an eye out for him, in case he came back, and she did too. She wanted him to come back She’d hear a car stop out front and run to the window, but gradually it faded. She stopped talking about him and I stopped worrying. It became just another one of those memories of the past. That’s why, when she asked if he had given her the scholarship, I was surprised and couldn’t say. I simply hadn’t thought about him in years. But I guess he must have done it. I didn’t know anyone else who could have afforded such a gift.”

				They stayed for a while longer and learned that after high school Andrea had taken a job clerking in a department store. “She never had a chance to meet Mr. Bainbridge,” her mother said in answer to Charlie’s question. “We moved here to Newton when she was thirteen, she babysat, there was high school, a job. There simply wasn’t time. Then a letter came asking her to verify her identity, and telling her about the scholarship.” She looked down at her hands as she said bitterly, “At first I thought maybe it was from her father. He abandoned us when she was an infant. I thought, maybe hoped, that he’d had a change of heart, wanted to bear some of his responsibility. Wrong. I had his number and called him, but he was drinking, kids crying in the background. I hung up. I never learned who provided the scholarship, or why. Now you say it was Howard Bainbridge because she saved his life. But why would that have caused her to drop out of school the way she did? There must have been something else.”

				“That’s one of the things we’re trying to find out,” Constance said. “Thank you, Mrs. March. You’ve been very helpful in filling in some of the details. We appreciate it.”

				“If you learn anything more, will you tell me?”

				“Absolutely we will,” Constance said.

				Teresa pointed to one of the photographs on an end table. “Her high school graduation picture with me,” she said.

				In the photograph Andrea was lovely, shorter and more delicate-looking than her mother, with the same big dark eyes and black hair. She was smiling broadly, holding her cap as if ready to fling it into the air.

				When they reached the car, Charlie got behind the wheel. “Two stops,” he said. “A store and then down the road and find a place to eat.”

				He bought a deck of cards at the store he drove straight to, told the clerk he didn’t need a bag, and slipped the cards into his pocket. They had lunch and then he started the drive back to Stillwater.

				“It’s going to be a long afternoon,” he said. “Hang out at the house as long as necessary. Give Paley a pat on the head and tell him to sit tight or I’ll grind him into meatballs. Sooner or later I’ll meet you back at the gingerbread house.” He sounded morose, contemplating his reception by the sheriff when they finally connected.

				Constance laughed. “If I had to pity anyone right now, it would be Sheriff DeLaura.”

				He turned a scowling gaze on her and she laughed again.

				“You have never been grilled by an arm of the law,” he said.

				“I know, dear. Be brave.”

				His scowl deepened.

				They were both surprised that no media were parked outside the Bainbridge house, and less surprised that neither was Alice’s old Ford. 

				“I suppose that since the press couldn’t get inside and no one would come out, they decided there was no point in camping out here,” Constance said. “Probably Alice is holding court in town, filling in ghastly details about the Bainbridge curse.”

				He grunted. There was a sheriff’s car parked at the house.

				It turned out to be a deputy, not the sheriff himself, who stood in their way inside the door.

				“Meiklejohn?” he said. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Sheriff wants you downtown. Let’s go.”

				Charlie shrugged. “See you later, honey,” he said and left with the deputy.

				As soon as the door closed behind them, Tricia and the others came from various rooms to surround Constance. They all looked to be in a state of shock.

				“Where have you been?” Lawrence demanded. “Do you know what’s going on?”

				“They think Stuart killed Pamela,” Tricia cried. “They have a search warrant for his camper and they’re questioning others camping in the park. Media people were here taking pictures of all of us, yelling questions at us.” 

				Stuart said not a word, but he looked haunted and, if anything, in worse shape than Tricia, who looked ready to collapse. Ted was hovering near her, as if afraid she might need support any minute.

				“They ordered us all to stay here where they could find us later,” Ted said.

				“They didn’t order us. They asked us,” Lawrence said.

				“You don’t know an order when you hear it.”

				“Please, everyone, is there any coffee? I’ll tell you what little I know over a cup of coffee,” Constance said and started to move toward the kitchen.

				“No Alice today,” Lawrence said. “She’s too scared of us to ever come back. Don’t much blame her.”

				“I made coffee a few minutes ago,” Tricia said. “That’s what we do, isn’t it? When the sky’s falling, you find yourself making coffee or scrubbing a floor or something.”

				In the kitchen, Constance helped herself to coffee, and then, seated at the big worktable cradling her cup with the others sitting or standing nearby, she told them what had happened the night before. “She was dead, and Charlie said she had been dead at least an hour. That makes it around nine thirty or a little earlier, probably. That’s all I know about it.”

				“She asked you to meet her?” Ted demanded suspiciously. “Why?”

				“We didn’t get to find out why.” 

				“She hinted more than once that she knew something about the checks,” Lawrence said. “And she said she was done with the house, with all of us. Did she have those checks?”

				Constance spread her hands. “If she did, then the police have them now. But I don’t believe she did.”

				“Alice will tell them I hated her, that I yelled at her a lot, and probably a hell of a lot more than that,” Stuart said. “That’s why they’ve come after me.”

				“When she starts blathering about a curse, they’ll see how reliable she is,” Lawrence said.

				“Have you all accounted for your whereabouts for last night?” Constance asked.

				“Sure,” Ted snapped. “And for all the good it did, we might as well have said we were on the moon. We were all alone in our rooms, apartments, at the camp. In no mood for more soothing music or crowds on the commons. Crap! If we’d known we’d need an alibi, we would have arranged one in advance.”

				“Well, there’s little any of you can do now. Since Alice isn’t coming around, have you thought about what you want to do about dinner? You wouldn’t want to go out to face the media even if the sheriff hadn’t asked you to sit tight.”

				Tricia’s face was so blank she might not have heard and Lawrence barked a bitter laugh. 

				“What I suggest is that I can shop for you,” Constance said. “Fast food, real food, pizzas, whatever, and you can do with it what you like. Is Mr. Paley around?”

				“In his bat cave,” Ted said. “Twitching, moaning, wringing his hands, ready to fall apart.”

				“I’ll have a word with him,” Constance said. “Be thinking about food for later. Make me a list. At least, it will give you something to do,” she added, rising.

				“What about you and Charlie? Where were you all morning? What the hell have you been doing?” Ted said.

				“Our job,” she said and walked out of the kitchen.

				Ted’s description of Paley had been accurate, she thought when she entered the breakfast-room office. He seemed to have aged ten years overnight and his pallor was alarming. She closed the door and went to his desk.

				“Mr. Paley, our conditions are still operative,” she said. “You have to pull yourself together and get through this for another few days. Nothing has changed as far as you’re concerned.”

				“Everything’s changed,” he said, sounding close to tears. “Another murder, more investigators. That stupid woman didn’t deserve this. Who killed her, Dr. Leidl? Who? One of the family? Who will be next?” His voice rose to a near falsetto. He apparently made a great effort to control himself, but a pencil he was holding suddenly snapped. He stared at it hypnotically, then dropped it as if it had burned his hand.

				“Put an end to it,” he begged. “Have your little show, let me go back to the city, let them all go home.”

				“Mr. Paley, you know as well as I do that the police won’t let that happen. They won’t allow anyone to leave, including you. Have they even taken formal statements yet? They will, you know. From you, from everyone. We have to let this run its course, and you have to play your part exactly as we talked about. Do you have any tranquilizers? You may need one.”

				He slumped in his chair. “I’ll be all right,” he said. “Just leave me alone.”

				She studied him for a moment, then went to the door. “I know you’ll be fine,” she said, “and in a few weeks you’ll be in Paris or Rome, or somewhere like that and this will be like a bad dream you had.”

				Outside the door, Constance checked her cell phone for messages. Out of range for much of the day while driving in mountains, she saw that several calls had been sent to her voice mail. Jenna’s was the first. Desperate-sounding, begging for a call back. She skipped two from Debra Rasmussen and headed for the nearest bathroom where she could lock herself in and call Jenna without interruption. Jenna answered almost instantly.

				“Please, Constance, I have to talk to you. I can’t leave the apartment. Someone’s parked outside waiting to ask questions and there was a cameraman out there earlier who might still be there. Someone keeps knocking on the door.”

				“I’ll come right over,” Constance said. “Hang in there. Keep your door locked. Give me fifteen minutes or so.”

				She hesitated before going back to the kitchen, where the family was still at the table in what appeared to be a heated conversation.

				“Have you decided what to do about dinner?” she asked at the door.

				“Pizza,” Lawrence said. “A lot of pizzas, for tonight, tomorrow, on into next week. And I’m not going out there at eight. Those buzzards know we’re supposed to leave at eight and they’ll be back in force wanting to know all about the Bainbridge curse. I’ll sleep on the floor first.”

				“It doesn’t matter,” Tricia said. “Eggs. At least we can have an omelet or something.”

				“Beer,” Ted added.

				“I get the picture,” Constance said. “I have to go, but I’ll be back later, as soon as I can.”

				She waved and left, hoping that she would not have to throw anyone down the stairs of the apartment in the Hammond house.
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				NEITHER THE DEPUTY NOR CHARLIE SPOKE A WORD as he was driven to the jail, where they entered through a back door and he was escorted to a small room with a single table and two chairs. Home sweet home, he thought, with a slight reversal of roles. One window had a view of what appeared to be a common room with some people coming and going, a couple of men at desks talking on telephones, a door that he assumed was to Chief Engleman’s office, and little else. Most of the people making busy were in uniform. 

				“Wait here,” the deputy told him, and he sat down and prepared to wait. He unwrapped the cellophane from the deck of cards, shuffled, and started to play solitaire. Now and then he stared at the wall that was more seriously in need of paint than the outer office and the chief’s office. Now and then someone appeared at the window to look in on him. He ignored them.

				After a time someone brought in a cup of coffee and Charlie thanked him politely, played a nine of hearts, shook his head, and gathered the cards to shuffle again.

				Proof, Charlie was thinking. That was the pisser. If A, then B, then C and so on, but the alphabet could be stretched to its limits and without proof, it was still just a bunch of letters. He laid out a new row of cards. Okay, he thought, from A to D or even L, just skip around a little bit… Or try A to A plus… He dealt out three cards, had no play, and gathered them all together again.

				Eventually the door opened and a thin-faced man entered with another deputy. “DeLaura,” the sheriff said and took the chair opposite Charlie. He didn’t offer to shake hands and neither did Charlie. The deputy stood with his arms crossed. Both men looked tired.

				DeLaura was about five nine, with a wiry build, a bony face, a receding hairline and in need of a shave.

				“Where the hell were you all day?” he demanded. 

				“Riding around.”

				“Give it to me. Last night, where you were from seven until you called Engleman out to the motel?”

				“You mean he hasn’t told you? I thought for sure he would,” Charlie said and began to gather up the cards again. He shuffled them and laid out a new row.

				“Look, Meiklejohn, I’m in no mood for fun and games. Cut the crap.”

				“Sure. Seven. I’m trying to think of specific places and times. Millie Olaf’s bed-and-breakfast for a starting point. Sooner or later at Joey’s Hamburger and Steak House on the highway. I don’t recommend it. Too greasy. The Bainbridge place to confer with Mr. Paley. Then on to the motel. Sorry I didn’t keep a time log, but that’s how it goes. I seldom do and there can be serious regrets later, but I keep forgetting. I do know that it was ten forty when we got here. I checked. You do, you know, when you stumble across a homicide victim.”

				“Why did you go to the motel?” DeLaura snapped, “And just tell it straight.”

				“She asked me to.”

				DeLaura seemed intent on outstaring him, and Charlie played his three cards, put down a jack, and waited.

				Abruptly DeLaura jerked up from his chair, told his deputy to beat it, and stood at Charlie’s side for a moment as if he wanted to smash his face down to the table. “I could keep you on ice as a material witness,” he said. “I might even do it.” He walked to the door, back to his chair, and sat down again. “You played Engleman for a patsy last night. That fool didn’t even search you. Then you took off today for parts unknown.” He leaned back and said, “Let me tell you a story, Meiklejohn. The Bainbridge woman hinted more than once that she either knew who had the checks, or how to get her hands on them, but she didn’t know how to go about getting away with keeping them and needed your help. She got them and offered big money, maybe even to split the money with you and you jumped at the chance. You left the steak house and went to the motel, bashed in her head, and took the checks, then went on to the Bainbridge place. No one had to search you there, and you needed an alibi and saw to it that Paley and the watchman provided one. Then you roped in Engleman and walked out of there with five million dollars worth of cashier’s checks, and today you stashed them somewhere.”

				

				#

				 

				Charlie whistled softly. “Wow! You did that all by yourself? I’m impressed.” He played a queen, laid out three more cards, and played a three. Without glancing at DeLaura, he commented, “I suppose you had forensics take the note pad by the telephone. We used to do that all the time, and as often as not they could recover the last number jotted down. Idle curiosity, of course, wanting to know who the victim might have called.”

				After a moment of silence, he said, “Damn, I thought I had it this time. Hard to beat solitaire with a single deck.” He began to gather up the cards again. “I suppose that room is still sealed,” he said. “Oh, another thought came to mind. You probably already thought of it, though. Making sure pathology checks to see if any DNA from Eve Parish magically appeared in Pamela Bainbridge’s head wound. I assume it was the same length of rebar that did her in, don’t you? Almost impossible to clean something like rebar, don’t you think? I imagine the killer still has it tucked away somewhere. With so many deputies and media around, it would be risky heaving a bar like that into the lake. And our murderer might need it again, best to keep it handy.”

				“If DNA tests out, we nail Bainbridge for two homicides,” DeLaura said.

				“You’re already giving up on me? That was quick. He didn’t kill either one of them, of course, and you haven’t found the rebar yet, but what the hell.” He looked at DeLaura sympathetically. “So much to think about, isn’t it? That’s how it always goes. Too many things to keep track of.” He made a neat stack of the cards, put them back in the box and slipped it into his pocket. “Are we done here? You want my home address or phone number or anything? A reference or two? Or you might charge me with something and I’d call my lawyer and risk having a pretty damn mad attorney show up with his holiday weekend messed up.”

				“Get the hell out of here.” 

				“Be seeing you,” Charlie said, rising. He walked through the common room, waved to a couple of deputies, and continued out to the street. He paused there to listen to his voice mail message from Debra Rasmussen. It was a brief, brisk message: “Mr. Meiklejohn, since the sheriff assures me that he’ll announce the conclusion of his investigations with an arrest very soon, there is no further need for you to continue your inquiries on behalf of Stillwater College.”

				He whistled softly, then started a leisurely walk to the gingerbread house. He needed the exercise he told himself, and he still had some thinking to do.

				

				#

				

				When Constance pulled up at the Hammond house and got out of her car, she spotted a young man in a dark Ford also parked on the street. He left his car hurriedly as she turned toward the stairs to Jenna’s apartment. 

				“Is Ms. Parish going to make a statement?” he asked, rushing to get in front of her, snapping pictures with his cell. “What’s your name? Are you with the college?”

				She didn’t speak or change her steady pace as she drew nearer to him, and at the last possible moment he moved aside. 

				“What do you think about what the curse?”

				“Will there be a spokesperson for Ms. Parish?”

				When she continued to ignore him and started up the stairs, he turned and went back to the street to snap pictures of the license plate on her car. Soon enough they’d know who she was, she thought, and knocked on the apartment door.

				“It’s Constance,” she said and the door opened. She stepped inside and Jenna closed the door fast. She had been afraid that Jenna would be in tears again, but she wasn’t. She looked furious and defiant. 

				“It’s too damn much!” Jenna said, speaking fast. Her face was flushed. “Too goddamn much! He came here. Earl Marshall came here. I didn’t let him in, but he held the door long enough to say he wanted to extend his condolences, he was sorry for my loss, and would I please let him in to talk for just a minute or two. He said he wanted to explain something. I told him no, to leave me alone, and I pulled the door open a little and then slammed it hard. I hope I broke his toes. He kept knocking and talking through the closed door. I yelled at him to go away or I’d call the police.”

				“Good for you,” Constance said. “That was just right.”

				“Then, later,” Jenna said, as if Constance had not spoken, “Eve’s cell phone rang and it was him! He had the nerve to call on her phone! I didn’t answer and he left a message. How could he do a thing like that?”

				“Is the message still there?” Constance asked.

				“Yes. He doesn’t have a clue about anything. Didn’t he stop to think for just a second that doing that was inappropriate, even inhuman?”

				“It appears that he seldom stops to think much about anything,” Constance said. “Let’s listen to the message.”

				“Wait,” Jenna said. “There’s more. His sister called me on my cell phone. How did she get my number?”

				Debra Rasmussen, Constance thought with regret. “I image she asked Dr. Rasmussen, and she didn’t see any reason not to tell her. Something like that. Did you speak with her?”

				“No. There’s a message in my voice mail.” She had not moved from the kitchen yet, but now she walked ahead of Constance to the study where she turned. “You have to tell me what’s going on here. When I tried to go out this morning, there were a couple of reporters waiting, yelling questions at me, taking my picture. Did I think the curse was responsible for my sister’s death? Wasn’t I afraid here alone? How well do I know the Bainbridge group? More. I don’t even know what they were asking, what they were talking about. I ran back upstairs and closed the door. I feel as if I’ve blundered into someone else’s nightmare.”

				“Jenna, let’s gather up all the tapes, Eve’s journal, her notebooks, that marked-up book, all of it and go to our room to talk. I’ll tell you what I know, and we’ll listen to the messages. At least you can get some fresh air without being set upon by reporters once we get there. And you certainly could use a glass of wine or something.”

				Ten minutes later they went down the stairs, ignored the reporter, and got into Constance’s car. When she pulled away from the curb, the reporter followed.

				In the mini-suite, Constance went straight to the table and poured two glasses of wine. “Fortify ourselves in order to listen to the messages,” she said, handing a glass to Jenna. “Let’s sit on the balcony.”

				A breeze was rippling the water of the lake, and an occasional stronger wind gust created small waves. An ever-changing water dance, Constance thought, sipping wine as Jenna got out her the cell phone and turned on the voice mail. Earl Marshall’s voice was low, beautifully modulated with just the right balance of pleading and reasonableness.

				“Ms. Parish, please just listen to me for a minute. When I agreed to be interviewed by your sister, it was because I found her very charming, young and eager to do a good job, and completely lacking a certain kind of fake sophistication that many young people assume is cool. She urged me to be candid, to speak openly, and we agreed that when she wrote her paper, she would submit it to me for any editing I felt appropriate. She expressed gratitude that I would be willing to read her final paper and edit it. I’m afraid that I took her at her word and I quite possibly was indiscreet at times. Now, with such tragically changed circumstances, I think it would be prudent to recover those taped interviews. With no control over who might hear them, who might use them for purposes I never intended, it would only be fair and just if you allow me to take the tapes, and most likely destroy them. I would be more than happy to pay you a reasonable sum for them. Say five hundred dollars, and if you think that is insufficient, I’d be quite willing to discuss other terms with you. Please, if we can meet and talk about this, let me make my case in person, I’m certain that you would understand my position and be sympathetic to it.” 

				Jenna sat stony-faced as the message played. When it ended, she lifted her glass and took a long drink of wine.

				“He had part of it right,” she said. “Who knows who might listen to those tapes, or what use of them someone might make? I think he’s soulless. Offer a few hundred, collect them, be done with it.”

				“I think he won’t give up, at least not yet,” Constance said. “Let’s hear what his sister had to say.”

				Jenna put Eve’s cell back in her purse and brought out her own and started the voice mail.

				“Ms. Parish, my name is Dorothy Dumond. I want to express my condolence for your loss. I am so sorry. I don’t know if your sister mentioned me, but I was one of the few people she had met here and I thought we might have a cup of tea or a drink and share my memory of her. It might comfort you to talk to someone who had spent a little time with her those last few days. She came to my house to buy a desk, and I found her charming and invited her to share a coffee. At that time she interviewed me. It was a most agreeable hour or so that we spent. Please call me at your convenience.” She gave her cell phone number and the call ended.

				“Eve said that woman practically threw her out of the house, thinking she was a tabloid writer,” Jenna said. “She also said Dumond didn’t like her even after she knew better. Hypocritical bitch. What does she want with me? To plead Earl’s case for the tapes? I bet that’s it. She called about an hour after he did.”

				“Probably that’s it,” Constance said, rising from her chair. “Sit still. I’m going to get some nibbles before we start on history, curses, and such.” She went inside and stopped at the table to make a note of Dorothy Dumond’s cell phone number, then went on to the refrigerator.

				Taking a plate with cheese and crackers, nuts and apple slices, she returned to the balcony. “That’s better,” she said resuming her seat. Jenna helped herself to a cracker and cheese.

				“This all started nearly thirty years ago,” Constance began. She kept it brief, sketching in the history of the Bainbridge family, the deaths of three young women, and the disappearance of one.

				“So fast forward,” she said. “Now Andrea is nineteen, and she has received a full scholarship to Stillwater College… ”

				When she finished telling about the death of Andrea Briacchi, Jenna gasped. “He killed her, too?”

				“Her death was officially listed an accident,” Constance said. “I think we could use a refill.” She rose to get the wine.

				“But he did,” Jenna said when Constance returned. “I don’t care about the so-called alibi. He did it and got away with it. And he killed my sister.”

				“Anyway, the deaths of those young women account for the rumor of a curse. How Dorothy Dumond learned about those deaths is a mystery. It could be that she’s just a busybody with a lot of time on her hands. The drive-by shooting in New York might have made the news here and might have drawn her attention to the family. It’s possible that she made it her business to look up the others, or they might have been included in an article that she read. However that happened, she knew, and she told Andrea and a few others locally.”

				For a time they were both silent. The wind had picked up and now there were more wavelets than ripples on the lake. The sun was very low with a thin cloud cover tingeing the light pale yellow. Rain would be moving in, Constance thought. Possibly a thunderstorm. She hoped it would hold off until after the concert scheduled for that night, hoped there would be no pyrotechnics to add to the fear and dread in the small town, throughout the campus, among the gathered parents already close to panic concerning their children.

				“What about the fortune they’re talking about?” Jenna asked, breaking the silence. “And they said there was another killing, one of the Bainbridge family members. Constance, what is going on here now? Not a curse, not history, but right now.”

				Constance told her about the will and the missing cashier’s checks. “That’s what brought us here in the first place,” she said. “I don’t know why someone killed Pamela Bainbridge, but you’re right, it has nothing to do with a curse. And what we do suspect is that it all ties into the death of Andrea Briacchi Marshall.”

				“I’m going mad,” Jenna said after a moment. “None of that has anything to do with my sister. Eve had nothing to do with Andrea Briacchi Marshall, or with the Bainbridge group. Why did you tell me to bring that book Eve marked up? What does that mean?”

				“I think it’s very important,” Constance said after a short pause. “I’d like to hold on to it for now.”

				

				#

				When Charlie drew near the gingerbread house, he saw a young woman with a microphone talking to a middle-aged couple standing by a pile of luggage at the side of an SUV. A photographer was taking pictures of the group.

				The woman with the microphone turned toward him when he started up the walkway to the front door. “Sir, what do you think about the curse? Do you think there’s really a curse here?”

				“Harrumph!” he harrumphed in his best manner. “Curses, witches, and hobgoblins, unicorns in the woods, mysterious lights emanating from the lake at midnight. Poppycock! Silly damn nonsense!” He unlocked the door and went inside.

				Constance met him at the door of their mini-suite. He gave her a quick kiss, and withdrew the deck of cards from his pocket and tossed it onto the bed. She looked from the cards to him and he nodded.

				“Well, wash your hands and join us on the balcony,” she said. “I’ve been filling in Jenna on what’s been happening here.”

				A few minutes later, carrying a drink that was not wine, he went to the balcony. 

				When Jenna turned questioning eyes to him, he said, “I’ve been having a chat with the sheriff. He is not a friendly fellow.”

				Quickly Constance told him about the calls Earl Marshall and Dorothy Dumond had made. “So we came here where we’re unreachable,” she finished. “However, Alice has resigned possibly and I told the Bainbridge family that I would provide dinner of one kind or another, and it’s getting late. Lawrence suggested pizzas.” 

				“Junk food!” Charlie said with enthusiasm. To Jenna he added, “She won’t let me have junk food at home and I crave it. Day and night, month in month out, I crave junk food. It’s my comfort food. Now’s my chance. Let’s go shopping.”

				Jenna stood and picked up her purse. “If you can drop me off at the apartment, I’d appreciate it,” she said in a low voice.

				“No way,” Charlie said. “You’re with us. I wouldn’t think of leaving you alone with ravenous reporters about, to say nothing of Marshall and Dumond. My girl, it’s time you met the Bainbridge family. You can eat junk food with the rest of us.”

				“No,” Jenna said. “I’d rather not. I want to go back to the apartment.”

				Constance put her hand on Jenna’s arm and said, “I think it’s best for you to stay with us for now. There’s a murderer around who is both ruthless and cunning. Jenna, I believe you could be in danger. Whoever killed Eve had a reason and might think that whatever she knew, she told you. Or whatever she had, you might now have.”

				Jenna paled, looked from Constance to Charlie, who had dropped his jovial manner and nodded. 

				“Also,” Constance said, “I’d like to lock up that book and those tapes in our suitcase. No one can enter this house without a key, and Millie Olaf and her husband run a tight ship. Your things will be safe here.”
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				BY THE TIME THEY REACHED THE BAINBRIDGE HOUSE, all three were carrying grocery bags stuffed full. Charlie rang the bell and waited for Deke Hanson to open it.

				“Lost your key?” Deke asked when he admitted them.

				“As you can see we’re loaded,” Charlie said. “Jenna, this is Deke Hanson, the house bodyguard during night hours. Jenna Parish, our guest,” he added to Hanson.

				“How you doing, Jenna?” Deke said, taking the grocery bag from her. He closed and locked the door and went with them to the kitchen.

				Family members emerged from various rooms as they walked, and once in the kitchen Charlie made all the introductions. Tricia hurried to Jenna and embraced her. “I’m so sorry about your loss,” she said. “Please, if there’s anything I can do, I’d like to help you.”

				Jenna looked overwhelmed and more bewildered than ever as one after another of the Bainbridges came to shake her hand and express condolences and sympathy. Stuart was the last one to approach her.

				“Ms. Parish, I’m so sorry. So sorry. I met Eve. I’d like to tell you about it.”

				“Why don’t you two go out to the terrace and talk,” Charlie said. “Lawrence and Ted, how about if you two take charge of the food. It’s a mix of this and that. I guess we’d want coffee later, to go with the cake. Now, a word with Mr. Paley.”

				Lawrence was already unloading the groceries. He whistled and said, “You got pickled mushrooms? And paté and brie. Holy shit! It’s party food.”

				“Would you like to sit out on the terrace and let me tell you about meeting Eve?” Stuart asked Jenna.

				She nodded, and if it was to listen to him or to escape the rest of the family was not clear. As they left by the kitchen door, Charlie and Constance went out the other door to the hall and Paley’s office.

				“Hi, Mr. Paley,” Charlie said, entering the makeshift office. “Relax. We’ve brought Jenna Parish with us, and food enough for a small army. I suggest that you avoid town tonight. It’s crawling with reporters, and there’s a rock concert scheduled for the park, with tons of additional security.”

				Paley was staring at him as if he had lost his mind. “You brought an outsider? Why? This is turning into a circus, a farce.”

				“Not only brought her, I want her to spend the night,” Charlie said. “She’s probably next on the hit list and I don’t intend for that to happen.”

				Paley groaned. He couldn’t turn paler than he was, but his tic got worse and he closed his eyes hard, squinching up his whole face. “She can’t. No one can. You know the rules.”

				“Rules were made to be broken,” Charlie said. “Come on, Paley, you and I both know it doesn’t matter who comes and goes or who comes and stays. She stays.”

				“Meiklejohn, just tell me when this is going to end. I can’t stand it much longer.” His voice broke and he sagged even more in his chair.

				“Soon,” Charlie said. “Is Jesperson going to be available this weekend, it being a holiday and all? Will anyone be there to take charge of the checks?”

				“Yes, of course. We agreed that if they were found, I would call and he will be there to meet me and take charge of them, no matter when it happens.”

				“Good,” Charlie said. “Why don’t you get some of your stuff and most of the books packed up, ready to pull out as soon as possible after I hand them over.”

				Paley looked up with hope writ large on his features. “Soon? You mean it? Soon?”

				Charlie nodded. “Soon.”

				“That poor man,” Constance said when they left Paley. “Even if he did try to get away with it, he’s still pitiful now.”

				“So is a cornered skunk,” Charlie muttered. “Let’s find Tricia.”

				They found her overseeing the food being arranged on the dining table. Charlie beckoned to her to join them in the library.

				“Have plans been made about Pamela’s body when they release her remains?” he asked.

				She rubbed her eyes. “Stuart’s been on the phone with William a couple of times,” she said. “It’s just such a burden for William now, and he feels it’s his responsibility to do what needs to be done. I suggested cremation, and if any of Pamela’s family surfaces, let them dispose of the ashes. I don’t know what they’ll decide. Anything would be better than having her remains shipped to Florida for a burial there. At least I hope that isn’t what William will decide.”

				“Tricia,” Constance said, “you don’t have to become involved in this final decision. You have enough on your mind.”

				“It’s just that Stuart is so despairing. So afraid they’ll arrest him, charge him. I’m almost afraid he’ll simply get in his camper and take off for Florida, and that would be terrible for him. They might think he’s trying to flee the country or something.”

				“Has he mentioned anything like that?” Charlie asked.

				“No, at least not directly. But he’s worried about William, worried about this whole mess, Pamela’s death, Eve Parish. Why on earth did you bring Jenna Parish here?”

				“To keep her safe,” Constance said.

				Tricia’s eyes widened and she moistened her lips. “You think… Oh God, not that.”

				“Not if we can help it,” Charlie said. “What I’m going to suggest later is that Ted and Lawrence go to your apartment with you and see that you get inside and the door locked before they go on to their own place. And I want Stuart to stay here tonight, not in the woods in his camper. Jenna doesn’t know it yet, but she’s going to stay here, too. There’s a bedroom upstairs she can use, and Stuart can have the sofa in the living room. I want you to back us up when I tell them.”

				She was very pale, but she nodded.

				“Now, let’s see what the guys have done about dinner,” Charlie said.

				It appeared that most of the food was now on the table. Pizza had been baked, slaw put in a big bowl, paté in a crock, brie and crackers, nachos, a bowl of fruit salad, another of a green salad, three bottles of wines, white and red… When Tricia spotted a chocolate cake on the table, she picked it up and took it to the kitchen. She went to the back door and out to collect Jenna and Stuart, and Constance went to Paley’s door to call him to dinner.

				“Better than anything Alice has done,” Lawrence said, helping himself to pizza. “There’s another one just like this in the oven, by the way. When the timer goes off, I’ll bring it out.”

				It was nine o’clock by the time the table had been cleared, dishes put in the dishwasher, and leftovers stowed in the refrigerator. They were all milling about in the kitchen where everyone had pitched in to help clean up. Paley had fixed himself a plate and had taken it to his office, but he was there returning the plate.

				“Hey, everyone,” Charlie said loud enough to be heard over the noise of the dishwasher and the little bit of talk going on. “Change of plans. Listen up. As you might have noticed it’s past eight and we’re all still here. At around ten or so, town’s going to get crazy again with people leaving the concert, but there’s going to be a lot of them lingering, the way they do after rock concerts. It’s too hard to keep track of anyone in particular with such things going on. I want Jenna to stay here overnight, out of range of reporters, photographers, any one else who might want to get her attention.”

				Jenna gasped and shook her head violently. She had relaxed during dinner even if she had been silent for the most part, but with his words she was tense and alarmed. “I can’t do that! I can’t stay here!”

				“Of course you can,” Charlie said. “There’s a perfectly good bedroom upstairs, clean sheets, towels and stuff in an adjoining bathroom, and a house bodyguard on duty all night. Stuart’s going to stay here, too. Not in the woods in a camper.”

				Stuart looked as startled as Jenna had, and shook his head just as hard. “That’s crazy,” he said.

				Charlie eyed him kindly and said, “The sheriff is going to collar you for two murders just as soon as he thinks he has enough to hold you. It would be very convenient both for him and for a murderer if you happened to have a fatal accident first. You’d be named, the case could be closed. Sheriff gets to go home. No damned trial necessary with its bothersome need for overwhelming proof. You stay here.”

				“He’s right,” Tricia said faintly. “No one keeps track of who comes and goes in the state park. You can keep Jenna company, watch movies or something until you’re both ready for bed.”

				“But I don’t have a thing with me,” Jenna said. 

				“There are new toothbrushes in a drawer in the bathroom,” Constance said. “Not yet opened, original wrapping. Help yourself and give one to Stuart.”

				“One night? Two? How many nights are we talking about?” Stuart demanded.

				“One night,” Charlie said.

				There was a sudden silence, a cessation of all movements for a few moments. Ted broke it. “Is that on the level?”

				Charlie nodded. “One night.” From the corner of his eye, he saw Paley walk out quickly, and a moment later heard him on the stairs. He thought Paley might have decided to do a little packing.

				“So that’s settled,” he said. “Tricia, I don’t like the idea of your driving around alone, either. How about if you, Ted, and Lawrence all leave together and let them see you home and locked in.”

				“I have a better idea,” Lawrence said. “Tricia, you have a sofa bed in that apartment, as well as your own bedroom bed. I’ll camp out on the sofa bed tonight.”

				Ted nodded, and after a moment Tricia nodded also.

				“Better and better,” Charlie said. “And now Constance and I will take off, before the concert ends and the streets get crazy. We’ll see you all tomorrow.”

				He pretended not to see the look of consternation and refusal on Jenna’s face, waved, took Constance by the arm, and left for the front door and a word with Deke Hanson.

				

				#

				

				“Here’s another one,” Constance said late that night. She had the novel Eve had marked up and Andrea’s notebook that Charlie had picked up in Eve’s apartment. Charlie joined her on the sofa and looked at the written words, then at the highlighted section of novel.

				“How many does that make?” he asked.

				“More than enough, and I’m only halfway through. Eve went all the way, apparently. I’m going to skip to some of the much later highlighted passages.”

				He had not been able to make heads or tails of that notebook, he thought as he stood and walked back to the other table where he had been playing solitaire for an hour. Alone, the notebook didn’t make sense, but with the printed novel it was as clear as having the Rosetta stone at hand. 

				When Constance finally closed the novel and the notebook, she and Charlie regarded each other.

				“It’s a gamble,” he said.

				“I know. But I’m sure.”

				“So we go with it. Time to talk about ways and means. I’ve been thinking.”

				“Let’s sit out on the balcony and watch the storm move in as we talk,” she said.

				Distant thunder rumbled, closer than it had been an hour earlier, louder than it had been. The air smelled of rain, a change in weather, foretelling the end of summer.

				They talked a long time, then they sat close to each other with his arm around her shoulders. The wind of the afternoon had died down, and the air had become much warmer and very still, but as the storm moved nearer, wind gusts moved in with it. Lightning flared almost simultaneously with the booms of thunder and the air cooled ten degrees in minutes. When the rain started it was with a scattering of drops, and suddenly with a deluge.

				Laughing, they hurried inside, dragging their chairs after them. Rain blew in on the balcony, against the hastily closed French door.

				She ran her hand through his hair, always wiry and crisp and now sprinkled with white flecks that looked like diamonds against the black background.

				“You’re wet,” she murmured.

				“Look who’s talking,” he said pulling her close. “Cold?”

				“No. Are you?”

				“Yes, and the only place to warm up is right over there.”

				Moments later he said softly, “Know what I like about you?”

				“Several things,” she said, “but tell me.”

				“That you’re always as ready as I am to go to bed.”

				She laughed. 
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				“YOU DO YOUR CALLS AND I’LL BRING UP A TRAY,” Constance said that morning. “It might take me a while since it’s raining and no one’s going to be eating out on the terrace.”

				Raining, definitely cooler and, Charlie noted with satisfaction, the rain was expected to taper off late in the afternoon. He turned off the television. “Bacon and sausage,” he said as Constance was leaving. She gave him a not-on-your-life look and simply smiled at his crestfallen expression.

				His first call was to Debra Rasmussen. 

				“Good morning,” he said when she answered the phone. “I got your message, and I must say I don’t blame you, not a bit. However, I’m arranging a little get together at the Bainbridge house later on, and it’s in your interest to be there. I know you’ve scheduled a reception for staff and others, so the time could be a problem. What’s the earliest you could make it?”

				“Mr. Meiklejohn, I really don’t have time, as you know. Does this mean that you’ve found those checks?”

				“It isn’t absolutely mandatory for you to join us,” he said. “More of a courtesy. What time would be good for you?” 

				There was a long pause. Then she said four thirty in a snappish way. She sounded very irritated.

				“Great. I’ll see you at the house.”

				He walked to the glass door and gazed at the lake under rain as he considered his next call. The water was gray and choppy and looked cold. Returning to the chair at the sofa, he placed his call to Dorothy Dumond.

				“Mrs. Dumond, we haven’t met, but we have a common interest. My name is Meiklejohn and this concerns the Bainbridge house. As one of the trustees of Stillwater College, it’s in your interest perhaps to represent all the trustees, to attend a little gathering at the house this afternoon. Dr. Rasmussen will be in attendance also, I might add.”

				“You found the checks? Is that it?” she asked. “How exciting! I’ve never set foot in that house, and if it’s going to belong to the college, or course it’s in my interest to attend. What time is your meeting?”

				“Four thirty. And, Mrs. Dumond, please bring Mr. Marshall with you.”

				Before he could continue, she cut in to ask, “Whatever for? He has no interest in this matter.”

				“I understand that. However, in our investigations, we’ve come across some very interesting information concerning the death of his wife years ago. That certainly is in his interest.”

				“Why are you bringing that up at this time?” she demanded, her voice suddenly shrill and strident. 

				“It came up,” Charlie said. “And, Mrs. Dumond, it very definitely is in his interest to be there and hear what I have to say and not get it second hand, or third hand. Four thirty.”

				He could hear her breathing for a few moments. “Mrs. Dumond? Are you still there?”

				“Yes,” she snapped. “I’ll see what I can do about bringing Earl with me.”

				“All I ask,” Charlie said. “I’m looking forward to meeting both of you.”

				When Constance kicked the door, he hurried to open it and take the laden tray from her. “You done good, babe,” he said, putting it on the table. “You brought croissants!”

				“I can’t bear to see a grown man cry,” she said, removing various covers from dishes. “Did you reach everyone?”

				“Not the chief yet. He’s probably in church. Want to bet his wife has him in church without fail every Sunday.” 

				“You know very well I don’t gamble,” she said. “Especially on a Sunday. Of course, she does. He’s the chief of police and must keep up appearances.”

				“If we weren’t already married, I’d propose here and now,” he said happily. “Bacon and sausage!”

				“The bacon is mine. Keep your hands off.”

				Breakfast was unhurried and they lingered over coffee afterward. But finally Constance said, “I should go get Jenna. She may be cold. And Stuart surely is cold. He was wearing shorts yesterday.”

				“Right-o,” Charlie said with a grimace after glancing out at the rain. “Let’s do it.”

				

				#

				

				That morning the lake had become a gray slate without a ripple. The park was deserted, and water still gleamed on the sliding board; a cascade had gouged out its own pool in the sand at the bottom, below. The swings were lifeless and the air was chill. The park looked frozen into silence. 

				The chill had extended to the Bainbridge house. Tricia met them in the hall and motioned to the television room. “Stuart and Jenna are in there, Lawrence is around somewhere, Ted… ” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you have any news, anything new happening?”

				“Maybe another body to report?” Lawrence asked, coming from the den.

				Tricia’s hands clenched and she ducked her head.

				“All’s quiet on the western front,” Charlie said. “What we’re here to do is let Constance take Jenna back to the apartment to change clothes, whatever. And I volunteer to take Stuart to his camp to have a look around, see what mayhem the sheriff’s bad boys left in their wake.”

				Stuart and Jenna had stepped into the hall at his words, and they both nodded silently.

				“I’ll go with you,” Lawrence said to Stuart. “If they trashed your stuff we might have to go to my place to get you something to wear.”

				“Speaking of something to wear,” Constance said, “I brought you a sweater, Jenna. It’s a bit cool out this morning.”

				Jenna didn’t respond. Constance thought she probably was angry for being coerced into staying at the Bainbridge house overnight, sleeping in Howard Bainbridge’s bed, having nothing of her own at hand in the morning. “Well, we might as well get started,” Constance said. She tossed the sweater to Jenna, who caught it reflexively but didn’t put it on or even cover her head as she followed Constance out to the car.

				When Constance pulled to the curb at the Hammond house, Jenna had her key out and hurriedly left the car and started up the stairs. She had unlocked the door and was opening it by the time Constance caught up with her, but inside the apartment, she came to a full stop and gasped. Constance pushed past her to see a kitchen that looked as if it had been hit by a tornado.

				Drawers had been pulled out, cabinets opened, boxes of cereal and crackers, flour and sugar on the floor, pans on the floor, the refrigerator door standing open. Constance hurried past the young woman and went into the bedroom where drawers had been emptied, the bedding pulled off the bed, the closet door open, garments on the floor. She retraced her steps to the living room, which had been searched, leaving cushions off the sofa and chairs. The study had been ransacked also, papers and books on the floor, drawers emptied.

				Jenna stood at the bedroom door, ashen-faced and shaking. When Constance came near, she turned. “You knew,” she whispered. “You and Charlie, you knew something like this would happen. What if I’d been here? What if—”

				“We didn’t know,” Constance said. “We were being cautious. And you weren’t here. Do you think you can change your clothes in that mess?”

				Without warning, Jenna flung her arms around Constance and clung to her, shaking, whispering, “Thank you. Oh God, thank you.” 

				Together they found clothes that hadn’t been touched and, when Jenna went to the bathroom to shower and change, Constance began to pick up scattered garments and sheets and stuff them into a pillowcase. She knew Jenna would not wear anything that the searcher had handled until after it had been laundered. 

				“There’s a perfectly good washer and dryer in the house,” she said when Jenna emerged from the bathroom. “This will give you something to do until our little get-together later this afternoon. Ready?”

				Jenna nodded without a trace of dissent, and without a backward glance at the apartment they left to return to the Bainbridge house.

				Charlie met them at the door. When he saw the stuffed pillowcase, he raised his eyebrows at Constance, who nodded. “Ransacked,” she said.

				The others crowded around and Stuart made an involuntary gesture as if to take the pillowcase from Jenna, then pulled back awkwardly. “Are you all right? What if you’d been there?”

				She nodded toward Constance and Charlie. “But I wasn’t,” she said. “They saw to that. Now I have a load of laundry to do. Where’s the basement?”

				“I’ll show you,” Stuart said and took the pillowcase. They walked down the hall together.

				“His place was left in an unholy mess by those deputies,” Lawrence said, “but deputies had no reason to go to her apartment. Is that what you expected to happen last night? Why didn’t you post a guard there?”

				Charlie shrugged. “Why don’t you crack out the Scrabble or something to keep yourselves amused. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.” He jerked his head toward the door, took Constance by the arm, and they left together. No one protested. It was as if they had reached a point where they were incapable of it.

				“Was it a break-in?” he asked her in the car. He had taken the passenger seat.

				“No.”

				“Interesting,” he said as she started the engine. “Time to call the chief.”

				Chief Engleman sounded peeved when he answered the call. “Now what?”

				“Remember our little discussion about questions without answers? You said when I had some answers to let you know. I have some answers, Chief. Today at four thirty at the Bainbridge place.”

				Engleman argued some but in the end he agreed to be there.

				

				#

				

				Dorothy Dumond and Earl Marshall were the last ones to arrive that afternoon. She went straight to Jenna and said, “My dear, I am so terribly sorry about your loss.” 

				Jenna ducked her head a little and said nothing. When Earl Marshall drew near as if to express his condolence, she turned away and took a chair next to Tricia, with Stuart on her other side. He looked tense enough to lash out if Earl took another step toward her.

				“Glad you could all make it,” Charlie said. “I think there are enough chairs for everyone.” The only two vacant ones were well apart. Disdainfully Dorothy sat next to Dr. Rasmussen, and Earl sprawled between Ted and Lawrence without a glance at either of them. Chief Engleman was in an easy chair across the room, looking glum and very unfriendly.

				Charlie surveyed the group and began by introducing everyone. “My wife and I were engaged to help find certain cashier’s checks, which we have done,” he said, taking a bulging envelope from his pocket.

				There were gasps, and both Ted and Lawrence jumped to their feet as if to seize the envelope. Tricia said a fervent, “Thank God! You did it! You actually did it!”

				“Where were they?” Ted demanded. “Just tell us where they were.”

				“Doesn’t matter now, does it? There were other matters that we were asked to look into, and we did that also. So, consider this as simply act one of any ongoing presentation and be patient for the second act to start.” He glanced over them all and motioned for Ted and Lawrence to sit down, which they both did with some reluctance. 

				“Mr. Paley,” Charlie then said, “please verify that the checks are valid, the amount confirmed.” Charlie crossed the room to where Paley was sitting. 

				Paley’s hands were shaking hard as he took the envelope, removed the checks, and counted them. His voice was husky when he said, “Five million dollars,” without raising his eyes from the checks.

				“Right,” Charlie said, taking them again. He returned them to the envelope and called, “Gus, will you please bring the box.”

				Gus entered the room with a metal box that had a chain and metal cuff attached. Charlie introduced him as he put the box on a table at Chief Engleman’s side. No one moved as Charlie placed the envelope in the box and closed it. He turned on a small red light on the front of it.

				“That box is locked now and Mr. Jesperson in New York City has the key to open it. If any attempt to open it is made without the proper key, a very loud alarm will sound. Mr. Paley, Gus, and Stan Leib, another employee of the Slocum Detective Agency, will leave us and deliver it to Mr. Jesperson. But before Gus attaches the cuff to his wrist, he and Stan will assist Mr. Paley with his boxes of books and other belongings. This may take a few minutes and I suggest that all of you help yourselves to coffee or tea or something on the dining room table. We’ll finish this act before we get on to the next one. Chief Engleman, will you please keep an eye on the box until Gus is ready to take possession?” Engleman gave him a murderous look and grunted.

				Most of them stood up then and clustered in twos and threes. Jenna remained seated, and so did Earl Marshall, who looked asleep.

				“Debra, let’s look over the house,” Dorothy Dumond said to Dr. Rasmussen, taking her by the arm. “So many possibilities! It’s a treasure… ” They left together.

				Tricia embraced Constance and then Charlie. Tears stood in her eyes. “Thank God that’s over,” she said in a low, intense voice.

				Stuart said something in a voice too low to hear. Jenna shook her head, but gradually they all moved out of the living room with the exception of Chief Engleman, who was guarding the box with the checks.

				

				#

				It wasn’t long before Gus and Paley returned, with Paley carrying a suitcase. The group that had dispersed came back and gathered near the table with the locked box. No one spoke as they watched Charlie put the cuff on Gus’s wrist.

				“When will all this be settled and the money distributed?” Ted asked Paley.

				“I’m sure the firm will expedite settling the estate and transferring the property deed to Stillwater College,” Paley said. “Very soon. I’m confident, it will be very soon. You’ll be officially notified as soon as possible.” He was edging toward the door as he spoke, and it was clear that he wanted to leave instantly. He avoided looking at Charlie or Constance.

				Charlie made a shooing motion at him and Gus. “I’ll go to the car with them for just a word,” he said. “Won’t take more than a minute.” The three of them walked from the living room.

				As those remaining began to move restlessly toward the hallway, Constance said, “He’ll be right back and act two will begin.” With reluctance Tricia reclaimed her chair, and with even more reluctance Ted and Lawrence seated themselves. Dorothy Dumond sniffed and said, “I want another look at that kitchen. My God, what a party you could prepare in such a kitchen. Debra—” She stopped when Dr. Rasmussen deliberately returned to her chair and sat down.

				When Charlie came back, he was accompanied by Deke Hanson, who was carrying a black trash bag. Charlie introduced him. “Mr. Hanson will be joining us for the next part,” he said. Deke sat in a straight chair near the door with the trash bag at his side.

				“Tricia,” Constance said as soon as Charlie had seated himself, “when we first discussed this, I suggested that I would have to learn something about Howard Bainbridge. I want to tell you all what Charlie and I have learned.” Dorothy Dumond whispered something to Dr. Rasmussen, and Constance turned her gaze toward her. Her eyes were like blue ice as she said, “This ultimately concerns all of you. Bear with me.” Dorothy Dumond shrugged, leaned back in her chair, began an intense scrutiny of her fingernails.

				“After the tragic accident that killed his fiancée, Howard recovered from his injuries,” Constance said, “and he was coping with his bereavement. But in the spring of the following year, he changed and he withdrew from his family, as you all know. Also, in that spring he returned to Stillwater to give Andrea Briacchi a bicycle. She was the child who saved his life and he was grateful. We talked to Andrea’s mother, who was present when Howard gave Andrea the bicycle, and she described him as generous, kind, and gentle with the little girl. He taught her how to ride, and he bought her ice cream. The child was talking to him as they walked back to Andrea’s mother, and by the time they reached her, Howard had undergone a noticeable change. He had been laughing, enjoying being with the child, and he had become distant and sober. He thanked Andrea again as if she had done him a great service, the way one might thank an adult, and he shook her hand.”

				Constance paused. All the Bainbridges were listening intently. Rasmussen and Dorothy Dumond were bored, and it was possible that Earl Marshall was actually sleeping. She had seen Chief Engleman looking at his watch. 

				Unhurriedly she continued. “Howard knew what was going on in his family even if he talked only with his sister, never his brothers. He knew when William married, when Ted had a live-in girlfriend, when Lawrence and Vicki were living together. He was a single man who traveled to car shows, to car-parts suppliers’ meetings and conventions, to various events. No one paid any attention to his travels. He was meticulous about keeping records, and he didn’t conceal his trips to Orlando, to New York City, to upstate New York. His travels are all meticulously detailed in his papers in the safe. His travels coincided with the hit-and-run death of Stuart’s mother, with the disappearance of Ted’s friend, and the drive-by shooting of Lawrence’s lover. He was on the scene each and every time, and we are convinced that he was responsible for those deaths and that one disappearance.”

				Tricia cried out, “No! I don’t believe it! Why? He wouldn’t have done such a hideous thing!”

				“You don’t know why, but his brothers know,” Constance said. “There was another little girl who saw that rowboat capsize. Alice Knudsen saw it happen. She was at the house across the lake earlier that day when she saw the brothers upend the rowboat and, in her mind at least, try to fix it. Alice told Andrea, who told Howard the day he bought her ice cream.”

				Lawrence was sitting hunched over with his face in his hands, and Ted had drawn back in his chair staring at the floor.

				Stuart looked at them, then at Constance. “You can’t know that,” he said. “What she told him, if anything. And there’s Pamela. Why not her, if he did the others?”

				“Remember, she said she had a drink with him in Orlando. He was a shrewd business man, capable of sizing up people, no doubt, and he saw a woman who was self-destructing, a marriage already over. There was no need to kill her. Your father had already suffered whatever anguish losing her might have caused. She came here after she left Orlando, and Howard slammed the door in her face. He knew she was finished.”

				“You don’t know what Andrea might have told him,” Stuart persisted. “That’s just a guess and it all hangs on that guess.”

				“We know, and we’ll get to the how presently. But meanwhile, first, look at this house, then consider what Howard did when he knew he was a dying man. When he came here to buy property he wanted the old fishing campsite, but the resort is there now and he couldn’t get it. Then he tried for a lakefront property, and none was available. He settled for this, a beautiful house that he cared nothing about. Then, at the end, he forced his family back to Stillwater, made them revisit the past, as he must have done over and over through the years. He cared nothing about money or the luxuries it could have bought. No fancy watch, no jewelry, no art, nothing to show for the wealth he had accumulated. And he didn’t divide the checks into individual envelopes for his siblings to find. He wanted one person to find all five million dollars worth of checks. Think of the misery, the dissension that would have caused, to have one of you with five million dollars in hand, the rest with nothing. Or the even greater misery if the checks had not been found and the house had become the property of Stillwater College with the checks still in it. It’s obvious that he didn’t care if that happened. He made certain to provide for Tricia in his will. She had never done him any harm.”

				Abruptly Ted rose and walked from the room, and Lawrence raised his head. “You nailed it,” he said in a low despairing voice. “It was supposed to be a joke. They’d be in their fancy city clothes, and they’d just get a little wet. That’s how it was supposed to turn out. They’d get a little wet.”

				“If you had confessed, expressed horror, remorse, told the truth, it might have changed everything,” Constance said flatly.

				Lawrence jerked up from his chair and walked out. Constance watched him sadly without speaking. He had been the youngest of them, had just turned nineteen, had sought religion and it had failed him. His lover had been killed. He and his brothers had paid a very high price for a joke that misfired.

				“Time for a break,” Charlie said then. 

				“He killed Andrea!” Dorothy Dumond cried in a high-pitched voice. “He came back and killed her, too! Just like all the others!”

				“No, Mrs. Dumond, he did not kill Andrea,” Charlie said, getting to his feet. “After a little break we’re going to get to Andrea Briacchi Marshall.” He walked past her and out to the kitchen, where he went to the door and gazed for a moment at the two brothers standing at the table under the umbrella. Lawrence had his arm around Ted’s shoulders.

				Engleman came to Charlie’s side and said roughly, “I’ve had about enough, Meiklejohn. There’s no way on God’s little green earth to pin those deaths on a dead man, and you know it.”

				Charlie looked at him in surprise. “I didn’t think you’d even consider it,” he said. “But they had to know, and the curse had to be put to rest. Patience, Chief. Third and final act coming up.”

				Engleman snarled something that sounded very much like, “Bullshit!” and moved away as others trailed into the kitchen.

				Tricia went straight to the door and out to her brothers. The rain had stopped and steam was rising from the terrace stones. The three stood close together.

				Jenna and Stuart had entered the kitchen and Charlie left the door as Stuart approached it. He watched as Jenna put her hand on Stuart’s arm and said something in a voice too low for him to hear the words. Stuart looked at his aunt and uncles, then to Jenna, and after a moment he turned from the door and they walked together to the dining room, where the coffee urn and other drinks were on the table.

				Charlie caught Constance’s eye and saw her slight nod of approval. Stuart was not part of that particular Bainbridge history. He looked at his watch, then at Constance, who held up three fingers. Give them three more minutes, then get on with it. He nodded. Message received.

				When he returned to the living room, he saw that Earl Marshall had a glass of bourbon and water, and Dorothy Dumond had helped herself to wine. Debra Rasmussen was in a conversation with Chief Engleman, who looked as if he was being given an order he had no intention of carrying out.

				“She wants to know how much longer we’re going to be here,” the chief said, and he moved away from Rasmussen, having passed the implied order over to Charlie.

				“Not much longer,” Charlie said. “Stuart, you want to let your family know we’re ready to start?”

				Earl Marshall watched Stuart leave with poorly veiled hostility, then turned a more speculative gaze toward Jenna and took a long drink.

				Finally they were all seated again and Charlie began. “No matter where we started asking questions and getting some answers,” he said, “we kept coming up with Andrea Briacchi’s name, first as the child, then as the recipient of a valuable scholarship, as Earl Marshall’s wife, as the victim of a fatal accident, and finally, as Eve focused her research on Earl, which ultimately led to Eve’s death.	

				“It all ties together,” he said, “and we were compelled to follow up with all the hints and suggestions that we kept stumbling across. First, as the child. She saved Howard’s life, and she learned that the brothers had done something to the rowboat that certainly did not fix anything, since until then nothing had been broken. She gave up her scholarship when she learned that Howard had been her benefactor. Mrs. Dumond had told her about the deaths of the young women, and no doubt Andrea had verified what she had been told. She was a good student. She would have known how to do enough research to learn about the deaths of women connected to Bainbridge men. She came to realize that the innocent remark of a child, herself, had quite likely put Howard on the path to vengeance. Tragic, unintended consequences followed her remark, and she accepted responsibility for causing them.” 

				“You’re spinning fairy tales,” Dorothy Dumond said. “You’re assuming too much with no evidence whatsoever to back up anything you say.”

				“During Andrea’s final year,” Charlie said as if he had not heard Dorothy, “she no longer had her living expenses paid and hardship was the result. Earl had little or no money of his own, and Dorothy Dumond controlled whatever money there was available. Andrea gave an ultimatum during that year. Earl was to graduate and get a job and then they were going to move into their own place, out of the old Marshall house.”

				Earl cursed and jerked up from his chair. 

				“I don’t intend to sit and listen to this a minute longer!” Dorothy Dumond said, jumping to her feet. “Come on, Earl, let’s get out of here.” 

				“Oh, sit down,” Charlie said. “Let’s talk about the night Andrea died.” 

				Earl had turned and started toward the door, but Deke Hanson was blocking it, standing with his arms crossed over his massive chest. His three-hundred-plus-pound body looked as immovable as a mountain.

				“You might as well sit down and hear me out,” Charlie said. “I’m going to say what I have to say whether you’re here or not, and Chief Engleman will hear it all.”

				Dorothy Dumond’s face was rigid with anger, and for a moment Earl looked ready to try to force his way past Deke, who smiled slightly. Abruptly Earl wheeled about and returned to his chair. He picked up his glass and drained it. Dorothy Dumond perched on the edge of her chair.

				“There were a number of things about that night that didn’t make sense,” Charlie said. “Why the time lag if they were ready to leave at the same time for her to drive to town and for him to take the dog out? Five or six minutes, maybe longer before Wasserman saw the taillights. Why was the car pointed straight down? Why didn’t she put on the hand brake? Why take the station wagon?

				“Let’s take them one at a time,” he said. “They did leave the house together. It’s easier to move an unconscious person across a bench seat than to maneuver that same person out of the car and into the driver’s seat. So the station wagon was used. Wasserman saw the taillights when the car began to roll down the slope, not on the road. Until it started to roll down, the lights would have been obscured by undergrowth in the woods, but once it tilted more, they were visible, and from where he was standing the assumption would have been that the car was on the road. A car on a slope will start to roll and it will roll faster and faster as the slope gets steeper, exactly the condition of that spot. I suppose if Wasserman hadn’t been outside, the dog would have been released and might have gone after a bone or something tossed into the woods. And the dog walker would have whistled and called out, made his presence known. But luck would have it that a witness was at hand.”

				“You’re full of shit!” Earl yelled. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! I loved her! We were going to move out and be by ourselves! I wouldn’t have hurt her!”

				“Earl, stop talking!” Dorothy cried. “Don’t say another word. I’ll get you the best lawyer in the state, and we’ll sue this bastard for all he’s worth. This is criminal defamation! He can’t prove a thing.”

				“And the motive,” Charlie said, again ignoring Dorothy’s outburst. “Earl was going to steal Andrea’s novel and claim it as his own. That’s what Eve Parish learned after she found Andrea’s notebook and put two and two together. That’s what her expression of revulsion made you realize when you confronted her at the supermarket. So she had to die. And Pamela saw you and was going to shake you down for all you’re worth, and she was next on the list.”

				Dorothy jumped up and ran to Earl, clutched his arm and shook it. “Earl, let’s get out of here! Now! That man is a maniac. They can’t prove a thing. I want to call a lawyer. I won’t let you suffer from this madman’s raving.”

				“But you know we can prove it, don’t you?” Charlie asked softly. “You know you’re cooked. We have Andrea’s notebook containing her handwritten novel. Handwriting experts will verify that the handwritten notes were made by Andrea, and experts will prove that she was writing and rewriting her material in the notebook before making the changes in the manuscript. You know we can prove every bit of it.”

				“Get up, Earl! For God’s sake, get up and let’s get out of here! You need a lawyer!”

				Suddenly he threw his empty glass against the wall and shook her hand off his arm and yelled at her, “Just shut the fuck up! You think I’m going to let them charge me with murder? You really think I’ll take the fall for you, you bitch! She did it!” he yelled at Charlie. “She killed Andrea. She told me to say I wrote the novel, no one would ever know. Now that Andrea was gone, what difference could it make? I wanted to sell the house, have enough money to get a place for Andrea and me, and she wouldn’t do it. She wanted me right there under her thumb, the way it always had been. She killed her!” 

				Dorothy pulled back from him, ashen faced. She shook her head hard, then harder, and clapped her hands over her ears. “No! Earl! No! It was for you! She was bad for you! I promised Momma I would take care of you. I’ll get you the best lawyer there is. I promised Momma! She was going to take you away and I had to take care of you!”

				Constance stood and went to Dorothy’s side, took her arm, and guided her back to her chair, where Dorothy sat shaking with her hands covering her face.

				“Chief, what I have in that bag that Deke’s been guarding is a length of rebar wrapped in a towel. I got it under the seat of Mrs. Dumond’s car with three witnesses watching. I have their signed statement about what they saw me do. I did it myself because you would have needed a search warrant and probable cause and I didn’t. The first time she used the rebar, she didn’t have a towel to wrap it in, and forensics should find traces of blood, DNA, hair on the floor of the car. I suggested to DeLaura that pathology might find those same traces in Pamela Bainbridge’s head wound. I wore gloves when I handled the rebar, and it’s been in that trash bag ever since.”

				Chief Engleman looked as shaken as everyone else, but he stood and walked across the room to stand before the shaking woman. “Dorothy, please come with me to another room where we can wait for the sheriff.” He glanced at Earl Marshall and added, “You, too, Earl. We’ll wait for the sheriff to talk about all this.” He paused, turned, and said, “You’ll all have to stay until the sheriff gets here. He’ll want statements from you.”

				Charlie told Deke to show Engleman where the library was and tilted his head toward Earl Marshall. Chief Engleman held Dorothy Dumond’s arm and led her out, and Deke, carrying the trash bag, kept close to Earl Marshall and went after them.

				There was a prolonged silence in the living room following their departure. Then Lawrence said, “You knew it was her. You made a good case for him, but it was her.”

				“We knew,” Charlie said. “No one was ever going to prove she killed Andrea, but Marshall went into real shock when he was told she had died. You can fake a lot of things, but a doctor attended him, and he was in shock that night. I kept coming back to the time lag. What happened during those minutes after Earl left and Wasserman saw the car lights? Why the station wagon? Dorothy Dumond needed time to knock Andrea out and get her into the wagon. Dorothy kept him on a leash after their mother died, but maybe he would have left with Andrea, maybe not. Anyway, we thought or, I should say, Constance was certain that it would break him to start with that tragedy and make him see that Dorothy was quite willing to let him take the heat, accused of murdering Andrea, Eve Parish, and Pamela.”

				“But how did you figure out that she killed Eve and Pamela?”

				“Remember I talked to Pamela before the police did, before she had a chance to change her story about what she saw that night. She saw Eve cross the street and go into the park, and she saw Dr. Rasmussen and Dorothy Dumond, and that’s all. But that was enough. Dr. Rasmussen said she went into the house and out to the back porch to hear the concert, and that Dorothy got into her car. She didn’t see her leave in the car, only get into it. But Pamela had a seat that would have let her see taillights come on, and then go off. And very likely she saw Dumond again heading into the park at the far end. I don’t know that, but I can assume it. When she learned that Dumond claimed to have seen a hand waving Eve over, she knew it was a lie, or she would have seen a guy waving. Dr. Rasmussen didn’t see it, and Pamela didn’t, only Dorothy Dumond made the claim, and she was the only one who benefitted to say that. She was an opportunist who took advantage of the conditions. Eve was alone in a dark area of the park and the rebar was under the seat. She wouldn’t have had anything to wrap the rebar in that night, so traces must be in the car. Possibly she tried to clean it and believed that she had done so, but you can’t clean rebar of blood easily. 

				“The night Pamela got killed, she made a call. I could see a partial imprint on a telephone pad in the motel room, and later I confirmed that four of the numbers matched Dumond’s cell phone number. Pamela called her, no doubt to make a deal, to back her up that a man had waved Eve over, and possibly to identify that man as Stuart. Earlier that day Pamela said to hell with the checks. She had a different deal in mind after talking to the sheriff. Throw Stuart to the cops, deal with Dumond, that was enough.”

				“I just don’t see how Dorothy Dumond knew that Eve was a threat,” Lawrence said after a moment.

				“At about five that evening when Dr. Rasmussen was on her way to a meeting with the trustees, Eve caught up with her at the door of the conference room. The door was partway open. Eve told Dr. Rasmussen she had to know something before the program on Monday. At that time the college was going to present an achievement award to Earl Marshall. The door was opened wider and there was a roomful of trustees, including Dorothy Dumond. Putting together what she heard then, and what Earl no doubt had told her about the supermarket incident, she knew or at least suspected that Eve had discovered that Earl had not written the novel at all.”

				“He didn’t know she killed Andrea? Didn’t he suspect?” Lawrence asked.

				“I think he came to that conclusion some time during the next week or two, and when he did he packed up everything he had and left. After the success of the novel, the shoe was on the other foot. He was the one with money, and his consent was needed to sell the house. He said no. Probably the investigators will learn that Dorothy was dependent on him, and that he doled out just enough for her to keep up appearances, and not a cent more. She needed to consult him about maintaining the house, hiring things done, keeping up appearances. She had to pretend disdain for travel to Europe, travel to anywhere. She couldn’t afford it. Payback time.” 

				“Vengeance,” Tricia said in a hoarse whisper. “Howard, Earl, both vengeful, punishing.” 

				Charlie had avoided glancing at Jenna as he talked about the death of her sister. He turned to her and said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t soften it.”

				Huddled in her chair, she looked small and vulnerable, wounded. “I had to hear everything,” she said. “I had to know.”

				“Constance,” Tricia said then, “you were going to tell us how you knew or guessed that Andrea told Howard… You know, about the rowboat.”	

				“I read her novel,” Constance said. “It’s a fictionalized autobiography. In it a young girl tells her mother something that leads to the murder of two people, and later, as a young woman she comes to realize that her innocent remark made her mother know the truth about her husband’s death, that he had been killed deliberately, although his death had been called accidental. Eve came to know that it was an autobiographical novel after she found Andrea’s notebook. She hadn’t known it yet when she interviewed Earl Marshall the first time, but when he said he loved the movie that was made, she was appalled. He said then that the book was about a homicidal mother, murders, and that it made a ton of money, which made him happy. Eve protested that the novel had those things in it, but it wasn’t about death and murder, it was about guilt, conscience, the struggle with responsibility. About the inhuman decision a girl had to make, to denounce her mother, whom she loved. About the terrible consequences of her remark, about justice. And that was Andrea’s struggle when she came to realize that her own chance remark to Howard had resulted in tragedies. The chance remark had to have been about the false boat repair that Alice had told her about. In the novel, this is what the child told her mother, ‘I’m sorry that Uncle Jim didn’t fix Daddy’s car right.’ I suspect that Andrea said something like that to Howard, ‘I’m sorry they didn’t fix the boat right.’”

				“Hardly like having to betray your own mother,” Lawrence said. “She didn’t even know Howard.”

				“She was fatherless,” Constance said. “He came along and gave her a bicycle, bought her ice cream, played with her, laughed with her. A child that age might well have fantasized that he was her father, the idealized father she yearned for. It was enough of a struggle to allow her, or perhaps to compel her to write a beautiful novel about that struggle with her conscience, her guilt feelings, betrayal.”

				For the first time Ted spoke up. “Charlie, how much of this has to come out?” He looked old and tired, and there was no trace of hostility in his voice, which sounded more like that of a man who had been defeated.

				“I’m not a reporter looking for a scoop,” Charlie said. “The family had to know and now you do. Separate issue from the murders of Eve Parish and Pamela. The only thing that ties it all together is Andrea Briacchi’s novel and her murder.” 

				Ted turned to Debra Rasmussen, who had tried to merge with the back of her chair again, the way she had done before on the back porch of the house in upstate New York the day they had come to consult with Charlie and Constance. Debra shook her head. “It’s none of my business,” she said. “I’ll have enough questions to field concerning Dorothy. When that becomes public, the talk of a curse will be gone.”

				She stood and added, “Chief Engleman said we have to wait for the sheriff, but we don’t have to wait in here. I’m getting a drink, if there’s anything left to drink.”

				“I’m with you,” Charlie said, then added to himself, I knew she’d take charge, given the chance. She had just dismissed the class.
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				IT SEEMED THAT BY RISING, DR. RASMUSSEN had sent a signal, and cell phones were pulled out, people separated, and murmuring voices stirred the air. 

				Charlie mixed the last of the bourbon with a little water and stood at the kitchen door, where he could see the long hall and entrance door. Sheriff DeLaura arrived and was waved into the library. Several minutes later Chief Engleman and several deputies escorted Dorothy Dumond and Earl Marshall out. Engleman was carrying the trash bag. DeLaura looked down the hall and strode partway to Charlie.

				“You stick around,” he said in a tight, cold voice. “I want a long talk with you. Where’s Dr. Rasmussen?”

				Charlie shrugged, but she stepped out from the dining room and the sheriff motioned for her to go with him to the library. Behind him, Charlie could hear Tricia talking to one of her brothers. “I called home and I’m leaving just as soon as the sheriff says I can. Not another night in this town.”

				“Me too,” Ted said. “Stuart, what did you tell William?”

				Charlie turned to look at them. 

				“Only that Charlie found the checks. The rest can wait until I get home and he’s in better shape. I told him I have to hang around another few days to take care of Pamela’s remains when they release her body. We decided on cremation.”

				After Rasmussen was finished with the sheriff, she left quickly. He asked for Jenna next, and when she was finished giving a statement, she and Stuart went out to the terrace. Watching them, Constance recalled what Stuart had told Charlie earlier, that he didn’t have time for a long-distance romance. She thought that might change in the near future.

				“You know the Sheriff of Nottingham will hold me until last, don’t you? And he won’t be in a hurry to let me go.” Charlie said. At her nod, he added, “I know this great little Italian restaurant, like being in a Tuscan trattoria. And after that, I know about this little gingerbread house… ”

				Her eyes could be like ice chips, he thought watching her, and they could be as warm and blue as the summer sky, the way they were when she smiled and nodded. “I know my wifely duty,” she said. “I’ll wait for you.”

				After Tricia finished her statement, she asked Stuart if he wanted her to wait to give him a ride to his camp. Stuart said maybe he could go with Charlie and Constance when they took Jenna back to town, and maybe Jenna could take him to the camp later, if she didn’t mind, maybe. She blushed slightly and said that would be fine, since she had her car available in town.

				Quickly then, Jenna looked at Constance. “You talked with Andrea’s mother, didn’t you? I want to get in touch with her. She should be the one to press a case against Earl Marshall for stealing her daughter’s novel. I hope she can recover every cent he has left. I want to help her do that. I want to shout to the world that he stole Andrea’s novel.”

				“We told her that we’d let her know how this comes out,” Constance said. “We’ll go see her tomorrow.”

				“May I go with you?” Jenna asked.

				“Of course. I’ll call to tell you what time we’ll leave.”

				Lawrence, the last family member to talk to the sheriff, came to them and said, “I guess I’d better read that novel myself. What’s the title of it?”

				“I have the copy Constance let me read,” Jenna said. She withdrew it from her handbag and showed it to him.

				Finally, with Jenna and Stuart out on the patio, and she alone in the television room waiting for Charlie, who was in a long conversation with the sheriff, Constance thought about the bleak house that had brought joy to no one, about the joke that misfired, the tragedies that ensued, and she thought about Andrea Briacchi, where it all started and where it all finally ended. Rest in peace, she thought, and in her head she heard herself whisper her name, Andrea.
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				• The Gorgon Field

				• The Dark Door
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				Kate Wilhelm’s first short story, “The Pint-Sized Genie” was published in Fantastic Stories in 1956. Her first novel, More Bitter Than Death, a mystery, was published in 1963. Over the span of her career, her writing has crossed over the genres of science fiction, speculative fiction, fantasy and magical realism, psychological suspense, mimetic, comic, family sagas, a multimedia stage production, and radio plays. She has recently returned to writing mysteries with her Barbara Holloway and the Charlie Meiklejohn and Constance Leidl Mysteries novels. Her works have been adapted for television, theater, and movies in the United States, England, and Germany. Wilhelm’s novels and stories have been translated to more than a dozen languages. She has contributed to Redbook, Quark, Orbit, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Locus, Amazing, Asimov’s Science Fiction, Ellery Queen’s Mysteries, Fantastic Stories, Omni and many others.

				Kate and her husband, Damon Knight (1922-2002), also provided invaluable assistance to numerous other writers over the years. Their teaching careers covered a span of several decades, and hundreds of students, many of whom are famous names in the field today. Kate and Damon helped to establish the Clarion Writer’s Workshop and the Milford Writer’s Conference. They have lectured together at universities in North and South America and Asia. They have been the guests of honor and panelists at numerous conventions around the world. Kate continues to host monthly workshops, as well as teach at other events. She is an avid supporter of local libraries.
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