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Аннотация
From the New York Times bestselling suspense author Jan Burke comes a brand-new e-short story with the added bonus of three short stories from the Eighteen anthology.
Apprehended is a mini-anthology containing a brand new short story from Jan Burke: "The Unacknowledged," which features the fan-favorite investigative reporter Irene Kelly, back in her journalism school days. Also included are three short stories from the previously published Eighteen: "Why Tonight," "A Fine Set of Teeth," and "A Man of My Stature."
Praise for Eighteen:
"Astonishing� wry� these stories are sure to delight." � New York Times bestselling author Jeffrey Deaver
"A delightful collection of page-turners. At turns chilling, funny, poignant � and always insightful. With these stories, Jan Burke's at the top of her game." � New York Times bestselling author Jonathan Kellerman
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The Unacknowledged

Las Piernas State University Dining Hall
Las Piernas, California
September 1973
I was eating lunch by myself, thinking about whether I could talk my best friend and roommate Lydia Pastorini, still in her last class of the afternoon, to brave the crowds in the bookstore before I gave her a ride home. My thoughts were interrupted when Mark Kesterson asked, �Hi, Irene, can I join you?�
�Sure,� I said.
Mark and I had known each other for a long time. We�d gone to the same high school, and I had interviewed him while working on the school paper. His father, already starting to build the wealth that now allowed the family to live in a waterfront mansion in one of Las Piernas�s richest neighborhoods, had grown up in poverty, and he worked with Mark to start a program to ensure that young children in the city�s poorest neighborhoods received breakfast before school. I�d talked to Mark and his dad about it, who openly acknowledged modeling it on one started by the Black Panthers in Northern California. That caused Mark a little trouble at school from a few of our fellow students, but it didn�t discourage him from his work or from forming a friendship with me.
We had about ten minutes to talk about everything from Secretariat�s Triple Crown to �The Battle of the Sexes� match soon to be played between Bobby Riggs and Billie Jean King, and were just starting to discuss Watergate, when Alicia Penderson �happened� by and joined us without asking if that was okay with anyone.
Lately Alicia had been ruthlessly if subtly campaigning to set Mark�s hormones afire. He had been crazy about her in high school, when she had ignored him for bigger prey. Now he wasn�t quite so ready to succumb to her charms, but he didn�t rebuff her, either. Those inclined to try to predict whether or not she would succeed were about evenly divided in number.
That is, until Donna Vynes walked into the dining hall that day.
Alicia was the first to notice her-probably because she was utterly unused to having a woman show up in clothing that was more stylish than her own.
Being the type that was all about jeans and loose-fitting T-shirts at that point in life, I couldn�t tell you now what Donna Vynes was wearing. I do remember the first two comments I heard about her.
Alicia said, �Who the hell is that?�
Mark breathed one sentence with reverence. �The most beautiful woman I�ve ever seen in my life.�
What Alicia did next might have surprised those who hadn�t attended high school with her. She eyed Donna speculatively, then waved her over to our table. When she saw Alicia wave, Donna returned a speculative look of her own. She approached the table.
I looked around the dining hall as she made her way over and saw that Mark wasn�t the only male who looked stunned. Any guy in the room who went on to buy a Farrah Fawcett poster years later would tell you she was almost as pretty as Donna Vynes.
Donna was slender, but had curves where they could be appreciated. There was an elegance in her movements. She had hair the color of corn silk and big blue eyes, a cute little nose, and a generous mouth. She had a summer tan that was just dark enough to make her skin look golden. At a time when many of the women I went to school with spent most of the summer slathering on baby oil (some adding iodine) and baking themselves on the beach for six hours at a shot, this meant she was just shy of being pale.
There was something in her manner, a combination of self-confidence and fragility, that acted like a dog whistle on at least half the men in the room.
Although she masterfully hid it, I knew Alicia probably wished with all her heart that the newcomer would pick her nose, break wind, or fall flat on her ass before she reached the table, but none of these things happened. Alicia�s method was always to let the competition hang herself before she realized Alicia had put the noose in place.
Alicia was smiling as she called out a cheery �Hi!� and introduced herself. �You looked a little lost,� she said sweetly. �Why don�t you join us?�
Donna smiled, accepting the invitation. Mark, who had stood as she approached, offered her his chair. He brought another one over and pulled it up next to hers, so that Donna was seated between Alicia and Mark. Further introductions were exchanged. Alicia began asking questions.
You might have expected me, a reporter-in-training, to be doing the grilling, but often it pays to sit back, shut up, and observe. Besides, Alicia was doing my work for me.
Donna was newly returned to Las Piernas, she said. She�d been born here, but hadn�t lived here since she was an infant. Donna was only a few months old when her mother decided to leave Southern California beach life behind. She took Donna with her when she returned to the farm in Ohio where she had been raised.
Donna blushed when she reached that part of the story. I wondered why.
She hurried on. Her mother was apparently one of those folks who told people in California that there was no place like home, and people at home that there was no place like California.
Her mother had passed away a few months ago. Having heard about the place all her life, and wanting to get away from memories, Donna had decided to move to California. She had enrolled too late to get the courses she needed, she said, and had signed up for just enough units to keep her in school. She was hoping she�d be able to get on the waiting lists of the ones she really wanted to take. Then she startled all three of us by softly saying, �I promised my husband I would finish school.�
�Oh, you�re married!� Alicia said, delighted.
Mark�s face fell.
�Widowed,� Donna answered, just above a whisper.
�I�m so sorry,� Mark said, utterly sincere.
�What happened?� Alicia asked.
�He died in Vietnam four years ago,� Donna said.
�Four years ago!� Alicia said, then quickly added, �Forgive me, but you seem too young to have been a widow for four years.�
�I�m twenty,� Donna said. �I�ll be twenty-one in November.� She smiled, and added, �John and I had known each other almost all our lives, but we weren�t married long. He was two years older, lived on a neighboring farm. My mother gave consent for us to marry when I was sixteen because she was half-afraid I�d follow him over there when I turned seventeen.�
�He was drafted?� I asked.
She shook her head. �He volunteered to go. Couldn�t wait, in fact. We got married just after he finished boot camp, before he shipped out.�
�You�ve been through a lot,� I said, thinking of the loss of both her husband and her mother within a relatively short space of time. Would I have had the courage to leave a close-knit rural community to live on the other side of the country, in a city of half a million strangers?
She smiled at me and said, �Thank you. Others have been through worse, though.�
�Irene�s mom died when she was twelve,� Alicia put in.
I wondered what the hell she hoped to achieve by bringing that up-was she trying to signal to Mark that we all have our tragedies, so don�t feel too sorry for the motherless war widow? I frowned at Alicia, then said to Donna, �Grief�s not exactly comparative, is it? No one wants any form of it. Tell me, have you found a place to live, or are you just getting settled in town?�
�I�m renting a room from a couple until I find a place of my own,� she said, seeming glad of the change of subject. �Most of my things are still in storage in Cleveland.�
�I thought you lived on a farm,� Alicia said with a fake puzzled look.
�Most of my life, yes. But we were driving to the Cleveland Clinic so often when my mother became ill, we moved in with one of my great aunts who lives there. It�s a small place and Aunt Lou was used to being on her own, so I think she was hard-pressed not to cheer out loud when I decided to move out here.�
We were interrupted by the arrival of Eldon Naff, who made himself at home by telling me to move over and squeezing a chair between mine and Alicia�s as he introduced himself to Donna. Even though I didn�t care for Eldon�s company, I didn�t protest, because it was going to ensure a certain heightening of the drama at the table. Eldon had spent the last two months making a determined effort to pry Alicia�s attention away from any other man she happened to be with. I would be mostly ignored, which was fine with me.
For once, though, Alicia�s would-be suitor had his attention fixed on someone else.
Eldon�s chief way of trying to amuse others was to gossip. I know some people think women are the more gossipy of the two sexes, but I�m not sure I believe that. Eldon, in any case, loved to dish the dirt more than anyone I�ve ever met, before or since.
I�ll also give him credit for knowing how to be amusing at another�s expense. As he told the story of a professor whose shirt, if viewed after one o�clock in the afternoon, could tell you what was on the menu in the faculty cafeteria, Donna seemed relieved to no longer be the center of attention. Eldon claimed most of that, but I saw Mark and Donna exchanging shy smiles whenever Eldon focused on Alicia for a moment.
Eldon only got the one story in, though, before Donna glanced at her wristwatch and said, �Oh! I�m going to be late for my bus! Thank you all for being so nice to me today.� She stood and gathered up her handbag.
�Let me give you a ride home,� Eldon said quickly.
She smiled. �That�s kind of you, but I�m not going straight home. I-I have an errand.�
�My wheels are at your command,� he said gallantly.
�I�d be happy to take you anywhere you need to go,� Mark said.
�But Mark,� Alicia said, making one of her rare tactical errors, �we have our sociology class this afternoon.�
He looked miffed, but Donna said, �Of course you shouldn�t miss class. Perhaps I�ll see the rest of you another time?�
�I�d like that,� I said, and scribbled my phone number on a piece of paper. She returned the favor. �Great!�
�I�m parked in a good spot,� Eldon said before anyone else could exchange numbers with her, �but we�d better start walking out to Lot Four if you aren�t going to be late.�
She gave the rest of us a slightly helpless look and allowed Eldon to usher her outside.
Lydia arrived about then, and correctly interpreting a signal from me, engaged Alicia in an intense conversation. It allowed me to slip a piece of paper with Donna�s number on it to Mark.
�You�re a doll,� he whispered, and smiled.
�What secrets are you two whispering about?� Alicia demanded.
�If I told you, would it be a secret?�
�Irene,� Lydia said in exasperation. She was right-my teasing Alicia was only going to allow her to cotton on to our ploy to distract her from Mark.
�Oh, all right. I just bet Mark a dollar that Donna ditches Eldon before he can find out where she lives.�
�I think she�s more than happy to be with him,� Mark said. �So I�m betting it�s the start of true love.�
The idea delighted Alicia, so she was in a good mood when they left for their sociology class.
I stared after them.
�Okay,� Lydia said. �What was that all about? Other than someone Alicia called a phony scheming bitch?�
I was still staring.
�Irene?�
�Sorry. I just never realized before now that Mark could lie so smoothly.�

***

I told Lydia the whole story.
�Poor kid,� Lydia said. �Married, widowed, and-orphaned? All at the age of twenty?�
�I don�t know about the orphaned, part,� I said, frowning. �Come to think of it, she never mentioned her father.�
�Probably divorced when she was little,� Lydia said.
�Probably,� I agreed.

***

Later, at home, I called Donna�s phone number, but she wasn�t there. The woman who answered the phone was apparently her landlady, who took a message. �She came home for a little while, but I think she may be out until sometime this evening. How late can she call?�
I was a night owl, but Lydia had an early class, so I said anytime before nine would be okay. I didn�t hear from Donna that evening.

***

The next morning, I was studying in the library, when Eldon came up to me and took a seat next to me, big with news.
�Holy shit! Wait until I tell you about little old Miss Vynes!�
We received looks of annoyance from others who were reading, so I folded up my books and we went outside and sat under a tree on the quad.
�Okay, what?� I said.
�Yesterday, you remember she said she had an errand to run?�
�Yes.�
�Well! She gives me an address, and asks me if I know where it is. It�s down on Shoreline Avenue. �It�s a residential area,� I told her, thinking she must have something mixed up.�
�And?�
�No, it�s the address she wants all right. Do you know whose home it was?�
�Eldon, I don�t even know which address it was. You aren�t telling this story in your usual manner.�
�Sorry, I�m just so rattled. I�ll tell you, but you can�t tell a soul.�
�Then never mind.�
I was just torturing him, of course. Whatever or whoever was at the heart of this was burning him alive with the desire to talk about it.
�All right, all right, I�ll tell you.� He drew a deep breath, then said, �That mansion belongs to Homer Langworthy.�
�Okay.�
�Okay? That�s all you can say?�
�As far as I know, Homer Langworthy paid for the place, so there�s no reason it shouldn�t belong to him.�
�Paid for that and-with Auburn Sheffield-gave enough money to build the new city library. And then on this campus-�
�Everyone in Las Piernas knows that Homer Langworthy is as rich as Croesus, a confirmed bachelor, and all his money will probably go into a charitable trust.�
�Okay, that�s what everyone thinks they know about him-but listen to this. Donna asks me to take her there, and once we�re parked and I open her door for her and help her out of the Mustang, she tries to get me to leave.�
�Which would have been the polite thing to do.�
�That�s a matter of opinion. Anyway, I tell her I�m going to see her home safely. She�s insistent that I wait in the car. She�s acting really edgy. So, we compromise and I stay in the car. Wasn�t bad-I was parked under a big tree and I just put the top down and listened to the radio.
�She goes up the walk, knocks on the door, and is let in. The butler or whoever he is closes the door behind her. She�s in there for about twenty minutes, then leaves, carrying an envelope.
�When I see her coming back down the walkway, I get out of the car and open the door to let her back in. She stumbles a little over one of the tree�s roots, and when she puts her hands out to catch herself, the envelope and her purse go flying to the floor of the car.
�Is she okay?�
�Yes, I caught hold of her and kept her from hitting too hard.�
�I�ll bet you did.�
�I was a perfect gentleman, and removed my hands as soon as I knew she had her balance again and wasn�t hurt,� he said, affronted. �But that�s not what�s important.�
I couldn�t help laughing.
�You know what I mean. Anyway, while a few things scattered out of her purse, when the envelope fell, it spilled out cash. A lot of cash.�
He had my attention. �Define, �a lot.��
�Seven thousand dollars.�
�Seven-!�
�Thousand. Yes.�
Seven thousand dollars. Enough to buy a brand new car, pay for tuition and books, and still have enough left over for a down payment on a house.
If I had been able to work my minimum-wage job full-time instead of part-time, and taken home every cent of the dollar sixty-five I made each hour, it would have taken me more than two years to earn seven thousand dollars.
I caught myself going down the envy road and put the brakes on. I said something that really went against my natural state of being curious. �It�s none of our business.�
�That�s how I acted,� Eldon said. �She turned beet red and hurried to gather the money. I didn�t touch any of it, of course. I just helped her pick up her lipstick and compact and other little things that had fallen out of the purse.� He paused and a sly look came over his face. �That reminds me. What�s that colorful plastic tube you girls all carry, around yay long?� He held his hands a few inches apart.
�A double-barreled tampon holder, as well you know. You forgot you told me you have sisters, Eldon.�
He laughed. �Okay. But no joke, there were seven packets of one hundred dollar bills. I asked her if she was sure she had all of them while I raised the top on the car again. As flustered as she was, I was afraid if she had forgotten one of them, it would blow out of the car once we pulled out into traffic. That�s when she told me that all seven thousand was there.�
�And?�
�Long story short, she tells me that Langworthy is her father.�
I didn�t bother to hide my shock.
�She�s illegitimate,� he said, enjoying my reaction.
�Eldon, you are such a little shit! I�ll bet she asked you to keep it confidential.�
�Of course she did! Can you blame me for wanting to talk to someone about it?�
�If someone asks you to keep a confidence, you keep it.�
He shrugged. �I�m human. Besides, I thought you might already know.�
�Why?�
�You were the one who introduced us.�
�That is such a lie. You saw a pretty girl and made a beeline for the table. For the record, yesterday at lunch was the first time I�d met her.� I paused. �I�ve never liked that phrase, �illegitimate child.� Children aren�t to blame for what their parents do.�
Eldon considered this for a moment, then said, �Never thought of it that way. So-I guess he doesn�t openly acknowledge her, but he was happy she was moving back here. Tough for her really, even with the money. Like he�s ashamed of her.�
�He�s got to be seventy years old, right? That generation-his reputation in the community-he�s probably more ashamed of himself than of her. At least he�s helping her out.�
�Yeah. You suppose he�s going to leave all his bread to her?�
�Eldon, listen to me. You�ve broken her confidence by telling me. Fine, you�re human. Do not tell anyone else. Not anyone. It�s unkind to her and unkind to him. You�ll only embarrass her. Besides, do you want every creep who wants to marry money going after her?�
He stood. �No way I want to increase the competition.�
It belatedly occurred to me, as he walked off whistling, that he was probably one of those creeps.

***

Competition or no competition, it didn�t take long to see that Eldon hadn�t been able to keep his big yap shut. Donna had shown a strong preference for Mark�s company, so maybe Eldon decided to blab by way of sour grapes.
Before the week was over, there was always a crowd of men around her, and any number of women ready to pick up the leftovers. It wasn�t just the guys who were broke who spent time with her. Families of the wealthy began to invite her to their parties, willing to overlook the sins of the father if the father was going to make her his heir.
As for the father in question, no one was too surprised to learn that the day after Donna�s visit to his home, Homer Langworthy left town, reputedly for a long voyage on a cruise ship. Or an African safari. Or a European tour. The stories varied, but the bottom line was the same: Homer was unavailable to confirm or deny rumors.
She ate at the best restaurants, sat in the best seats at any concert or play, and was offered extravagant gifts that she very properly refused, a fact which only substantiated, in some minds, that she was an heiress.
She received no fewer than three offers of marriage within her first three weeks on campus. She graciously declined. Until Mark Kesterson asked.

***

I was sitting in the offices of the campus newspaper after everyone else had gone home, chewing on a pencil, when an ex-pirate who was dear to me walked in.
The pirate tale was one of the many explanations Jack Corrigan, retired star reporter for the Las Piernas News Express, now journalism professor extraordinaire, offered to anyone bold or rude enough to ask him how he lost his eye. I never heard the same story twice whenever I was around to hear him respond to the inquisitive. I never asked him; I figured he�d tell me if he wanted me to know.
He cocked his head, sat down near me, and lit up a cigarette.
�Now, what has Ms. Kelly staying here late, I wonder?�
�Well, we both know you�re trying to sneak in extra cigarettes before you go home.�
�Not sneak, exactly. Just trying to be supportive of Helen. She quit ten years ago, but I don�t like to tempt her to go back to it. Nice evasion, by the way.�
His wife, Helen Corrigan, another veteran reporter, only slightly edged out her husband as my favorite professor. Neither one of them went easy on their students. I loved them for it.
But just then, I wasn�t sure I wanted to participate in the Donna Vynes rumor mill. Still�
He waited. I wasn�t the first person to break under that patient silence of his. I would have loved to learn how he managed to keep a question mark in the air over such long stretches of quiet.
�It�s like this,� I said, and told him the story of Donna Vynes.
He raised his brows a couple of times, but didn�t interrupt the telling. By the time I had finished, he was on his second cigarette.
�I�ve spent some time with Donna,� I said, �and she seems like a sweet person. None of it is really my business, and they seem to be in love, so I should probably adhere to Lydia�s Ax Murderer Rule.�
�Ax murderers have rules?�
�No, Lydia has some good rules. The Ax Murderer Rule is this: if your friend is in love with someone, and that someone is an ax murderer, and you have photographs to prove it, you can try to gently talk your friend out of staying in the relationship. But only if all three conditions are met.�
He laughed. �Smart Lydia.�
�It�s nice in theory, but Mark and I have been friends since high school, and I don�t want to see him hurt.�
�Why should this relationship hurt him?�
�Something about all of this-just doesn�t seem right. Eldon is a gossip and I wouldn�t trust him to keep a secret, but he�s not in the habit of making up whoppers. All the same, I think the whole �tripped as she got into the car� business was a little hokey.�
�What else?�
�Married at sixteen, veteran�s widow? Farm girl whose mother died not long ago, and she dresses better than Alicia? I don�t know. But you can�t be suspicious of people based on their clothing.�
�Sure you can. You probably should not judge someone�s character by what they wear, but that�s not what I hear you saying. Your instincts are telling you something�s not right. So you think over things that don�t fit well with whatever message a person is trying to send to you and others-those things that seem incongruous can be clothing, the way a person carries himself, how they talk, and so on. That doesn�t mean whatever hypothesis you�ve dreamed up about him or her is right, or that they�ve done something wrong-just that you need to figure out what�s really going on.�
�That�s why I�m in here chewing on pencils.�
He took a drag, exhaled slowly. �I have an assignment for you.�
I sat up straighter. �A story?�
�Not exactly. A research assignment.�
�Oh.�
He laughed. �Spare me these transports!�
�Sorry. I actually do like research. I�m just in a funk.�
�This assignment will help with that. It may or may not help you decide what to do, but it will wear off some of that energy more productively, and at the very least spare the newsroom the destruction of all its pencils.�

***

The assignment was to go to the library and find a copy of The History and Story of the Doings of the Famous Mrs. Cassie L. Chadwick. Then I was to look through the New York Times microfilm collection for stories about her. He gave me a hint and said that early March 1905 would be a good place to start.
�You�ve assigned this before?�
�Oh yes. I�ll tell you why later. But you should find them especially interesting, I think. Unfortunately, my requests to buy copies of microfilm for TheCleveland Plain Dealer for those years have gone unheeded.�
�Cleveland!�
He smiled and put out his cigarette, then said, �Happy hunting,� and left.

***

I made sure we were alone. That was actually the hardest part. After realizing that no restaurant in the city would be free of people who might know Donna, I ended up inviting her over for dinner on a night when I knew Lydia had an evening class. Until two months earlier, Lydia and I had shared the place with another roommate, but she had married over the summer. We had been putting off finding another renter, but tonight I was glad for the lack of a potential eavesdropper, enjoying the emptiness and quiet that usually had me thinking that I was going to have to move back home again.
Donna and I made small talk until after I cleared the dishes. She seemed a little down. All the same, she was an easy person to talk to. I was fighting some very cynical thinking about that as I pulled out some photocopies I had made.
I had thought of going all Perry Mason on her ass, cross-examining her until she wept and admitted her crimes. I couldn�t do it. The truth is, I liked her.
�I had a special assignment given to me this week,� I said. �Do you know who Jack Corrigan is?�
She shook her head. My tone must have hardened, or my look, or-somehow I tipped her off that the nature of our little dinner party was about to change.
�Well, I suppose that doesn�t matter. I have a feeling that you do know who Cassie Chadwick was.�
She, who blushed so easily, turned pale. She looked at me with such desperation that, for a full minute, I wasn�t sure if she was going to cry, run away, or punch me. But she just nodded yes and looked down at her hands.
�If she hadn�t harmed so many people,� I said, �I could almost admire her cunning, not to mention her nerve. After running a number of other scams, she marries a naive doctor from Cleveland, just happens to convince him that they should visit New York at the same time a man from home is there-a man who is a high-society gossip in Cleveland. She asks that man to give her a carriage ride, and has him wait for her outside the home of Andrew Carnegie, a wealthy, confirmed bachelor. She goes into the house, comes out thirty minutes later, and-this part really interested me-trips as she�s getting into the carriage. Drops a promissory note for two million dollars-a note that appears to be signed by Andrew Carnegie, whom she blushingly claims is her father.�
She stayed silent.
�Too bad promissory notes aren�t what they used to be. Planning to borrow millions based on phony documents, and cause a bank or two to fail?�
�No.�
�I didn�t think so.� I let the silence stretch for a time, then said, �Who told you about Cassie Chadwick?�
�Aunt Lou, my great aunt. She grew up hearing stories about her. Aunt Lou claimed to �admire her brass� as she put it. Aunt Lou doesn�t think women ever get a fair shake in this world.�
�Is Donna Vynes your real name?�
�My married name, yes.� She was tracing patterns on the tablecloth with one of her perfect fingers, still not making eye contact.
�So you�re really a war widow?�
The finger stopped moving. She looked up at me. �Oh yes. And my mother is dead. John, my husband, sent home all of his pay-a little over a hundred and fifty dollars a month at first. It was up to about four hundred when he was killed. Just about everything he saved for us got spent on my mother�s medical needs. But John also bought some life insurance through the service. So I had ten thousand from that.�
�That�s where the seven thousand comes from?�
�Yes.� She sighed. �There was this neighbor of Aunt Lou�s in Cleveland. Her daughter was about my age. Despite all my other faults, I�m not like Eldon, so I won�t name her, if you don�t mind. Anyway, at the end of last semester, she dropped out of school here. Looking back on it now, I think she was just really homesick.
�But what she told me was� well, once we got to know each other, she said the reason she left was because Eldon Naff slept with her and then told the world about it. She said she had been working as an assistant for Mr. Langworthy, or rather to someone on his staff. She said it was Mr. Langworthy who fired her, mostly based on Eldon�s gossip. I don�t know if that�s true, but I learned a lot about Mr. Langworthy from her. Including the fact that in early September, he was going on a Mediterranean cruise.
�And I couldn�t help thinking about Mr. Carnegie and Mrs. Chadwick. Especially because I never knew my dad. My mother always said my father died while she was pregnant with me, but I think she was lying. Aunt Lou all but confirmed that my parents weren�t married. So I am illegitimate, just not the child of a rich man.�
After a long silence, she said, �God, I don�t know how you did it, but I�m glad you figured it out. It�s a relief.�
�I�m sure it is. So you were thinking about Andrew Carnegie and Cassie Chadwick-�
�Yes. And I took a gamble. Bought some clothes and a bus ticket and went west. I just couldn�t be happy in Cleveland, living with Aunt Lou, hearing about this beautiful place from a neighbor girl who had no sense at all. There are some nice men in Cleveland, but I had too many bad memories associated with it, and going back to our small town-well, let�s just say that wasn�t an option. I couldn�t stand being under the microscope as John Vynes�s widow, with his mama harping on how it was my fault he�d been killed-which is just nonsense and the meanest lie, because I did not want him to go off to war! How we argued-� She halted, tears welling up in her eyes. She quickly brushed them away.
�So I applied to the college and got accepted,� she went on, forcing a smile. �You know the rest.�
�Not exactly. What the hell did you expect would happen when Langworthy returned?�
�I hoped for two things. I hoped that by then I�d have met some nice college guy who would marry me. The other was I�d get a chance to pay Eldon back a little. He�s the only person to whom I ever told that story about Mr. Langworthy. No one else has asked me directly if I am his daughter. If they had, I was going to deny it, and swear to high heaven that I didn�t have any seven thousand dollars, and that he made it all up.�
I shook my head. �He�s a jerk, and he gossips, but he�s not known for outright lying about his stories. People would probably be more likely to believe him than you.�
�Yes, I figured that out. I also figured a few other things out, but�� She swallowed hard, took a halting breath and said, �Anyway, I was hoping Mr. Langworthy�s staff would back me up.�
�What actually went on inside the Langworthy residence that day?�
�Oh, nothing, really. I asked to speak to the person my neighbor reported to, and told her that she thought the world of the Langworthy staff and had asked me to stop by and wish them well. Naturally, they asked about her and how she was doing, and even said that Mr. Langworthy regretted firing her. Guess it has cost him some sleepless nights. They asked me to contact her to see if she�d come back, and I did, but she said she�s happier where she is.�
�You know what, I don�t give a damn about any of that. I don�t even give a shit about all those stupid male gold diggers who were trying to get into your panties over the last few weeks. There are only two people I�m really concerned about here. God knows how Mr. Langworthy is going to react when he learns what�s happened to his reputation. So that�s one. But-�
�Mark,� she said, looking forlorn. �I know you have no reason to believe a word I say, but it�s breaking my heart twice. I can�t stand hurting him, but I�ve realized for some time now that I made a bigger trap for myself than the one I built for Eldon. I hated hurting Mark.� This time, the tears flowed unchecked.
I ignored them-her use of the past tense was another matter. �What the hell have you done now?�
She looked surprised at my anger. �Didn�t he tell you? I thought you�d be the first person he called. I gave his ring back to him. I couldn�t live with myself if we married, knowing I�d tricked him into it.�
�So what�s the plan now, Mrs. Chadwick?�
�Don�t call me that!�
�What�s the plan? Do you go back to Ohio with your tail between your legs? Join a nunnery? Marry someone you don�t love in some act of martyrdom?�
She looked stunned. �I thought-I thought you�d understand.�
�Here�s an alternative you may not have considered: tell Mark the truth.�
�I have thought of that. Of course I have. But how could he ever trust me again?�
�If you ask me, whatever time and effort you spend earning that trust is bound to be a better penance than hurting him for the sake of your fear and guilt.�
She looked down at the tablecloth again. Her hands were shaking, but she said, �I�ll do it.�
�Good. The whole truth, right?�
�Yes.�
I brought her a box of Kleenex and called Mark.
�Hi, Irene,� he said. He sounded awful. �I was just thinking of calling you.�
�Tell you what, why don�t you come over instead?�
�I don�t think I�d be good company. Donna gave me my ring back.� Utterly crushed. The boy had it bad.
�Bring the ring over. Maybe you can put it back on her. But my unsolicited advice is that the two of you should take things a little slower.�
�She�s there?� he said, with about a thousand volts more energy than I had heard in his voice a moment before.
�Yes. Come over; I�ll see to it that you aren�t disturbed. But you have to be out of here by noon.�
�Irene� I� I don�t know what you said to her, but-�
�Just get over here.�
�On my way.�
Next I called Lydia�s mom.

***

I met Lydia on the front steps with an overnight bag already packed for her. �Come on, we�re spending the night at your mom�s place.�
�What?�
�An old-fashioned slumber party.�
�What are you talking about? I�m exhausted.�
�I�ll tell you all about it on the way over to your mom�s. I�d take you to Kellyville, but-�
She shuddered. �Barbara.�
�Exactly. My sister will drive us nuts.�

***

I found Jack Corrigan in his office late the next day.
�Thanks for the assignment,� I said. �Reading the style of those turn-of-the-century reporters was fun. How did you know about the story?�
�My mother�s eldest brother-who was so much older than her, he was more a father figure than a sibling-lost all his savings when the Oberlin bank failed, thanks to Cassie Chadwick. Or at least, that was the way the story was told by my mother. Uncle Eamon pointed out that crooked though Cassie was, the bankers played a large part in elevating her from a minor con artist to a major swindler.�
�Were you close to him?�
�Oh yes. He came to live with us at one point, and eventually repaired his fortunes, which was a good lesson to me-that ruin need not be a permanent condition for anyone still breathing.� He paused. �May I ask how your friend Mark is doing?�
�Great. As your uncle might say, Donna is still breathing. They�re going to wait a year to marry. In the meantime, she�s moving in with Lydia and me.�
�Excellent work, Kelly.�

***

Mr. Langworthy had been informed of the rumors while on vacation with the love of his own life, who happened to be male. His lover encouraged an impish side to Mr. Langworthy that no one had seen in decades. Donna, expecting to be told that she must pay for an announcement to be printed in the paper denying any claim on him, was instead begged never to do so. �I would be delighted, my dear-provided you�re not interested in making any claim on my estate?-to watch all of the people who�ve been eager to have a slice of the pie try to behave themselves when it looks as if the kitchen is closed.�
She assured him-as did Mark-that she had no need for his money.
So Lydia and I were bridesmaids at a wedding that was held at the Langworthy mansion. Many people in attendance thought they knew something they didn�t, always a dangerous condition, but terribly amusing to Mr. Langworthy all the same.
Oh, and somehow Eldon Naff ended up falling into a koi pond, and had to go home early as a result. I am not at liberty to say how this came about, but perhaps some things are best left unacknowledged.



Why Tonight?

Why tonight?
As she lay staring up at the lazily circling blades of the ceiling fan, Kaylie asked herself the question again and again. She wasn�t sure what caused her to ask herself that question more than any other, especially as there were certainly other matters she should be addressing before the sheriff arrived. But through the numbness that surrounded nearly every other line of thinking, one question occurred to her repeatedly, refused evasion by tricks of distraction: Why tonight?
Was it because of the heat? It was hot tonight. But then, it wasn�t the first hot summer night in Kansas. Even her grandmother used to say that the devil couldn�t be found in Kansas in August; in August he went back to hell, where he could cool off. No, the heat had not decided this night would be the night that Joseph Darren died.
She had met the man whose body hung from a rope tied to the rafters of the garage on another, long-ago August night, when she had gone down to the small, man-made lake on the edge of town, hoping it would be cool there.
She had talked Tommy Macon into driving her down there that night. She smiled, thinking of Tommy. Tommy who used to have a crush on her. Tommy, taking her out to drag Main in his big old Chrysler. Kaylie calling �Hey!� to Sue Halloran, just to rub it in. Sue calling back, half-heartedly, like a beaten pup.
Willowy. That�s what Joseph called her that night. If his eyes had moved over her just a little more slowly, it would have been insulting. He had taken in her skinny frame, a body she dismissed with the word �awkward� up to that moment, that moment when Joseph asked, �Who�s the willowy blonde, Tommy?�
When he introduced them, Tommy, who would never be a Thomas, whispered to her, �Don�t never call him �Joe�.� He needn�t have bothered with the warning. She knew from that first moment that Joseph would be extraordinary. He would never be �an average Joe.� Tommy was sweet and clumsy, but she was too stupid in those days to see the advantages of being with a sweet and clumsy man.
She sighed, closing her eyes. Too late to mourn the loss of Tommy, still married to Sue, and five kids and fifty pounds later would stay married to her. Kaylie couldn�t even bring herself to contemplate the idea of mourning Joe. She tried it. Not mourning him-calling him Joe.
Joe. Joe. Joe. She said it like a curse. Joe you. It suited him now, she decided.
He was a poet, he had told her, when he was Joseph. A poet. Tommy confirmed it. Tommy, naively bragging on a man he hadn�t even realized was already his rival. Joseph�s poetry had been in every issue of the Butler County College Literary Magazine every semester he had been there. Tommy didn�t claim to understand it all, but he thought it was pretty interesting that Joseph used all small letters, like that Ogden Nash-no, hell, no, that e.e. cummings fellow. That, and did Kaylie know that Joseph could recite all of the words to �American Pie� and tell her exactly what they all meant?
Joseph never did recite �American Pie� for her or unravel its meaning. Too late now.
Kaylie shifted to her side, looking out the top half of the bedroom window. The busted air conditioner sat in the bottom half. It made her mad just to see that air conditioner, so she forced herself to look up over the top of it.
The refinery was still burning. Flames, in the distance, reflected odd colors off the clouds of smoke that billowed and rolled into the night sky. Even with the wind blowing most of it away from town, the air was filled with the stench of burning oil and gas, and doubtless would be for some hours.
Maybe it was the fire. Was that why Joseph had died this night, and not some other night? Had the stinking, burning oil made the sky so different tonight, so different that things had come to this? She turned away from the window, restless, unwilling to watch it, knowing neighbors had died there tonight. No time to think of that, not now.
Damn, it was hot.
She wondered if Joseph�s students would miss him. He had always managed to have a coterie of A.Y.M.s around him. That was one of Kaylie�s secrets, calling them that. An A.Y.M. was an Adoring Young Miss, and many of them had fastened their hungry, barelylost-my-innocence gazes on Professor Joseph Darren.
And why not? He could have been a Made-for-TV English Professor. He taught poetry, was a published poet (mostly through a small local press owned by a childhood friend). All those A.Y.M.s thought he was so sensitive. (Their own boyfriends were sweet but clumsy, and so immature, i.e., not twenty years their senior like Professor Darren.) He was handsome and tall and distinguished looking, with an air of vulnerability about him. Slender but not gaunt. Big, dark, brooding eyes. Long legs. Long lashes. Long, beautiful fingers.
His fingers. Only one of Joseph�s poems had been published in the American Poetry Review, and it was Kaylie�s favorite. For some years now, it had been the only one she could stand to read. It was a poem about something that had really happened. It was a poem about the time he righted a fallen chair, the chair beneath his mother�s dangling feet, and stood upon it, then reached up and placed the fingers of one hand gently around her ribs, and pulled her to him, holding her until he could use the fingers of the other hand to free the rope from her neck.
He had shown the poem to Kaylie not long after they met, and told her that his mother had committed suicide one hot summer day. Kaylie could see at once that he was a troubled man who needed her love to overcome this tragedy. Thinking of that poem now, she held her own strong hands out before her. Had she taken him that seriously then? Well yes, at eighteen, the world was a very serious place. At forty, it was serious again.
But the poem had genuinely moved her, and after they were married, she had sent it off to the Review. Joseph had been unhappy with her for sending it in, told her she had no business doing so without his permission, and he was probably right. But in the end, it had been that poem in the Review that got him the teaching job.
Joseph�s talk of his travels around the world had pulled at her imagination. He had travelled a great deal after his mother died. His father had passed away the summer before, and there was an inheritance from that side of the family that he came into upon his mother�s death. Joseph told her of places he had been, of Europe and Northern Africa and India. She had pictured the two of them travelling everywhere: riding camels on the way to the Pyramids, backpacking to Machu Pichu.
But after they married, he didn�t want to go anywhere. He had satisfied his wanderlust, it seemed. When she complained about it, he gave her a long lecture about how immature it was of her to want to trot all over the globe, to be the Ugly American Turista. Those other people didn�t want us in their countries, he told her. Besides, he couldn�t travel: he had to get through graduate school.
So she washed his clothes and darned his socks and typed his papers instead of riding camels. One of her friends was almost a feminist and told her she shouldn�t do things like that for him. But her almost feminist friend was divorced not long after that, and, as Joseph asked Kaylie when he heard of it, didn�t that tell her something? Soon she stopped having anything to do with the woman, because Joseph told Kaylie that the woman had been coming on to him. Now, she wondered if it was true.
There had been years of small deceptions, she knew. He had seemed so honest in the beginning. She had misunderstood the difference between baldly stating facts and being honest. On the night he told her about his mother, he also told her about his daughter, Lillian. He said he loved Lilly, but he didn�t marry Lilly�s mother exactly because she had tried to trick him into marrying her by getting pregnant. He might as well have said, �Let that be a lesson to you.�
When he finished graduate school, Joseph told Kaylie that he had decided against having any more children. He had a vasectomy not long after he made that announcement. She was twenty-one then, and didn�t object very strongly; it was a disappointment, but she could understand Joseph�s point of view. She told herself that they would have more time to do the things they wanted to do. And even every other weekend, Lilly was a handful.
But somewhere around thirty-five, it became more than a disappointment. It was a bruise that wouldn�t heal. Every time her mind touched upon it, it hurt.
By then, their isolation was nearly complete. They were estranged from her family and most of the people she knew before her marriage. Their few friends were his friends; their hobbies, his hobbies; their goals, his goals. He reserved certain pleasures for his own enjoyment. Infidelity was one of them.
Her own private pleasures were far less complicated. Four years ago, she had planted a garden, perhaps needing to give life to something. Joseph never liked what she chose to plant there, but otherwise, he ignored it.
Jim Lawrence, on the other hand, had liked the garden. One day when he was driving his patrol car past the house, he had seen her trying to lug a big bag of fertilizer to the backyard. He had stopped the car and helped her. When he saw the garden, he smiled and said, �Well, Kaylie, I see Professor Darren hasn�t taken all of the farmer out of you yet.� He spent time talking with her about what she had planted, complimenting her without flattery.
For a while, after he had left that afternoon, she felt a sense of loss. But as she continued to work in the garden, that passed, and she began to mentally replay those few moments with Jim Lawrence again and again. She began to think of them as a sort of infidelity. She took pleasure in that notion.
That brief, never repeated encounter made the garden all the more valuable to her. She had spent a long time in the garden late this afternoon, watering it, trying to protect it from the heat. She had gone out to it again in the early evening, after supper but before the summer sun was down, letting its colors and fragrances ease her mind, cutting flowers for her table.

***

Jim Lawrence parked the patrol car next to the curb in front of the Darren house, allowing himself the luxury of a sigh as he pocketed the keys. This had been one helluva night, the worst he had faced since becoming a sheriff�s deputy, and it was far from over. He had been glad to let the high muckety-mucks take over at the refinery. He had no desire to try to juggle the demands of firefighters, OSHA, oil company men and every kind of law enforcement yahoo between here and God�s forgiveness. Let the sheriff handle it himself.
The task he had been given that night was bad enough. He had spent the last four hours getting in touch with families who lived outside of town, out on farms, and bringing someone from each family to the temporary morgue at the junior high school. Mothers, fathers, wives, husbands-brought them into town to help identify the bodies (�No, Mrs. Reardon, he wasn�t fighting anybody. His fists are up because� well, that�s just what happens to the muscles in a fire.� How could you say that gently?) For some, all they could do was give some needed information (�Who was his dentist, Mr. Abbot?�) to the harried coroners.
Emma, the woman who worked dispatch, did her best, but she was fairly new on the job and ill-prepared for a disaster of this magnitude. In the midst of the chaos that came with the refinery fire, she had managed to log a call from Kaylie Darren, asking Jim to come by, no matter how late, whenever he had a minute. It was important that he come by, but it could wait.
Emma hadn�t managed to find out what Mrs. Darren had wanted. He tried to guess, figured she must be having problems with her neighbors. Maybe the Hansons� teenage sons had been causing her some trouble. They had been knocking over mailboxes, setting off firecrackers and making general nuisances of themselves this summer. Hormones and heat. Bad combination.
Still, Kaylie wasn�t the type to complain about such things. He had known her back before she was Mrs. Darren. Kaylie Lindstrom. They went to high school together. She was blond, blue-eyed, skinny. Just started to fill out some when Joseph Darren had nabbed her. Have to give the son of a bitch that much-he had foresight then.
Jim mused over all he knew of Joseph Darren. Mother was a suicide. He had lived in Wichita for a while, got a girl pregnant. He gave his daughter his name, but never married her mother. Had the daughter with them every other weekend. Of course, that was when she was little. Daughter was grown by now. Hell, she must be-what, twenty-two? Older than most of the students Joseph Darren was rumored to be sleeping with. Jim remembered hearing that the daughter was married not long ago. Maybe she did better for herself than Kaylie did.
He thought of the day Kaylie had shown him the garden. He thought she had seemed starved for attention, and he had meant to come by again sometime. But maybe because she seemed starved for attention, he had hesitated to do so.
He got out of the patrol car and walked wearily toward the house, wondering if Kaylie knew her garage light was on.
She met him at the door, opened it and beckoned him inside before he could knock. Must have been watching for the patrol car. He stood in the front hallway, studying her for a moment. She looked good, slender and fit, but she was tense and talking too fast. Asked him to come in, thanked him for coming over, said she knew that he probably had his hands full what with the fire and all and� and trailed off, apparently not able to say whatever it was she had to say. His weariness left him then. He realized that something very serious was going on; she hadn�t called to complain about the Hanson kids or anything like that. He already knew he wasn�t going to like it.
He had seen this before, when a person had something they wanted to tell him, but couldn�t lay his or her hands on the starting thread of the story. He would make the first tug, so that she could begin the unraveling.
�Emma was a little flustered tonight, Kaylie. She didn�t tell me what it was you needed to see me about.�
�No, I-I guess I forgot to tell her.�
Tug or wait? He waited. She was looking up at him now, searching his face. Goddamn, it was hot in this house. What was she looking for?
�Kaylie?�
�Joseph�s dead.�
Wait. Keep waiting, he told himself.
�He�s in the garage.�
�Why don�t you show me, Kaylie?�
She nodded. He followed her into the kitchen, to the door leading to the garage. When she opened it, there was another blast of heat, and as he entered the garage he realized that the clothes dryer was on. But that distracted him only for a moment.
Jim saw the feet first. The shoes, black leather shoes; dark gray socks; sharply-creased gray pants, stained; fingers curving, hands limp at his sides; long-sleeved white shirt (stray thought: must have been hot, wearing that thing on a day like today); red tie, collar, rope; head bent forward, eyes open and staring down; rope continuing to rafters. One straight, still line of lifelessness. Ladder not far away. All baldly illuminated from overhead by a single light bulb in a white ceramic socket.
Behind him, Jim heard the rhythmic hum and whisper of the dryer.
In front of him, Kaylie swayed a little, and he caught her to him, letting her bury her face on his shoulder. She didn�t cry, she didn�t even put her arms around him, just leaned into him. He held on to her.
Joseph Darren�s lifeless eyes continued to stare down. Jim stared back.
You son of a bitch. Just like your mother. Wasn�t that enough to teach you what this would be like for Kaylie, coming in here to find you like this?
�Let�s go back into the house,� he said.
She looked up at him. Didn�t say anything, didn�t move. Kept watching his eyes. What was she looking for?
�Shouldn�t we cut him down?� she asked.
�No, I�m sorry, we can�t. With this fire, well, I�m afraid we�ll have to wait a while before I can get a crime scene team out here.�
�A crime team?�
�An investigator, a criminalist, whoever else they want to call in. And a coroner. A suicide is a reportable death. I�m sorry, Kaylie; it�s the way I have to handle it. Let�s go inside.�
She let him lead her back into the kitchen. He closed the door to the garage and felt her relax a little as it clicked shut. The kitchen was bright and gleaming, its white-tiled counters scrubbed, the white linoleum shining. The second hand on a round, plain-faced, battery-operated clock ticked away the time with small, jerking movements. On a dish drainer below it, two plain, white dishes, a wine glass and two sets of silverware were drying. On the kitchen table, a red vase held a wild assortment of summer blossoms, mostly roses.
�From your garden?� he asked.
�Yes, I brought them in today. Can I get you something cold to drink?�
�Thanks, that would be nice. I�ll be back in a minute.�
�You�re leaving?�
Looking at her troubled face, he felt another surge of anger toward the man in the garage. Hell, and he hadn�t done so well by her himself; left her waiting around with her husband�s corpse for several hours.
�Just for a minute. I�m just going to go out to the car; I�ll be right back. You�ll be all right?�
�Yes. Yes, of course.�
Hot as it was outside, it was actually cooler than in the house. The stench from the fire was all that kept him from asking Kaylie to talk to him on the porch. He called in on his radio; Emma, who was feeling guilty about not taking a better message from Kaylie, called him back and told him that she had tried to get the county people to cooperate, but it would be at least an hour before they could get anyone out to him. He gathered up his clipboard and forms.
On his way back to the house, he noticed the air conditioner in the bedroom window. He wondered why she wasn�t using it.

***

They sat at the table, drinking lemonade, both silent for a time. He decided that he would get the business end of all of this over and done with, so that he could spend the rest of the time he waited with her as a friend, not an officer of the law.
�I need to ask you a few questions, Kaylie.�
She nodded. �Go ahead. It�s all right, Jim.�
She was tense again, he could see. He didn�t want to make this any harder on her than it already was. Slowly, he told himself. Take it slow and easy. �Did your husband go to work out at the college today?�
�Yes. He was at the college most of the day. He has a full schedule for summer session. I�m not sure exactly when he got home-I was working in the garden this afternoon. But I heard the phone ring and came in to answer it; Joseph had already picked it up. That was at about five o�clock, and it looked like he had just walked in not too long before that.�
�He was dressed like he is now?�
�Yes, that�s what he had on. I think Lillian called before he had a chance to change.�
�Lillian? His daughter?�
�Yes. He talked to her. I-I know there�s never any one reason for these things, but the call seemed to upset him.�
�Why?�
She looked away. �I shouldn�t have said that. It�s my fault, not Lillian�s. I don�t think I ever made him very happy.�
�Kaylie.�
She looked back at him.
�Don�t do that to yourself. Please.�
She said nothing for a moment, then sighed. �You�re right, of course.�
�Tell me about the phone call.�
�Lillian called to say she was pregnant.�
�That upset him?�
�I know it sounds foolish, but you have to understand Joseph. He was so afraid of growing old. That�s why he had those affairs with his students.�
He looked at her in surprise.
�Yes, I knew about them, it�s a small town, Jim. I got �Dear Abby� clippings in the mail whenever she ran a column on cheating husbands. Or some anonymous �friend� would call me and tell me that she had seen Joseph going into a motel outside of town.�
�Good Lord.�
�It doesn�t matter now.�
�Maybe. Maybe not.�
�It doesn�t. I don�t think he saw himself as being much older than his students. Working at the college-well, all I�m saying is, the news that he was going to be a grandfather really shook him up.�
�Did he say anything to you about it?�
�No, not much. But he didn�t change his clothes or go on with his usual routine. He started drinking wine, so I hurried and made dinner, trying to get him to put some food in his stomach. But he kept drinking throughout dinner. I should have known something was wrong then. But when I hinted that he should stop drinking, he became quite foul-tempered. I didn�t feel like putting up with it, not in this heat. So I went back out to the garden. I spent quite a while out there-maybe if I had stayed with him��
�Kaylie, don�t. None of this is your fault.�
She was silent for a time, then said, �I�m sorry. You must have other questions.�
�Not too many more. Had he been depressed or anxious lately, other than tonight?�
She reached toward the vase and absently touched a petal on a yellow rose. �I guess it doesn�t do any harm to talk about this now.�
He waited.
She plucked the petal and held it to her nose, then let it fall to the table. �He didn�t talk to me much, Jim. Not about anything. But recently he had started taking Valium. I don�t even know the doctor who gave him the prescription.�
�Do you know when he last took any?�
She shook her head. �The bottle is in the bathroom. Do you want me to get it for you?�
�No, that�s okay, I�ll take a look at it in a minute. Did you see him again after you came in from the garden?�
�No-I mean, not alive.� She reached up and took another petal from the rose. �This is the part I feel the worst about,� she said softly. She looked over at him, studying him.
What is she looking for?
She dropped the petal, reached for another one. �I didn�t know he was out there. I was out in the garden, then cutting flowers and arranging them in this vase. I thought he had gone out, or that he might have gone to bed early. Then I heard the explosion over at the refinery, and I stood out on the porch and watched the flames for a little while. I turned on the radio and listened to the news about it, listened while I washed dishes, cleaned the counters and mopped the floor. Then I went into the bedroom, where it was cooler. I can�t say I was especially surprised that Joseph wasn�t there. I go to bed alone quite often. Sometimes he comes in late.�
Jim found himself staring at the door to the garage.
�I didn�t go out there until much later,� she rushed on. �I had some laundry to do. That�s when I found him. I came back inside and called you-I mean, called the sheriff�s office.�
Emma had logged the call in at about nine, when things were still hopping from the fire. �So the last time you saw him was about when?�
�I guess it would have been about six-thirty.�
�And do you know what time it was you came in from the garden?�
�A little before sundown; before eight, I suppose.�
He looked at his watch. It was just after one o�clock in the morning; the refinery had been burning since eight-thirty. The man could have been out there in the garage for a long time. In this heat, even the coroner might find it difficult to set a time of death very accurately. He did as much of the paperwork as he could, then asked if she would mind if he looked around.
She didn�t object, but asked him if it would be all right if she waited back in the bedroom. �It�s cooler in there,� she explained.
Remembering the air conditioner, he understood.
He looked over the living room and the professor�s study. If Joseph Darren left a suicide note, it was not on any of the clean and tidy surfaces of either room. There was, in fact, nothing very personal in them. Next he looked through the bathroom. Towels and washclothes neatly folded on the rack; chrome on the fixtures shining, toothbrushes in a holder, toothpaste tube rolled from the bottom. No thumbprint on the bottom edge of the medicine cabinet, like you�d see in his own house.
All the contents were in well-ordered rows. The medications were lined up, labels facing out. Nonprescription on one side, prescription on another. The Valium bottle was there, half-empty even though it was recently refilled. Maybe the professor had considered pills before he decided to stick with family traditions.
The other prescriptions were mostly leftover antibiotics; none past their expiration dates. There was only one made out to Kaylie. Premarin.
Premarin. Where had he heard of that before? He stretched and yawned. Premarin. Oh, sure-his mom had taken it. Estrogen, for menopause.
Menopause? Kaylie? Maybe she needed it for some other reason. She was only forty, for godsakes. Some women went through it that early, he knew. But Kaylie?
Well, if she was going through it, she was. It didn�t really bother him. No children, but at forty, maybe she didn�t want to start a family. Hell, she was going to be a grandmother. Step-grandmother.
He felt a familiar sensation. Tugging at a mental thread.
Something had bothered him, earlier. In the garage. The light being on? No, he could understand that. She wouldn�t turn it off, not with him in there. She walked in, saw him hanging there, probably was so shaken she ran back out and didn�t venture back in.
But she had ventured back in. He knew then what it was that had bothered him. The dryer. Lord Almighty.
He leaned against the sink, suddenly feeling a little sick to his stomach. What kind of woman washed a load of laundry in the same room where her husband was hanging from the rafters?
Slow down. Slow down, he told himself. It was weird, no doubt about it. But not necessarily meaningful. Maybe she cleans when she gets upset. The house was so immaculate, it was almost like being in a museum.
He would just ask her about it. He walked to the bedroom door and knocked.
�Come in,� she called.
He opened the door. This room, unlike the others, was slightly in disorder. The bed was rumpled, although made. An old-fashioned walnut dressing table held a silver mirror and brush and comb, a few lipsticks and other make-up items, a couple of small bottles of perfume and a small cluster of earrings, as if she had been sorting through them, choosing which pair she would wear. Photographs of a couple he recognized as her parents, long dead now, took up most of the rest of the space on it.
Two walnut nightstands, apparently part of the same set as the dressing table, stood at either side of a white, wrought-iron bedstead. The one nearest him was bare of anything but an alarm clock. The one on the other side, nearest Kaylie, held a skewed pile of women�s magazines. On top of the magazines was a familiar-looking volume. Their high school yearbook.
She was sitting on the edge of the bed, her hands folded in her lap, looking out the window. She hadn�t turned toward him, and now, looking at her profile, he saw not Kaylie Darren but Kaylie Lindstrom, the girl he had known in high school. She wore no makeup, no earrings, no perfume. This room was more her room than any other, and the fact that she had shared the bed she sat on with a man as cold and empty as that other nightstand seemed grossly unfair to Jim Lawrence.
She turned toward him, looked at him and smiled a quick little smile and said, �Am I in your way? Did you need to look around in here?�
He couldn�t make himself ask her what he needed to ask her, at least not yet. So instead he said, �Why don�t you use the air conditioner?�
�It�s broken,� she said with resignation.
�Let me take a look at it,� he said, striding toward the window.
�It�s broken,� she said again.
�Broken things can be fixed,� he said firmly. He bent down to take a look at it, pushing the switches and buttons on the side panel. Nothing.
�Can they?� she was saying. �Surely not all of them. That thing has been broken for years.�
He turned back to her, inexplicably irritated by her lack of faith.
�Did Professor Joseph Darren ever even try to fix this thing?�
Her eyes widened a little, and she smiled again. �No, he just went out and paid someone to put in this ceiling fan. He thought the air conditioner was too noisy anyway.�
�That ceiling fan doesn�t do much to cool it off in here,� he said, reaching into his pocket for his Swiss Army Knife.
�No, it doesn�t. But it was cool enough for Joseph,� she replied, watching him open the knife to a screwdriver implement and start to remove the panel.
I�ll just bet it was cool enough for him. The professor apparently had ice in his veins. But was it cool enough for you, Kaylie? His thoughts were brought up short when he pulled the panel away. The problem with the air conditioner wasn�t difficult to find. The power cord had been disconnected from the on/off switch terminals. Deliberately.
That son of a bitch.
�Jim?�
He was too angry to reply. He followed the cord back toward the bed.
�What are you doing?�
He looked at her, hearing the alarm in her voice. He must have frightened her somehow. He realized he was scowling and headed right toward her. Did Joseph Darren stalk toward her like this in anger, hurt her? He took a breath.
�I�m just going to unplug it. Your-� He stopped himself. He needed to get a grip. He had just been about to tell her of Joseph Darren�s deception, and here she was, not a widow for one full night yet. �-your air conditioner is going to be easy to fix. I�ll need for you to get up for a moment and let me move the bed away from the wall. The outlet is behind the bedstead.�
She was looking up at him again, in that way she had looked at him several times this evening. What are you looking for, Kaylie? Tell me. Her lips parted, almost as if she had heard him, and she clutched at the sheets beneath her.
He waited.
�Jim-� she said, but then looked down, away from his eyes. She stood up and walked away from the bed.
�Kaylie?�
She shook her head, still not looking at him.
He shrugged and reached for the bedstead, and heaved it away from the wall. He bent to unplug the air conditioner, and stopped short. There were footprints on the wall behind the bed.
Two footprints, to be exact. From the soles of a woman�s athletic shoes. A little garden dirt, perhaps.
Two feet, toes pointing up, slightly apart.
He looked at Kaylie, then back at the footprints. He bent down. While the wooden floor under her side of the bed was dusty, something had slid along the floor under his side. He looked more closely, and saw white paint chips missing off one slightly bent rung of the bedstead. The paint chips were on the floor, in the area between and beneath the footprints. He gripped the top of the bedstead, thinking of the single wineglass, picturing her beneath the bed, bracing her feet against the wall, straightening her legs as she pulled� the way the direction of the rope marks on the neck would match up with a suicide-by-hanging. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, it was all still there before him. He slowly straightened.
�He came home one day about twenty years ago and announced that he was going to get a vasectomy,� he heard Kaylie say behind him. He couldn�t bring himself to look at her. He bent down again and unplugged the air conditioner cord, then walked back to the window.
�He had decided that I wasn�t going to have any children. He had his child. Lillian. Did you know that child hated me? Not so much anymore, but it was awful when she was growing up. I don�t think she would have hated me so much if Joseph hadn�t told her that I was the reason he didn�t marry her mother. He lied. To me and to Lillian and to God knows how many other women. He lied all the time.�
�Yes, I know he did,� Jim said wearily, and knelt to begin replacing the wiring Joseph Darren had undone.
�Today he told Lillian that she should get rid of the baby.�
The screwdriver stopped for a moment, then went on.

***

He finished replacing the panel and got to his feet, looking out the window at the smoke, which had turned the moon blood red.
Without looking back at her, he knew she hadn�t moved. She stood there, silent now.
�Kaylie, I�m an officer of the law.� For the first time, his chest felt tight as he said that.
�Yes,� he heard her say.
He walked over to the outlet, plugged the air conditioner in, listened as it hummed to life, giving off a dusty smell of disuse.
�You fixed it!�
He looked over at her, at the way her face was lit up in approval and admiration.
�Yes,� he said, and moved the bed back against the wall.

***

He walked back to the air conditioner, adjusted its settings. He closed his eyes and bent his face to it, letting the cool air blow against him; felt it flattening his eyelashes and buffeting his hot skin.
�Kaylie.�
�Yes?�
�Go turn the clothes dryer off.�

***

She hesitated, but then he heard her leave the room, heard her going out into the garage. He looked out the window and saw the headlights of other cars coming toward the house. He stood up straight, lifting his fingers to his badge, feeling the now-chilled metal beneath them.
Fifteen years as a deputy sheriff, only to come to this.

***

Why tonight, he wondered.



A Fine Set of Teeth

I saw Frank drop two cotton balls into the front pocket of his denim jacket and I made a face.
�Those won�t help, you know.�
He smiled and said, �Better than nothing.�
�Cotton is not effective ear protection.�
He picked up his keys by way of ignoring me and said, �Are you ready?�
�You don�t have to go with me,� I offered again.
�I�m not letting my wife sit alone in a sleazy bar. No more arguments, all right?�
�If I were on a story-�
�You aren�t. Let�s go.�
�Thanks for being such a good sport about it,� I said, which made him laugh.

***

�Which apartment number?� Frank asked as we pulled up to the curb in front of Buzz Sullivan�s apartment building. The building was about four stories high, probably built in the 1930s. I don�t think it had felt a paintbrush along its walls within the last decade.
�Buzz didn�t tell me,� I answered. �He just said he lived on the fourth floor.�
Frank sighed with long suffering, but I can ignore someone as easily as he can, and got out of the car.
As we made our way to the old stucco building�s entry, we dodged half a dozen kids who were playing around with a worn soccer ball on the brown crabgrass lawn. The children were laughing and calling to one another in Spanish. A dried sparrow of a woman watched them from the front steps. She seemed wearier than Atlas.
Frank muttered at my back about checking mailboxes for the first of the three flights of stairs, but soon followed in silence. Although Buzz had moved several times since I had last been to one of his apartments, I knew there would be no difficulty in locating the one that was his. We reached the fourth floor and Frank started to grouse, but soon the sound I had been waiting for came to my ears. Not just my ears: I heard the sound under my fingernails, beneath my toes and in places my mother asked me never to mention in mixed company. Three screeching notes strangled from the high end of the long neck of a Fender Stratocaster, a sound not unlike those a pig might make-if it was having its teeth pulled with a pair of pliers.
I turned to look at Frank Harriman and saw something I rarely see on his face: fear. Raw fear.
I smiled. I would have said something comforting, but he wouldn�t have heard me over the next few whammified notes whining from Buzz�s guitar. A deaf man could have told you they were coming from apartment 4E. I waited until the sound subsided, asked, �Should we drop you off back at the house?� and watched my husband stalk over to the door of number 4E and rap on it with the kind of ferocious intensity one usually saves for rousing the occupants of burning buildings.
Q: What�s the difference between a dead trombone player and a dead snake in the middle of a road?
A: The snake was on his way to a gig.
The door opened and a thin young man with a hairdo apparently inspired in color and shape by a sea urchin stood looking at Frank in open puzzlement. He swatted a few purple spikes away from his big blue eyes and finally saw me standing nearby. His face broke into an easy, charming smile.
�Irene!� He looked back at Frank. �Is this your cop?�
�No, Buzz,� I said, �that�s my husband.�
Buzz looked sheepish. �Oh, sorry. I�ve told Irene I�m not like that, and here I am, acting just exactly like that.�
�Like what?� Frank asked.
�I don�t mind that you�re a cop,� Buzz said proudly.
�That�s big of you,� Frank said, �I was worried you wouldn�t accept our help.�
Buzz, who is missing a sarcasm detection gene, just grinned and held out a hand. �Not at all, man, not at all. It�s really good of you to offer to take me to the gig. Guess Irene told you my car broke down. Come on in.�
Buzz�s purple hair was one of two splashes of color in his ensemble; his boots, pants and shirt were black, but a lime green guitar-still attached by a long cable to an amp-and matching strap stood out against this dark backdrop.
There was no question of finding a seat while we waited for Buzz to unhook his guitar and put it in a hard-shell case. The tiny apartment was nearly devoid of furniture. Two empty plastic milk crates and a couple of boards served as a long, low coffee table of sorts. Cluttered with the several abandoned coffee mugs and an empty bowl with a bent spoon in it, the table stood next to a small mattress heaped with twisted sheets and laundry. The mattress apparently served as both bed and couch.
There were two very elegant objects in the room, however-a pair of Irish harps. The sun was setting in the windows behind them, and in the last light of day, they stood with stately grace, their fine wooden scrollwork lovingly polished to a high sheen.
�You play these?� Frank asked him in astonishment.
Without looking up from the guitar, which he was carefully wiping down with a cloth, Buzz said, �Didn�t you tell him, Irene?�
�I first met Buzz at an Irish music festival,� I said. �He doesn�t just play the harp.�
�Other instruments, too?� Frank asked.
�Sure,� Buzz said, looking back at us now. �I grew up in a musical family.�
�That isn�t what I meant,� I said. �He doesn�t just play it. He coaxes it to sing.�
�Sure and you�ve an Irish silver tongue now, haven�t ye, me beauty?� Buzz said with an exaggerated brogue.
�Prove my point, Buzz. Play something for us.�
He shook his head. �Haven�t touched them in months except to keep the dust off them,� he said. �That�s the past.� He patted the guitar case. �This is the future.� He laughed when he saw my look of disappointment. �My father feels the same way-but promise you won�t stop speaking to me like he has.�
�No, what you play is your choice.�
�Glad to know at least one person thinks so. Shall we go?�
�Need help carrying your equipment?� Frank offered. I was relieved to see him warming up a little.
�Oh, no, I�m just taking my ax, man.�
�Your ax?�
�My guitar. I never leave it at the club. My synthesizer, another amp and a bunch of other equipment are already at the club-I just leave those there. But not my Strat.�
Q: How do you get a guitar player to turn down?
A: Put sheet music in front of him.
On the way to Club 99, Buzz talked to Frank about his early years of performing with the Sullivan family band, recalling the friendship his father shared with my late mentor, O�Connor.
�O�Connor told me to come to this music festival,� I said. �There was a fifteen-year-old lad who could play the Irish harp better than anyone he�d ever met, and when he got to heaven, he expected no angel to play more sweetly.�
�Oh, I did all right,� he said shyly. �But my training wasn�t formal. She tell you that she helped me get into school, Frank?�
�No-�
�It was your own hard work that got you into that program,� I said.
�Naw, I couldn�t have done it without you. You talked that friend into teaching me how to sight read.� He turned to Frank. �Then she practically arm-wrestled one of the profs into giving me an audition.�
Frank smiled. �She hasn�t changed much.�
�Sorry, Buzz,� I said, �I thought it was what you wanted.�
�It was!� Buzz protested. �And I never could have gone to college without your help.�
�Nonsense. You got the grades on your own, and all the talent and practice time for the music was your own. But when your dad told me you dropped out at the beginning of this past semester, I just figured-�
�I loved school. I only left because I had this opportunity.�
�What opportunity?� Frank asked.
�The band you�re going to hear tonight,� he said proudly.
I was puzzled. �It�s still avant garde?�
�Yes.�
�Hmm. I guess I never thought there was much money in avant garde.�
�Not here in the U.S.-locally, Club Ninety-nine is about the only place we can play regularly, and they don�t pay squat there. Our band is too outside for a lot of people.�
�Outside?� I asked.
�Yeah, it means-different. In a good way. You know, we push the envelope. Our music�s very original, but for people who want the Top Forty, we�re a tough listen. That�s the trouble with the music scene here in the States. But Mack-our bass player-came up with this great plan to get us heard over in Europe. We made a CD a few months ago, and it�s had a lot of airplay there. We just signed on for a big tour, and when it�s over, we�ve got a steady gig set up in a club in Amsterdam.�
�I had no idea all of this was happening for you, Buzz. Congrats.�
�Thanks. I�m so glad you�re finally going to get to hear us play-three weeks from now, we�ll be in Paris. Who knows when you�ll get a chance to hear us after that-Frank, it�s been awhile since Irene heard me play and-oh!� He pointed to the right. �Here�s the club. Park here at the curb. There�s not really any room at the back.�
He had pointed out a small, brown building that looked no different from any other neighborhood bar on the verge of ruin. A small marquee read, �Live Music. Wast Land. No Cover Charge Before 7 P.M.�
�Wast Land?� Frank asked. �Is that your band?�
�The Waste Land. The �e� is missing. And the word �The.� �
�You named the band after the poem by T.S. Eliot?� Frank asked.
�You�ve read T.S. Eliot�s poetry?� Buzz asked in unfeigned disbelief.
�Yeah. I think it made me a more dangerous man.�
I rolled my eyes.
Buzz sat back against the seat and grinned. �Cool!�
Q: What band name on a marquee will always guarantee a crowd?
A: �Free Beer�
As we pushed open the padded vinyl door of Club 99, our nostrils were assailed by that special blended fragrance-a combination of stale cigarette smoke, old sweat, spilt beer and unmopped men�s room-that is the mark of the true dive. I was thinking of borrowing Frank�s cotton and sticking it in my nose.
Behind the bar, a thin old man with tattoo-covered arms and a cigarette dangling from his mouth was stocking the beer cooler, squinting as the cigarette�s smoke rose up into his own face. He nodded at Buzz, stared a moment at Frank, then went back to his work. We were ignored completely by the only other occupant, a red-faced man in a business suit who was gazing into a whiskey glass.
�I thought you said the band was meeting here at seven,� I said as we walked along the sticky floor toward the stage. I glanced at my watch. Seven on the dot.
�The others are always late,� Buzz said. He set up his guitar, then invited us into a small backstage room that was a little less smelly than the rest of the bar. It housed a dilapidated couch and a piano that bore the scars of drink rings and cigarette burns. The walls of the room were covered with a colorful mixture of graffiti, band publicity photos and handbills.
�Is there a photo of your band up here?� Frank asked.
�Naw. Most of those are pretty old. But I can show you photos of the other members of the band. Here�s Mack and Joleen, when they were in Maggot.� He pointed to two people in a photo of a quartet. Everyone wore the pouting rebel expression that�s become a standard in band photos. The man Buzz pointed out was a bass player, about Buzz�s age, with long, thick black hair. The woman, boyishly thin, also had long, thick black hair.
�That photo�s about ten years old. Mack and Joleen were together then.�
�Together?�
�Yeah. You know, lovers.�
�They aren�t now?�
�No, haven�t been for years. But they get along fine.�
Q: What�s the difference between a drummer and a drum machine?
A: With a drum machine, you only have to punch in the information once.
�Over here�s a photo of Gordon. He�s a great drummer,� Buzz said. �He hates this photo. He said the band sucked. Its name sure did.�
He pointed to a photo of a band called �Unsanitary Conditions.� Buzz was right-I didn�t think too many club owners would be ready to put that on their marquees. The drummer, a lean but muscular man, wasn�t wearing a shirt over his nearly hairless chest. He had also shaved all the hair from his head. He held his drumsticks tucked in crossed-arms. He was frowning. It didn�t look like a fake frown.
Live, updated versions of two of the band members arrived a few minutes later. Gordon looked pretty much the same as he did in the �Unsanitary Conditions� photo. He was wearing a shirt, and he had short orange hair on his head, but the frown gave him away.
�Her royal-fucking-highness is late again, I see,� he seethed, then upon realizing that Buzz wasn�t alone, smiled and said politely, �Hi, I�m Gordon. Are you Buzz�s folks?�
Frank snorted with laughter behind me.
�Oh man!� Buzz said in embarrassment. �These are my friends. They aren�t that old!�
�Oh, sorry,� Gordon said. �Buzz, did you listen to that tape I gave you?� He broke off as the door opened again.
Pre-empting a repeat of Gordon�s mistake, Buzz quickly said, �Mack, these are my friends. Frank and Irene, this is Mack.�
It was a good thing Buzz introduced us. Mack was now balding, and his remaining hair was very short, including a neatly-trimmed beard. I judged him to be in his mid-thirties, closer to our age than Buzz�s, with Gordon somewhere in between the two.
�Hi, nice to meet you,� he said, but seemed distracted as he looked around the small room.
�No,� Gordon said, �Joleen isn�t here yet. Shit, can you imagine what touring with her will be like?�
�Don�t worry about it,� Mack said placatingly. �She�ll be very professional.�
Gordon didn�t look convinced.
�Uh, Buzz,� Mack said, �the house is starting to fill up. Maybe you should find some seats for your friends.�
I thought Mack was just trying to make the band�s in-fighting more private, but when Buzz led us back out into the club, a transformation had taken place. Taped music was playing over the speakers, a recording of frenzied sax riffs that could barely be heard above people talking and laughing and drinking.
There was an audience now. The man in the business suit had left the bar, and the place was starting to fill up with a crowd that seemed mainly to be made up of young� as I sought a word for the beret-clad, goatee-wearing men and their mini-skirted female companions, Frank whispered, �Beatniks! And to think I gave away my bongo drums.�
�Poetry and bongo drums?� I whispered back. �Did Kerouac make you want to run away from home?�
�As Buzz said, I�m not that old.�
Buzz wanted us to sit near the stage, but I knew better. I muttered something about acoustics and we found a table along the back wall, next to the sound man. Buzz sat with us for a few minutes, and I was pleased to see that Frank was starting to genuinely like him.
Buzz might not be sarcastic, but he is Irish, and he was spinning out a tale about learning to play the uilleann pipes that had us weeping with laughter. Just then a woman walked on stage, shielded her eyes from the lights and said over one of the microphones, �Buzz! Get your ass up here now!�
Q: What�s the difference between a singer and a terrorist?
A: You can negotiate with a terrorist.
The club fell silent and there was a small ripple of nervous laughter before conversation started up again. The sound man belatedly leaned over and turned off her mike. He shook his head, murmured, �Maybe I�ll remember to turn that on again, bitch,� and upped the volume on the house speakers. I could hear the saxophone recording more clearly now, but I was distracted by my anger toward the woman.
She was thin and dressed in a black outfit that was smaller than some of my socks. Her hair was short and spiky; I couldn�t see her eyes, but her mouth was hard, her lips drawn tight in a painted ruby slash across her pale face.
�Joleen,� Buzz said, as if the name explained everything. He quickly excused himself and hurried up to the stage as Joleen stepped back out of the lights. The other members of the band soon joined them on stage. If Buzz had been bothered by her tone, he didn�t show it.
The group did a sound check, only briefly delayed while Joleen cussed out the sound man and proved she might not need a mike. The members of the band then left the stage with an argument in progress. Although I couldn�t make out what they were saying, Gordon and Joleen were snapping at one another, the drummer looking ready to raise a couple of knots on her head. Mack was making �keep it quiet� motions with his hands, while Buzz seemed to be lost in his own thoughts, ignoring all of them.
�I think I�m going to need a drink,� Frank said. �You want one?�
�Tell you what-I�ll drive home. Have at it.�
Frank spent some time talking to the bartender, then came back with a couple of scotches. He downed the first one fairly quickly, and was taking his time with the second when the band came back on stage.
Q: How can you tell if a stage is level?
A: The bass player is drooling out of both sides of his mouth.
The sound man turned on his own mike and said, �Club Ninety-nine is pleased to welcome The Waste Land.� There was a round of enthusiastic applause. Joleen held the mike up to her lips and said softly, �We�re going to start off with a little something called �Ankle Bone.� � Amid hoots and whistles of approval, the band began to play.
The music was rapid-fire and intricate, and quite obviously required great technical skill. Joleen�s voice hit notes on an incredible range. There were no lyrics (unless they were in some language spoken off planet), but her wild mix of syllables and sounds was clearly not sloppy or accidental.
The rest of the band equaled her intensity. As Mack and Buzz played, their fingers flew along the frets; Gordon drummed to complex and changing time signatures. But at the end of the first song and Frank�s second scotch, he leaned over and whispered, �Five bucks if you can hum any of that back to me.�
He was right, of course, but out of loyalty to Buzz, I said, �They just aren�t confined by the need to be melodic.�
Frank gave an emperor�s new clothes sort of snort and stood up. �I�m going to get another drink. I�ll pay cab fare for all three of us if you want to join me.�
Figuring it would hurt Buzz�s feelings if we were both drunk by the end of his gig, I said, �No thanks.�
Q: What do you call someone who hangs out with musicians?
A: A guitar player.
By the end of the set, I was seriously considering hurting Buzz�s feelings. �Get outside!� one member of the audience yelled in encouragement to the band, and when the sound man muttered, �And stay there,� I found myself in agreement. The crowd applauded wildly after every piece (I could no longer think of them as songs, nor remember which one was �Jar of Jam� and which was �Hangman�s Slip Knot�), but long before the set ended, I had a headache that could drive nails.
Buzz grabbed a bottle of beer at the bar and came back to our table, smiling. Frank surprised me by offering the first compliment.
�You�re one hell of a player, Buzz.�
�Thanks, man.�
They proceeded to go through an elaborate handshaking ritual that left me staring at my husband in wonder. I was spared any comment on music or male ceremonial greetings when Gordon grabbed the seat next to Buzz.
�Excuse us,� Gordon said, turning his shoulders away from us and toward Buzz. �You never told me-did you listen to that tape?�
�Keep your voice down,� Buzz said, glancing back toward the stage, where Joleen was apparently complaining about something to Mack. He turned back to Gordon. �Yeah, I listened. Your friend�s got great keyboard chops.�
�Yeah, and you have to admit, Susan�s also got a better voice than Joleen�s. Great bod, too.�
Buzz glanced back at the stage. �Joleen�s bod isn�t so bad.�
�No, just her attitude. Think of how much better off our band would be with Susan.�
�But Joleen started this band-�
�And she�s about to finish it, man. She rags on all of us all of the time. I�m getting tired of it. This band would be better off without her.�
�But they�re her songs.�
�Hers and Mack�s. He has as much right to them as she does.�
Buzz frowned, toyed with his beer. �What does Mack say?�
Gordon shrugged. �I�m working on him. I know he was knocked out by Susan�s tape. If you say you�re up for making the change, I know he will be, too.�
�I don�t know��
�Look, Buzz, I really love playing with you. Same with Mack. But I can�t take much more of Joleen.�
�But Europe��
�Exactly. Think of spending ten weeks traveling with that bitch. You want to be in a car with her for more than ten minutes?�
I looked up and saw Joleen walking toward us with purpose in every angry stride. �Uh, Buzz-� I tried to warn, but she was already shouting toward our table.
�I know exactly what you�re up to, asshole!�
Gordon and Buzz looked up guiltily, but in the next moment it became clear that she was talking to the sound man. He didn�t seem impressed by her fury.
�You�re screwing around with the monitors, aren�t you?�
The sound man just laughed.
Joleen stood between Frank and me and pointed at the sound man. �You won�t be laughing long, mother-�
�Joleen,� Buzz said, trying to intercede.
�Shut up, you little twerp! You don�t know shit about music. If you did, you�d understand what this jerk is doing. You try singing while some clown is fooling around with your monitor, making it play back a half-step off.�
The effect the sound man had created must have been maddening; the notes she heard back through the speaker at her feet on stage would be just slightly off the notes she sang into the mike. Still, I couldn�t help but bristle at her comments to Buzz.
Instead of being angry with her, though, Buzz turned to the sound man and said, �Dude, that�s a pretty awful thing to do to her. She�s singing some really elaborate stuff, music that takes all kinds of concentration, and you�re messing with her head.�
The sound man broke eye contact with him, shrugged one shoulder.
�See?� Buzz said to Joleen. �He�s sorry. I�m sure it won�t happen next set.� Before Joleen could protest, Buzz turned to us and asked, �How�s it sounding out here?�
Picking up my cue, I said, �Wonderful. He�s doing a great job for you guys.�
�And what the hell would you know about it?� she asked.
�Joleen,� Buzz said, �this is my friend from the paper.�
She stopped mid-tantrum and looked at me with new interest. �A reviewer?�
�No,� I admitted.
�Well, I was right, then. You don�t know what you�re talking about.� She eyed Frank and said, �You or this cop.�
�How did you know he�s a cop?� Buzz asked, but before she could answer, Frank took hold of her wrist and turned it out, so that the inside of her arm was facing Buzz.
�Oh,� he said, �junkies just seem to have a sixth sense about these things.�
She pulled her arm away. �They�re old tracks and you know it. I haven�t used in years.�
Frank shrugged. �If you say so. I really don�t want to check out the places I�d have to look if I wanted to be sure.�
She narrowed her eyes at him, but stomped away without another word.
�Shit,� Gordon said. �You need anything else to convince you about what I said, Buzz?�
�She brought me into the band, man. It just doesn�t seem right.�
�If another guitar player came along, she�d do this to you in a minute,� Gordon said. �You know she would.�
Buzz sighed. �We�ve got three more nights here. Let�s at least wait until we finish out this gig to make a decision.� Gordon seemed ready to say more, but then excused himself and walked backstage.
The minute Gordon was out of earshot, Buzz turned to Frank. �Were they old tracks?�
�Yes.�
�I feel stupid not noticing. Not that it matters. If they�re old, I mean.� His face turned red. �What I mean is, she can really sing.�
I watched him for a moment, then said, �You like her.�
�Yeah,� Buzz said, and forced a laugh. �It�s obviously not mutual.� He looked toward the stage, then rubbed his hand over his chest, as if easing an ache. �Well, I better get ready for the next set.� Frank watched him walk off, then looked over at me. He pushed his drink aside, moved his chair closer to mine.
Q: What do you call a guitarist without a girlfriend?
A: Homeless.
Buzz seemed to recover his good humor by the time he was on stage. There was an air of anticipation in the audience now. It seemed that most of them had heard the band before, and were eagerly awaiting the beginning of this set.
As the band members took their places, I sat wondering what Buzz saw in Joleen. My question was soon answered, though not in words.
Buzz and Joleen stood at opposite ends of the stage, facing straight ahead, not so much as glancing at one another. She sang three notes, clear and sweet, and then Buzz began to sing with her, his voice blending perfectly with hers. It was a slow, melodic passage, sung a cappella. The audience was absolutely silent-even Frank sat forward and listened closely.
They sang with their eyes closed, as if they would brook no interference from other senses. But they were meeting, somewhere out in the smoky haze above the room, above us all, touching one another with nothing more than sound.
The song�s pace began to quicken and quicken, the voices dividing and yet echoing one another again and again until at last their voices came together, holding one note, letting it ring out over us, ending only as the instruments joined in.
The crowd cheered, but the musicians were in a world of their own. Buzz turned to Gordon and Mack, all three of them smiling as they played increasingly difficult variations on a theme. I watched Joleen; she was standing back now, letting the instrumentalists take center stage, her eyes still closed. But as Buzz took a solo, I saw her smile to herself. It was the only time she smiled all evening.
The song ended and the crowd came to its feet, shouting in acclaim.
Q: Did you hear about the time the bass player locked his keys in the car?
A: It took two hours to get the drummer out.
Mack joined us during the second break between sets. With Buzz�s encouragement, he told us about the years he studied at Berkeley, where he met Joleen, and about some of the odd day jobs and strange gigs he had taken while trying to make headway with his music career-including once being hired by a Washington socialite to play piano for her dog�s birthday party.
We spent more time talking to Mack than to Buzz, whose attentions were taken by another guitar player, a young man who had stopped by to hear the band and now had questions about Buzz�s �rig�-which Mack explained was not just equipment, but the ways in which the guitar had been modified, the set-up for the synthesizer, and all the other mechanical and electronic aspects of Buzz�s playing.
�None of which will ever help that poor bastard play like Buzz does,� he said. �Buzz has the gift.�
�He feels lucky to be in this band,� I said. �He has great respect for the other players.�
Mack smiled. �He�s a generous guy.� As Joleen walked over to Buzz and handed him a beer, Mack added softly, �He�s a little young yet, and I worry that maybe he has a few hard lessons to learn. Hope it won�t discourage him.�
�How do you two manage to work together?� I asked.
He didn�t mistake my meaning. �You mean because of Joleen�s temper? Or because we used to be together?�
�Both.�
�As far as the temper goes, I�m used to her. Over the years we�ve played with a lot of different people; I�ve outlasted a lot of guys who just couldn�t take her attitude. Great thing about Buzz is that he�s not just talented, he�s easy to get along with. He�s able to just let her tantrums and insults roll off of him.�
�And Gordon?� Frank asked.
�Oh, I don�t think Gordon is going to put up with it much longer. The musician�s lot in life, I guess. Bands are hard to hold together. Talk to anybody who�s played in them for more than a couple of years, he�ll have more than a few stories about band fights and breakups.�
�But from what Buzz tells us, you�ve worked hard to reach this point-the CD, the tour, the gig in the Netherlands-�
�Yeah, I�m hoping Joleen and Gordon will come to their senses and see that we can�t let petty differences blow this chance. And I think they will.� He paused, took a sip of beer. �You were also asking about how Joleen and I manage to work together after being in a relationship, right?�
I nodded.
�Well, she and I have always had something special. We write songs together. Musically, we�re a good fit. When we were younger, when we first discovered that we could compose together, there was a sort of passion in the experience, and we just assumed that meant we�d be a good fit in every other way. But we weren�t.�
�Still,� I said, �I�d think it would be painful to have to work with someone after a breakup.�
He smiled. �I won�t lie. At first, it was horrible. But what was happening musically was just too good to give up. The hurt was forgotten. Over the years, we each found other people to be with. And like I said, we have something special of our own, and we�ll always have that.�
He glanced at his watch. �Better get ready for the last set. You two want to come out to dinner with us afterwards?�
�Thanks for the invitation,� Frank said, �but I�m wearing down. Irene, if you want to stay-�
I shook my head. �Thanks, but I�ll have to take a raincheck, too, Mack.�
�Sure, another time. I forget that other people aren�t as wired after a gig as the band is. I�ll check with Buzz-I can give him a lift home if he wants to join us.�
I toyed with the idea of heading home early if Buzz should decide to go out to dinner with the band. But my mental rehearsal of the excuses I�d make on my way out the door was cut short when Buzz stopped by the table and said, �They asked me if I wanted to go to dinner with them, but they�re just going to argue, so I�d rather go home after this last set. Is that okay?�
�Of course,� I said, hoping my smile didn�t look as phony as it felt.
Q: Why did God give drummers 10% more brains than horses?
A: So they wouldn�t crap during the parade.
�What was the name of the first song in the second set?� Frank asked Buzz as we drove him home. He was being uncharacteristically quiet, staring out the car window. But at Frank�s question, he smiled.
�It�s called �Draid Bhre� Fiacla.� That�s Irish for �a fine set of teeth.� �
�How romantic,� I said.
�It is, really. Joleen rarely smiles, but once I said something that made her laugh, and she had this beautiful grin on her face after. When I saw it, I said, �Well, look there! You�ve a fine set of teeth. I wonder why you hide them?�
�Did she have an answer?�
He laughed. �In a way. She bit me. Not hard, just a playful little bite. So the next time I saw her, I gave her the song, and told her its name, and got to see the smile again.�
�You wrote that song?� Frank asked.
�She worked on it some after I gave it to her, made it better. It belongs to both of us now, I suppose.�
�Of all the ones we heard tonight, that one�s easily my favorite,� I said.
�Mine, too,� Frank said.
�Joleen says it�s too melodic,� he said. �But I don�t think she means it. She just doesn�t want me to think too highly of myself.�
Q: What�s the difference between a viola and an onion?
A: Nobody cries when you chop up a viola.
�Well, thanks again for the ride,� he said when we pulled up in front of his apartment.
�You have a way over to the club tomorrow night?� Frank asked. �I could give you a ride if you need one.�
�Oh thanks, but the Chevette is supposed to be ready by late afternoon. I�m kind of glad it broke down. It was great to meet you, man.�
�You, too. Stay in touch.�
�I will. You take care, too, Irene.�
After Buzz closed the car door, Frank said, �Let�s wait until he�s inside the building.�
Having noticed the three young toughs standing not far down the sidewalk, I had already planned to wait. But Buzz waved to them, they waved back, and he made his way to the door without harm.

***

It was about three in the morning when we got to bed. When Buzz called at ten o�clock, we figured we had managed to have almost a full-night�s sleep. Still, at first I was too drowsy to figure out what he was saying. Then again, fully awake I might not have understood the words that came between hard sobs. There were only a few of them.
�She�s dead, Irene. My God, she�s dead.�
�Buzz? Who�s dead?� I asked. Frank sat up in bed. �Joleen.�
�Joleen? Oh, Buzz��
�She� she killed herself. Can you come over here? You and Frank?�
�Sure,� I said. �We�ll be right over.�

***

By the time we got there, he was a little calmer. Not much, but enough to be able to tell us that Gordon had found her that morning, that she had hanged herself.
�It�s his fault, the bastard!� He drew a hiccuping breath. �Last night, when they went out to dinner, he told Joleen he was quitting the band. Mack tried to talk him out of it, but I guess Gordon wouldn�t give in.�
�Gordon called you?�
�No, Mack. He told me she made some angry remark, said we�d just find a new drummer. Mack was upset, and said he didn�t want to try to break in a new drummer in three weeks� time, that he was going to cancel the tour. He told her he was tired of her tantrums, tired of working for months with people only to have her run them off. It must have just crushed her-she worked so hard-�
I held him, let him cry, as Frank went into the kitchen. I could hear him opening cupboards. Finally he asked, �Any coffee, Buzz?�
Buzz straightened. �Just tea, sorry. I�ll make it.�
He regained some of his composure as he went through the ritual of making tea. As the water heated, he turned to Frank and asked, �The police will be there, won�t they?�
�Yes. It�s not my case, but I�ll find out what I can for you. The detectives on the case will want to talk to you-�
�To me? Why?�
�Standard procedure. They�ll talk to the people closest to her, try to get a picture of what was going on in her life.�
�Do you think she-I mean, hanging, is it quick?�
�Yes, it�s quick,� Frank said firmly. I admired the authority in it, knowing that he was probably lying. Suicide by hanging is seldom an efficient matter-most victims slowly suffocate. But if Joleen�s suffering hadn�t been over quickly, at least some small part of Buzz�s was.
�Thanks,� Buzz said. �I thought you would know.� He sighed and went back to working at making tea. I straightened the small living room, made it a little more tidy before Buzz brought the tea in and set it on the coffee table. We sat on the floor, although Buzz offered us the mattress-couch.
He took two or three sips from the cup, set it down, then went to stand by the window. The phone rang, but he didn�t answer it. �Let the machine get it,� he said in a strained voice. �I can�t talk to anybody else right now.�
The answering machine picked up on the fourth ring. We heard Buzz�s happy-go-lucky outgoing message, then the beep, then, �This is Parker�s Garage. The part we were waiting for didn�t come in, so the Chevette won�t be ready today. Sorry about that.�
�Aw, Christ, it only needed that!�
�Look, Buzz,� I said, �if you need a ride anywhere, we�ll take you.�
�I�ve imposed enough on you. And after the last twenty-four hours, Frank has undoubtedly had his fill of Buzz Sullivan.�
�No. Not at all,� Frank said.
The phone rang again. This time he answered it.
�Hi Mack.� He swallowed hard. �Not too good. You?� After a moment he said, �Already?� Yeah, all right.�
He hung up and shook his head. �The club wants us to have our stuff out of there before tonight. They�ve already asked another band to play. Guess it�s the guys who were going to start there when we went to Europe.�
�You need a ride?� Frank asked.
�Yeah. I hate to ruin your weekend-�
�We�re with a friend,� I said. �It isn�t ruined. What time do you need to be down there?�
�Soon as possible. He said the detectives want to talk to us down there. Club owner, too-he told Mack, �I�m not too happy about any of this!�-like anybody is!�
Q: What�s the difference between a bull and an orchestra?
A: An orchestra has the horns in the back and the ass in front.
We arrived before the others, and found the door locked. We walked around to the narrow alley, reaching the back door just as the owner pulled up-the bartender from the night before. He looked like he wanted to give Buzz a piece of his mind, but thought better of it when he took a look at Frank. Frank is six-four, but I don�t think it�s just his height that causes this kind of reaction among certain two-legged weasels. (I asked him about it once and he told me he got straight A�s in intimidation at the police academy; I stopped trying to get a straight answer out of him after that.)
The owner grumbled under his breath as he unlocked the door and punched in the alarm code, then turned on the lights. I walked in behind him. I had only taken a couple of steps when I realized that Buzz was still outside; without being able to see him, I could hear him sobbing again. Frank stepped into the doorway, motioned me to go on in. I heard him talking in low, consoling tones to Buzz, heard Buzz talking to him.
I squelched an unattractive little flare up of jealousy I felt then; a moment�s dismay that someone who had only known Buzz for a few hours was comforting him, when I had been his friend for several years. How stupid to insist that the provision of solace would be on the basis of seniority.
My anger at myself must have shown on my face in some fierce expression, because the owner said, �Look, I�m sorry. I just didn�t get much sleep. This place don�t close itself, and now at eleven o�clock, I�ve already had a busy morning. But I really am sorry about that kid out there. He�s the nicest one of the bunch. And I think he had eyes for the little spitfire.� He shook his head. �I never would have figured her for the type to off herself, you know?�
�I didn�t really know her,� I said. �I just met her last night.�
�She had troubles,� he said. �But she had always been the type to get more mad than sad.� He shrugged. �I don�t know. She was complicated-like that music she sang.�
He started moving around the club, taking chairs off table tops. I helped him, unable to stand around while he worked. In full light, the club seemed even smaller and shabbier than it had in the dark.
Soon Buzz and Frank came in. Frank started helping Buzz to pack away his equipment. Within a few moments other people arrived: the detectives, then Mack and Gordon.
None of the band members seemed to be in great shape. The detectives recognized Frank and pulled him aside, then asked the owner if they could borrow his office.
They asked to talk to Mack first. He went with them. Gordon climbed the stage steps and began to put away his cymbals.
Frank surreptitiously positioned himself between Buzz and Gordon. They worked quietly for a while, then Gordon said, �I�m sorry, Buzz. I-I never would have said anything to her if I thought��
�It�s not your fault,� Buzz said wearily, contradicting his earlier outburst. He finished closing the last of his cases and began helping Gordon.
Mack came out, and told the bar owner that the detectives wanted to talk to him next. By then, most of the equipment had been carried into the backstage room. All that was left was a single mike stand-Joleen�s.
I walked onto the stage and stood where she had stood during �A Fine Set of Teeth.� I thought of her voice, clear and sweet on those first notes, her smile as she listened to Buzz�s solo. I looked out and wondered how she saw that small sea of adoring faces that must have been looking back at her; wondered if she had known of Buzz�s loyalty to her; remembered the bite and figured she had. I thought of her giving the sound man hell; she had both bark and bite.
I saw Mack, standing at the bar, at about the same moment he saw me. He stared at me, making me wonder if I was causing him to see ghosts.
Feeling like an interloper, I stepped away from the empty mike stand, then paused. I had the nagging feeling that something about the stage wasn�t right. When I figured out what it was, I called my husband over to my side.
�Tell your friends in the office not to let Mack leave,� I whispered. �There�s something he needs to explain.�
�Are you going to tell me about it, or has being on this stage gone to your head?�
�Both. Where is Mack�s equipment?� I asked.
Frank looked around, then smiled. �I�ll be right back. And maybe you should try to stand close to Buzz. This will be hard on him.� He took a step away, then turned back. �How did you know it was murder?� he whispered.
�I didn�t. Not until just now. Ligature marks?�
He nodded.
I walked into the backstage room. Gordon sat on the couch. Buzz was sitting at the piano bench. I sat down next to Buzz and lifted the keyboard cover. �You play?� he asked.
�Sure.� I tapped out the melody line of �Heart and Soul.� �It�s one of two pieces I can play,� I said.
One corner of his mouth quirked up. �The other being �Chopsticks�?�
�How did you know?�
�People just seem to know those two,� he said, reminding me about the missing sarcasm gene.
�Come on,� I said. �Play the other half.�
�Half?� he said, filling in the chords.
�Okay, three-quarters.�
Gordon laughed.
�Come on,� Buzz said, �there�s room for you, too.�
�I�ll pass,� he said, �I don�t even know �Chopsticks.� �
We stopped when we heard Gordon shout, �What are you doing to Mack?�
We turned to see Mack being led out in handcuffs.
�They�re arresting him,� Frank said as they left. �For Joleen�s murder.�

***

�So tell me again how you figured this out,� Buzz asked later, when we were back at his apartment. We were sitting on the floor, around the coffee table.
�Okay,� I said. �We were the first ones at the club this morning, right?�
He nodded.
�You and Gordon both had equipment to pack up. Your equipment was still on the stage, because when you left Club Ninety-nine last night, you had every intention of coming back the next night. But one band member knew he wouldn�t be back. He packed up his equipment and took it home last night.�
�You figured that out just standing there?�
�I was thinking about that dirty trick the sound man pulled on her-making her hear her own voice a half-step off through the monitor. But the mike and monitor were gone. I knew you didn�t pack them up, neither did Gordon. You had only worked on your part of the stage, or to help Gordon. So Mack must have taken Joleen�s mike and monitor-but he hadn�t been up on the stage this morning. I looked around and noticed his equipment was gone. It�s not as elaborate as your rig, or Gordon�s kit.�
�And the marks you were talking about?� he asked Frank.
�You�re sure you want to hear about this?�
�Yeah.�
�There were two sets of marks on her neck-the one horizontal, across her neck-the other V-shaped, from her chin to behind her ear. The second marks would be typical of a suicide by hanging, but they were made by the rope sometime after she was killed. The first were the ones that marked the pull of the rope when someone stood behind her and strangled her.�
He was silent for a long time, then asked. �Why?�
�He probably told her the truth at the restaurant,� Frank said. �He had lost a lot of good players because of her attitude. Just as it looks like things have stabilized and The Waste Land�s big break is coming along, she starts making trouble with Gordon.�
�But she was the heart of the group! Her voice.�
�Gordon was going to offer him a new singer,� Frank reminded him.
�Susan?�
�I suppose he would have worked with Susan on the songs he had already written with Joleen, then taken Susan with the band to Europe.�
Buzz frowned. �You�re right. He had already given her a couple of them to learn. Susan sang them on the tape Gordon brought last night.�
�Mack wanted to make sure he had sole rights to the songs.�
�Oh, and then what?� Buzz asked angrily. �What did he think would happen down the road? Have you ever heard one of Mack�s songs? Dull stuff. Technically passable, but nothing more. He just provided the wood. She set it on fire. With her dead, who would have provided that fire?�
�Now,� I said, �I think you�re getting closer.�
They both stared at me.
�Buzz,� I asked, �until you wrote �A Fine Set of Teeth-� �
�You mean, �Draid Bhre� Fiacla�?�
�Yes. Until then, had anyone other than Mack written a song with her?�
�No, but he didn�t understand that either, did he?� he said, and looked away. �No, he couldn�t.�
I didn�t contradict him, but I wondered if he was right. Perhaps Mack understood exactly what it meant, and perhaps Joleen, who had known Mack better than the others, also believed that the safest course was to hide any affection she felt for Buzz. I kept these thoughts to myself; bad enough to second guess the dead, worse if the theory might bring further pain to the living.
When we were fairly sure he�d be all right, and had obtained promises from him that he�d call us whenever he needed us, we left Buzz�s apartment.
We were in the stairwell of the old building when we heard it-the first few notes of �Draid Bhre� Fiacla,� the notes a woman with a fine set of teeth used to sing with eyes closed.
The notes were being played on an Irish harp, and a young man�s voice answered them.



A Man of My Stature

You are no doubt surprised to receive word from me, my dear Augustus, but although I have been poorly served by my obedience to impulse, in this case I think it best to give in to my compulsion to communicate with you now. If I have already tried you beyond all patience and forbearance, you cannot be blamed, but I hope that your curiosity-upon receiving a letter from a man you believe to be dead-will be strong enough to lead you to continue.

***

I have written a letter to Emma, denying, of course, that I had anything at all to do with the death of Louis Fontesque, and telling her that she must not believe what will soon be said of her husband. I will leave that brief note to her here, to be found tomorrow in these rooms I have taken at the Linworth Hotel. But tonight, after darkness falls, I will venture from this establishment one last time; I will make the short journey to the letter box on the corner, not trusting the desk clerk to mail this to you. He is an honest enough lad, I�m sure, but after all, he now believes me to be Fontesque, and when the hunt for Fontesque�s killer inevitably leads law enforcement officers here, the young man�s memory may prove too sharp by half. I would not bring trouble to your door, Augustus.
I think it best to give you some explanation of events. There are too many who, out of envy, would be pleased to see a man of my stature in the community fall as far as I have-and in my absence, I fear Emma will become the target of their ridicule. I will have more to say on that score in a moment.
But first, old friend-I hope I may yet count you my friend-let me offer a sincere apology to one who once refused a very different opportunity. Because of your refusal, you alone among my friends are safe from the repercussions of my downfall. You alone never supported my notion of creating a new formula for synthetic silk, you alone thought me bound for failure.
I was baffled by your reticence, having been so certain you would be eager to invest in Hardwick Chemical and Supply�s latest venture. I knew your objections were not of a technical nature, for although you have great business acumen, you are no chemist. Of course I made no acknowledgment of your professional abilities to our friends, but I was rather quick to point out (in my subtle way) your lack of scientific expertise. I took pains not to be the one who belittled you before them; still I planted seeds of doubt here and there, and made the most of any other man�s critical remark. For your wisdom, for your foresight-I punished you.
I might now excuse myself by saying that my company had done well for its investors in the past, or that I desperately needed not only their cash but their faith, or that I was myself wounded by your criticism of my dreams. But even before the formula failed, I saw that I had wronged you, Gussie, and was never more burdened by regret than when I realized that I had done so.
In those early days I was heedless, and imperiled not only my own fortune, but those of my family and friends. But as I sit here in a small hotel in an unfamiliar city, possessed of little more than a stranger�s traveling case and my own thoughts, I do not miss my standing in the community, or my wealth, or much of anything, save Emma and my friendship with you. And so it is to you, Gussie, that I entrust my final confidence.
What happened to me? I seized an opportunity, Augustus, and no serpent ever turned and bit a man more sharply.
My world began to fall apart a few days ago, when my shop foreman-have you met Higgins, Gussie? A good man, Higgins. Trusted me. Just as all one hundred of my employees trusted me.
Higgins came into my office that morning and told me that one batch of material had been sent through a partially completed section of the silk manufacturing line, to test the machinery. Rolling the brim of his cap in his hands, he muttered his concerns; there seemed to be some sort of problem with the process. �Maybe I just ain�t seein� it as it oughta be, Mr. Hardwick,� he said, �but a�fore we go any further, you�d best take a look.�
I was not yet uneasy. Why should I have been? As I followed him out of the office, I could not help but feel a sense of pride. We walked through the older portion of the factory, where most of the workers were busy with our usual line of products. Men smiled and nodded, or called out greetings as I passed. Higgins was talking to me about the problem, which still had not seemed significant. We reached the new section, the place where several large crates of equipment stood unopened. Higgins was going on, blaming the suppliers, of course, certain the trouble was with the raw ingredients and not the product itself.
I listened to him with half an ear as I studied the machinery and the failed batch and-I saw it then, Gussie, though how I kept my face from betraying the horror I was feeling, I�ll never know. The process-my process, useless. A small flaw I could not detect in the laboratory, now magnified on the floor of the factory-after so many thousands of dollars had been spent on the equipment.
Higgins was looking to me for an answer, as were a dozen or so of the men working near that section of the line. Looking at me, some with anxious hope, others with unwavering faith in my abilities. I kept my features schooled in what I prayed would pass for concentration on the problem.
�Well, Higgins,� I said, �this will simply require a minor adjustment in the formulation. I expected that some little changes might be needed-no cause for alarm. You and your men have done a fine job here, it�s nothing to do with you. Go on with installing the equipment, and I�ll work on a new formula.�
I heard audible sighs of relief. I told Higgins that I had some business outside the office that morning, and left the building.
I walked aimlessly for several hours, thinking the darkest thoughts imaginable. The humiliation, the financial ruin-if it had only been me, and not so many others who would suffer, I might have borne it. And there was Emma to think of.
I am sure that if you place yourself in my shoes, you will understand how terrible it was to contemplate any suffering on Emma�s part. If I am not mistaken, you have a special fondness for her, Augustus. I am not suggesting that you have ever behaved in any other than an exemplary fashion, my friend. On the contrary, you have been all that is polite and respectful. But I know your affections for her will let you see what others may not, and hope you will not blame me for contemplating the fact that I was worth more to Emma dead than alive.
This was not an original thought-any man with life insurance policies as large as mine will consider such a fact, even in better times. The investors had insisted upon this very reasonable precaution, and no one ever questioned my buying additional coverage to protect Emma should I meet with some accident and predecease her. I knew that even if I died by my own hand, the investors would be paid. But while the investors would receive a payment under nearly any circumstances, Emma would be denied the death benefit were I to commit suicide.
Perhaps, I thought, I could disappear at sea, in a boating accident. But would there be some lengthy delay in paying the benefit to Emma if my body were missing?
I had walked some distance by now, and I grew thirsty. Looking for some place to find refreshment, I began to take note of my surroundings. I was in a part of town not wholly familiar to me, a commercial district of some sort. I saw a fellow in neat attire step into a nearby bar. I took out my pocket watch, the one my grandfather gave to me, and saw that it was now just past noon.
As I entered the bar, I was pleased to note that the customers were not by any means loutish. Clean and decently dressed, they were neither as wealthy as those of our own set, nor common laborers. It was not a rowdy group; most were quietly talking to one another as they finished simple lunches of sandwiches and beer.
As I moved closer to the bar, one of the patrons standing at it turned to me and said, �Stopping in one last time before your journey, Fontesque?� He soon realized his mistake and quickly said, �Pardon me, sir. I mistook you for another.�
�Well, I�ll be-� the man next to him said, looking over his shoulder. �You can�t be blamed, Bill.�
�Don�t put the gentleman to the blush, you two,� the bartender said, perhaps wary of losing my custom. �What�ll it be, sir?�
�Now, Garvey, admit he looks a bit like Fontesque,� the second persisted.
�You�ve something of his build and coloring, sir,� Garvey said, �but you�re by no means his twin.� Then nodding at the second man, he added, �I�m sure Jim here meant no offense.�
�None taken,� I said, feeling a desire to camouflage myself among these men. I would, for a few moments, pretend to be one of them, step out of the odious role of being Jenkin Hardwick of Hardwick Chemical and Supply. None of these men would look to me for advice or guidance, none of them had the least dependence upon me.
�Good of you, sir,� Garvey was saying. �What�s your pleasure then, sir?�
�Same as my eagle-eyed friends, here,� I answered, smiling.
The one called Bill smiled back and said, �On me, Garvey.�
I extended a hand and said, �Harry Jenson,� as naturally as if that were the name my mother gave me.
Bill Nicolas and Jim Irving introduced themselves in turn, and we chatted amiably. Bill was an accountant, Jim, a purchasing agent for a manufacturing concern. I easily convinced them I was just returning from Seattle-which I had visited often enough to describe-and vaguely referred to an exporting business there. My appetite returned as I banished Jenkin Hardwick and became Harry Jenson, and Garvey brought me a beef sandwich. I had a nervous moment when Jim, admiring my suit, said that the job must pay well. I took refuge in smiling silence, and Bill, the more circumspect of the two, colored and quickly changed the subject.
My new friends left not long after, wishing Harry Jenson the best of luck, but saying they must get back to their offices. I nearly said that I must do the same, but caught myself in time. The place had emptied out, the lunch rush over, and I was swallowing the last of my beer when I looked up to see the very man I had been mistaken for enter the establishment.
It was an odd moment to be sure, Gussie. Garvey had told the truth when he said Fontesque was not my twin. Fontesque�s eyebrows were a little heavier, his mouth a little larger. But he and I were of the same height, of the same build, and our other features were not altogether different. His nose was as straight as mine, his eyes as blue, his hair was the same dark brown-only cut a little shorter.
He was as shocked as I, or perhaps more so, because I had the benefit of a warning. Upon seeing me, he nearly dropped the drummer�s case he was carrying. An idea which had begun to take seed in my mind caused me to linger; I wanted the opportunity to study Mr. Fontesque.
Garvey smoothed the way, saying, �Louis Fontesque, as I live and breathe! I was hoping you�d come in before Mr. Jenson left!�
Fontesque brusquely rejected the bartender�s theory of our likely (if perhaps distant) relation to one another. He said he had no time for foolishness, giving the bartender some disgust of him. Garvey served his surly customer in a similar fashion, then was all politeness to me, filling my glass with his compliments before he withdrew to clear the tables at the back of the room.
Attempting conversation with my near look-alike, I remarked that I would not be surprised to learn that we were distant cousins, or some such. This was met by Mr. Fontesque with a shrug and a return to the contemplation of his suds. I was not daunted. Augustus, I ask you-how many would not see this fellow�s entering that establishment at that moment as an opportunity unlikely to present itself again?
He was wholly uncommunicative until, seeing that he carried a drummer�s case, I expanded on the tale I had told his fellows, and said I was the buyer for Hardwick Chemical and Supply, just back from a trip to Seattle. His attitude underwent an immediate change. He told me that he sold hardware especially designed for the mechanical needs of factories like Hardwick�s-pulleys, cleats, slings, shims and such. I encouraged this line of talk. After some moments, he blushed to confess that he had once called at my company but was turned away.
�Why, I regret that I was not on hand to speak to you then!� I said in tones of outrage. �If you remember the name of the fellow who refused you, I�ll see him reprimanded. Only a fool could fail to see the value of your merchandise to our company.� At this Fontesque puffed up. While he agreed with me (at length) that the fellow who had turned him away was a fool, I schooled my features into an expression of grave consideration.
Recalling that when Bill had mistakenly greeted me as Fontesque, he had also mentioned something about a journey, I took a gamble. �Allow me to make it up to you, Mr. Fontesque,� I said, in the tone of one hitting upon a grand idea. �You shall see Mr. Hardwick himself! Will you come by our offices in two days� time?�
Fontesque looked so immediately dejected, I nearly laughed. �No, sir. I regret I won�t. I�m leaving for San Francisco on the morning train.�
My relief was vast, but I dared not show it. I frowned as if in concentration. �Hmm. Mr. Hardwick is out of his office today, but will return this evening. I am scheduled to see him in his office at eight. I know it is rather late, but would you be prepared to come to his office at that time? I feel we have done you a wrong, and would not like you to leave town with such a poor impression of our company. I should very much like Mr. Hardwick to meet you.�
�Hardwick himself?� he exclaimed.
�Yes. I wouldn�t want others to know I had given you such special treatment, but if you are willing to be discreet about this invitation-�
He readily agreed to it, swearing that no one could keep a secret like Louis Fontesque.
I made one other stop before hurrying back to the factory. As I sat in the barber�s chair, watching the beginnings of a transformation, I refined my plans. I ignored the sullen pouting of the barber. Over that good man�s objections, I had instructed him to cut my hair in a style identical to Fontesque�s; as I left, I assuaged his outraged sensibilities with a tip more handsome than my haircut.
The journey back to the factory was, I knew, a journey that would forever change my fate. I found my courage in this thought: while the task before me was distasteful, it was nothing in comparison to the image of Emma living in shame and deprivation.
At four o�clock, as usual, I called Higgins into my office and asked him to report on the day�s work. He remarked upon my haircut, as I had hoped. He then proceeded in his customary fashion and gave the day�s production figures without looking at notes. Higgins, I have long known, has a remarkable head for numbers.
I found myself thinking that if Higgins were better educated, he might have achieved any position. Perhaps he would have been sitting where I did, owning a factory of his own. Or planning a murder.
My questions to him were nothing out of the ordinary, but I made a show of stacking the coins in my pocket on my desk as he spoke. I lined them up, six twenty-cent pieces, two dimes, two three-cent pieces, three two-cent pieces and a single, worn large cent piece. �One dollar and fifty-three cents,� I announced, scooping them off the desk and returning them to my pocket. I pulled out my watch then, and said that I must send a message to Emma, telling her that I would be late. I told Higgins that I had thought about the silk process and was fairly sure that I had hit upon the answer to our problems. I would run some experiments in my laboratory that night.
Higgins asked if he might be of any assistance, or if there was anyone else who should be asked to stay and help me. I thanked him, but said no, it would not be necessary. There was nothing remarkable in this. My employees were used to my odd hours and solitary work in the laboratory.

***

In the hours between four and my appointment with Mr. Fontesque, there were many moments when I nearly abandoned my scheme. On several occasions, I thought of hurrying home to Emma, to see her one last time before I was forever parted from her. Nothing was more difficult than to contemplate leaving her without so much as a last word of good-bye. But I knew I could not hide from her the strong emotion I was feeling then, and all depended upon my remaining calm and presenting a picture of normality.
Just before eight o�clock, I went into the laboratory, and made my simple preparations. I could not bring myself to stay there, though, and began to walk around the building, making sure I was alone. The factory was empty, the machinery still. I recalled the pride I felt when I had walked through it earlier that same day. Would it die with me? Or would Higgins and the others contrive to keep it running? I thought the latter might be the case, and oddly, that made me all the more proud of the place. I turned my back on it and moved to wait in the reception area.
When Fontesque arrived, I had calmed myself. I took his coat and hung it on a hall tree near the front door. I told him that Mr. Hardwick was working in the laboratory. �He�s about to conduct a rather fascinating experiment,� I said, and offered to take him there. As we walked, I expressed my hope that Mr. Fontesque had not been forced to travel far from his hotel for this appointment.
�No,� he said, �I�m staying at the Charles.�
When I said I did not know of it, he happily supplied its location. Good of him.
I opened the door to the laboratory, and stood slightly behind it as he walked in. The display of beakers and glass tubing enthralled him long enough for me to reach for the short, thick board I had left behind the door, to raise it, and-forcing myself not to shut my eyes as I did so-to deliver the blow which killed him instantly.
I felt for his heartbeat to be sure I had not merely stunned him. There was none. Perhaps this is why there was very little bleeding.
I exchanged the entire contents of his pockets for my own, even sacrificing my watch. I picked up his drummer�s case. I carried it to the front door, setting it near the coat, and walked back to the laboratory. I moved the body to the place where I might have stood working, taking care not to let his heels drag on the floor. I went into my office, to my private safe, used the combination known only to me, and took most of the petty cash I keep on hand there, leaving some cash behind to avoid suspicion should the police break the safe open at some later date. I then had with me enough money to sustain me in a modest way for a few weeks.
I returned to the laboratory, started the fire and hurried out, putting on Fontesque�s coat and hat, carrying his large and battered drummer�s case.

***

The lamplighter had already passed through the streets by the time I began to make my way toward Fontesque�s hotel. I hurried along the cobblestones, trying to turn my thoughts from the destruction of all I had built. I could not look back, Augustus, not even as I heard the cries of alarm when I was several streets away. No scent of acrid smoke reached me; only Fontesque�s scent. It was the scent of his cologne and his tobacco and his sweat, his very body, some part of his skin left to line the coat, an obscene lining made to fit over my own skin. I was uncomfortable in it.

***

I pulled the hat low and averted my face as I passed into the hotel. It was a modest but clean establishment. The room key I found in his pocket was stamped with the number 114, and I used it to open that door.
I had not taken a liking to Fontesque, but I was struck forcibly with a sense of the monstrousness of my crime as I stood in his room. The detritus of his daily life-a lonely life, it seemed-moved me more powerfully to a sense of shame than had his lifeless body. Scattered about the desk and dresser were various small wooden and metal objects, small tools and pulleys and gears, the items by which he earned his living.
His living. The irony was not lost on me.
On the bed were a few more of the objects, and an open leather satchel with a stained handle. It contained a pair of dark stockings, one with a hole in the toe; a set of garters; a nightshirt; two cotton handkerchiefs; undergarments; a pair of black suspenders; two neatly folded shirts; a pair of trousers and two small wooden objects not unlike the others on the bed. Near the washstand was a dampened and crumpled towel, a bottle of hair oil, a simple shaving cup and brush, a rubber comb (I could not help but miss my ivory comb and its silver case), a small bottle of inexpensive cologne and a little leather kit. The kit held a razor and strop, and a pair of scissors.
There were a few sheets of paper on the desk, among them a carbon copy of a list of his company�s wares. He had evidently puzzled over some sums, for one page held crossed out numbers and columns of figures; eventually I saw that he was trying to work out his commission on an order.
Knowing I would not sleep that night-I had no desire to lie where he had lain-I began to study the list of objects, and opened up the drummer�s case. The case was much neater, being partitioned off into numbered slots. I began matching the objects to descriptions on the list of wares, and was able to place almost every item strewn about the room back into the case. In this way I occupied the worst hours, those when I most clearly realized what I had done, what I had lost. I concentrated on these objects instead of my sins.
In the end I had replaced everything but the two wooden objects I had found in his satchel. These were stained and worn, and were, I decided, most likely some sort of shim that had been returned by a customer, or which was no longer in use.
I looked with pride at the case. I did not recognize all of the various implements, but this was of little concern to me. I had already decided that I would not take up Mr. Fontesque�s business. Sooner or later I might meet someone who knew him well enough to reveal me as an impostor.
Still, it would be best if Mr. Fontesque was thought to be alive, at least until I was safely out of town.
There was no trouble on that score. I changed into his clothes, packed my own with his belongings, and waited until the last moment before leaving the room to settle his account. The desk clerk was more concerned with the faces on the crisp bills than that of a departing guest, and so I escaped undue notice. I did not want to be recognized while waiting at the station, so I timed my appearance on the platform just as the seven o�clock train pulled in with a loud whistle and a squeal of brakes, bellowing cinder-filled smoke from its stack. As the noise of its arrival subsided, I heard a paperboy calling out a headline: �Hardwick Factory Fire Kills Owner!� I kept my head lowered, purchased a paper and tucked it beneath my arm.
I boarded the train, praying that no one who knew me or Fontesque would be riding in the coach cars. The train was not crowded, and I set the cases on the seat next to me to discourage unwanted company. Oh, for a private car as I was used to! But no one molested me.
That no man greeted me as Fontesque could not surprise me. He had been a surly man, and of no importance to our community. I, on the other hand, felt sure that I might be recognized at any moment, even in Fontesque�s sorry raiment. Imagine my feelings, then, when I opened the newspaper to hide my face behind it and was greeted with what was meant to be my own likeness on the front page!
It was, to be sure, a rather poor engraving copied from an old photograph. (You remember the one in the small wooden frame which stood above the mantle in the library? Perhaps you would be so kind as to discover if some Johnny Lightfingers from the Clarion stole it from my home?) As I calmed myself, I decided that the too thin lips and enlarged nose in this depiction would be of help; perhaps I would benefit from the artist�s lack of attention to detail.
I am sure you saw the headline:
J. HARDWICK KILLED IN FIRE
Aside from my growing dislike of the engraving itself, the two articles on the front page were all I could want them to be. I studied the article on the fire first. Although the pumping crew had arrived in time to douse the fire before much damage was done to the factory itself, the laboratory was destroyed. The fire was thought to have been the result of some experiment gone awry. The body found within the laboratory was burned nearly beyond recognition. (More thoroughly than I had hoped.) My coat had been found in the undamaged entry, still hanging on the hall tree. On the body, an object believed to be my watch was also found. But the prime piece of identifying evidence was supplied by Higgins, who indeed remembered that I had counted out $1.53-exactly the amount of heat-damaged coins found on the deceased.
Blessing Higgins, I moved to the other article; a touching tribute to my achievements that nearly had me weeping over the loss of myself.
And so I went on to San Francisco, and booked a room at this establishment, the Linworth Hotel, which is neither mean nor luxurious. For the better part of two days, I slept, exhausted by events and emotions.
Last night I went out to obtain a simple dinner, and as I made my way back to the hotel, I purchased a newspaper. This I took to my room, and feeling much alone, began to read.
The article which prompted this letter to you was on page ten.
The story of a fire in a northern city might not have been worthy of the attention of the San Francisco paper, but in this case, there were large insurance premiums which might have been paid upon Jenkin Hardwick�s death. Might have been paid, except for one curious problem-the body of Mr. Jenkin Hardwick was two inches shorter than it should be.
Two inches shorter? But Fontesque had stood next to me in that saloon, walked next to me, and always at my exact height! Our boots, though of a different quality, did not differ in the size of their heels. What had gone wrong?
I frantically searched my mind for some explanation, and found myself staring at Hardwick�s satchel. I opened it and spilled the contents onto the bed.
The two strange wooden objects clattered together like castanets. They were easily identified now: lifts. The damnable man wore lifts in his shoes!
To be undone by something so small as a vain man�s attempt to hide his lack of stature is more than I can bear at this point, Augustus. Sooner or later, even a man like Fontesque will be missed, and when accusations of fraud are raised and his likeness to me is recalled by the patrons of that saloon, the truth will be known. Emma�s nature will not allow her to lie to the police; neither is there any wiliness in her-I cannot hope she will think to mislead them by saying that I, too, wore lifts.
And Augustus, although others may not believe it, Emma was at the heart of this, as she owns my own heart. Please, I beg of you, do all you can to shield her from what is to come.
I, for my part, will have made better use of my knowledge of chemistry by the time you receive this. In my room, an effective potion awaits me, a strong poison-one which will not allow me to fall short of my current goal.
Farewell, Gussie, from the world�s biggest fool.
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