Case Closed
Jan Burke
	Аннотация
	Jan Burke. Case Closed
	The Last Place You Look
	The Haunting of Carrick Hollow
	Mea Culpa
	The Man in the Civil Suit
	About the Author


Аннотация
From New York Times bestselling author Jan Burke comes the last of six short story collections � sure to please fans of suspense masters Patricia Cornwell, Sue Grafton, and Robert Parker.
Case Closed is a mini-anthology containing a brand-new short story � "The Last Place You Look," featuring Frank Harriman in his younger days as a rookie cop � with an added bonus of three stories from the highly acclaimed print anthology Eighteen: "At turns chilling, funny, poignant � and always insightful" (New York Times bestselling author Jonathan Kellerman); "Astonishing� wry� these stories are sure to delight" (Jeffery Deaver, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Kill Room).
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The Last Place You Look

Bakersfield, California
July 7, 1976
Frank Harriman and his partner were on a break, sitting in a Denny�s. Waiting for desperately needed coffee, he spoke into his handheld cassette tape recorder, making notes from their last call to help him with the inevitable paperwork.
�Altercation began when Mr. Martin threw a plastic bag filled with excrement-allegedly left by Mr. Jackson�s dog on Mr. Martin�s lawn-onto Mr. Jackson�s front porch. The bag broke on landing��
He glanced up to see a look of horror on his partner�s face. Jimmy Chao had only been with the Bakersfield Police Department six months longer than Frank. And based on his expression, Frank was pretty sure someone must have walked into Denny�s with a sawed-off shotgun and was aiming it at the back of his head.
Then Jimmy whispered, �Dude. The radio!� He pointed to Frank�s hand.
Frank then realized that there was no one with a shotgun. His own worst enemy was in the booth: Frank himself, too tired to think straight.
He wasn�t talking into his tape recorder. He was talking into his radio unit. And he had just entertained everyone on duty in Bakersfield with details of the dispute between the drunken neighbors.
�Uh� 10-22,� Frank muttered into the radio. Disregard.
He could already hear the clicks of radio buttons being hit on and off, the others indicating laughter.
They were going to give him more shit than Mr. Jackson had on his front porch.

***

As they drove back to headquarters at the end of their shift, Jimmy tried to console him. �Stuff like this happens to every rookie. If we do something in a ridiculous way just once, that will be the moment the whole world is watching. Hell, it even happens to the old-timers. You ever hear anyone say, �I just about Blanked myself�?�
�My dad told me about Eric Blank.�
�Yeah, that�s right-I guess you�ve already heard all those stories.�
Frank thought about his dad, also a member of the Bakersfield PD, hearing about his fuckup, and his stomach clenched. His dad wouldn�t chew him out or anything like that. He would be calm. And hiding his embarrassment. Which was worse.
�I haven�t heard all of them,� Frank said, thinking of a few new stories his training officer had shared with him. �But I did hear about the night Blank overestimated his sphincter�s endurance rating.�
�Too long in the car,� Jimmy said, nodding. �Could happen to anyone: long shift, radio call to radio call. But Blank not only crapped himself, he went into the restroom of a 7-Eleven, lowered his pants, and used his tactical knife to cut his underwear off himself.�
�Really don�t want to talk about this before eating breakfast,� Frank said.
�You�re the one who just broadcast a report about dog shit.�
�Yeah. Didn�t need a reminder about that, either.�
�Sorry.�
They rode in silence for a few minutes, then Jimmy, who was driving, pulled over and said, �Listen. First time I was patrolling solo, just a few weeks before you graduated, it happened to be a rainy Friday night. Being the new guy, when a roadkill call came in, I was sent to do the pickup. Big Irish setter, although you could hardly tell what it was at that point.�
Frank decided it would be useless to remind him about breakfast again.
�So, have you done animal pickup yet?� Chao asked.
�Yes.�
�After hours?�
�Yes.�
�Awful, isn�t it?�
�Yes.�
�Okay, so you know that you�re supposed to take the carcass to the walk-in freezer at animal control, put it in one of those big fifty-five-gallon drums, and get the hell out, because the stench in there gets into the wool of your uniform and reminds you of the entire experience for the rest of your shift.�
Frank nodded. Definitely no breakfast. Chao was probably doing this to him on purpose. Then again, Chao could be socially clueless.
�So I�m alone on a rainy Friday night, dragging this big damned dog carcass into the freezer, and I can�t find a drum with enough room in it for him. It�s midnight, I�m looking into these god-awful drums, and it�s freaking my shit out. Plus, the smell. I�m about to shoot my cookies. So I leave the fucking dog on the floor and run out.� Jimmy sighed gustily.
�Animal control complained?� Frank asked.
�Of course. I had to go back on Monday and deal with it.�
�Really?�
�I don�t blame them. Wet dog, freezer floor, and fifty or sixty hours of elapsed time.�
�The dog froze to the floor.�
�You should try for detective.�
It was, in fact, what he dreamed of doing-but today wasn�t going to get him any closer to that goal.

***

After the shift, Frank wasn�t entirely surprised to find a paper bag filled with dog shit in his locker.

***

The razzing hadn�t let up much a week later. It hadn�t taken long for the others to realize that a bag of crap wasn�t going to do great things for the locker room�s shared air quality, though, so giving him shit began to take less literal forms. His superiors were giving him all the worst jobs, his fellow officers were still raising their hands at the end of briefings and asking, �Can we hear from Harriman about everything that happened on his last shift?�
All of this made him suspicious, one afternoon, of his training officer�s grin. Gregory �Bear� Bradshaw didn�t temper his enjoyment as he said, �This sounds like a job right up your alley.�
The dispatcher had sent them to an address where they were to take a missing persons report from Mrs. Frieda Sarton.
�Is there something funny about a missing persons report?� Frank asked.
�Oh, no. We have to take Mrs. Sarton seriously.�
Frank decided silence was his best option. Bear was gregarious by nature, so Frank was pretty sure he could wait him out.
They pulled up to the curb in front of a large, old, two-story, Craftsman-style home at the edge of town. The suburbs were moving toward it, but hadn�t reached it yet. Frank was tempted to ask if it was really within the city limits-if it wasn�t, the missing persons case was the problem of the Kern County Sheriff�s Department. But that would have been a stupid rookie question. Dispatch wouldn�t have sent them out of their jurisdiction. Bear wouldn�t have had that look of someone handing off a snakes-in-a-can gag gift, gleefully anticipating the moment the lid would be removed.
The spacious lot was surrounded by a graying picket fence. The front lawn was more brown than green but otherwise cared for. A large tree shaded the sidewalk and house. The shady, wraparound porch reminded him of the one at his parents� house-there was a big wooden swing in front of one large window. Venetian blinds covered all the windows, slats closed.
There was a pale yellow Cadillac parked under a bougainvillea-covered pergola that served as a carport. Farther up a long concrete drive stood an old garage, one that looked as if it had been designed to shelter horses and a carriage.
An elderly, frail woman in a floral print housedress came out to stand on the porch.
�You ought to be able to handle this on your own,� Bear said, waving to the woman. She waved back timidly, elbow held to her side, fingers giving a slight flutter before she looked down and away, waiting.
Wondering when the hell all this hazing would end, Frank stepped out of the patrol car and approached the house. When he was within a couple of yards from the porch, the old woman took a step back, as if afraid of him.
He stopped, smiled, relaxed his posture, and shut out all thoughts of being irritated with Bear. That wasn�t fair to this old lady. �Good afternoon. Are you Mrs. Sarton?�
She nodded.
�I�m Officer Harriman. Did you call to make a missing persons report?�
�Yes,� she said, nodding. �My husband. Could you please try to find him?�
�I�ll do what I can. Do you want to talk out here?�
She nodded, seeming relieved. She motioned to the swing. He was half-afraid the thing would collapse, but as he sat gingerly on it, he found it was sturdy, and the eyebolts that attached it to the porch roof seemed likely to hold. The air was cool, here on the porch. Maybe not as cool as it was in the patrol car, with the windows up and the air conditioner on, but this was better than standing out in the sun.
Mrs. Sarton sat as far away from him as she could on the swing, but her posture relaxed a little.
He took out a notebook. Keeping his voice low, he asked, �What�s your husband�s name?�
�I already told the other officers, including that one there.� She lifted the tip of her index finger to indicate Bear. It was the slightest of gestures, made as if she didn�t want Bear to see her pointing him out.
�I�m new on the job,� he said. �Maybe you could act as if I�m the first person who ever heard about this.�
She nodded. �Thought so. The others think it�s funny.� She paused, then said with surprising fierceness, �It�s not funny at all.�
Frank believed her, but at the same time, he knew there was something about all of this that Bear and the others found laughable, crazy, worthy of ridicule. He wasn�t even close to seeing what that was, but he felt a sudden fear that she would say something to him that would make him laugh. And knew that it was the one thing he shouldn�t do, especially not in her presence.
Frank had been raised around cops. Bear and others who had worked with his dad had been regular guests in the Harriman home over the years. They were family. So he had an appreciation of cop humor, and considered it essential to staying sane on the job. But there were rules-at least among the kind of officers he wanted to emulate. You didn�t use that humor to ridicule the vulnerable while they were asking for your help.
What had happened here? What had made the others treat this as a joke case?
�No, there�s nothing at all funny about a missing person,� Frank said. �I�m sorry if anyone gave you the impression that it is. But because I�m so new, I�ll need your help.�
She nodded again. �My husband, Derek Sarton, D-E-R-E-K S-A-R-T-O-N, is missing. Here are a few photos of him.�
She handed him a set of photos that she had clearly prepared in advance. One showed a tall, heavyset bald man in a Hawaiian print shirt, black shorts, and sandals. He was tanned and smiling as he lifted some beverage in a martini glass toward the camera. Frank guessed he was in his late fifties or early sixties. Another showed him in a group of men in suits. He was younger, with more hair and less weight. It was a business photo, some kind of groundbreaking ceremony, next to a sign that said, �Future Home of Sarton Industries.� The third was of a couple with a young son. They were well-dressed, including the boy, who looked to be about ten. Sarton was a handsome man, probably in his midthirties, and petite Mrs. Sarton appeared to be near the same age. Judging by the clothing and hairstyles, the photo had been taken in the 1940s.
�Thank you. When did you last see Mr. Sarton?� he asked.
�It was Halloween.�
�About eight months ago?� He thought he could figure it out now. Mrs. Sarton probably constantly pestered the detective who had taken on the case. The case was as cold as a cod�s belly and Frank had been sent here for �goodwill,� to keep the citizen happy. Empty public relations for a case unlikely to receive any other department time and energy.
�No,� she said. �Not quite six years ago.�
�Six years?� He managed not to shout it.
�October 31, 1970.�
He glanced at Bear, still in the car. Saw him laughing.
Frank wrote the date down in his notebook. �Tell me about it.�
She teared up. �You aren�t going to leave? That�s all I usually get to say before they say something rude to me and leave.�
�I�m staying here to listen to you until I�m ordered to do otherwise.�
She smiled at him. �Bless you, Officer Harriman!�
�I don�t want to get your hopes up,� he said quickly. �You�ve made a report before, right?�
�Yes, although I don�t believe any real effort was made to find him. Detective Pointe told me that Derek probably just wanted to get away from me.�
�He said that?� Pointe was an ass. Frank knew few departments gave missing persons cases to anyone for whom they had high expectations. You could see the pasture from most missing persons desks. Pointe, who would put more effort into avoiding work than the work itself would have cost him, was not the pride of the department.
�Not at first,� she admitted. �I think I annoyed him. Even my son told me to give up and stop bothering the police.�
�Is your son at home now?� Frank asked.
�Harold?� She hesitated, then said, �Well, I hope so, but I�m not sure that�s possible. If by �home� you mean heaven. But maybe he asked for forgiveness at the last. Not for me to judge.�
�Your son is deceased?�
�Yes.�
He noticed that she didn�t seem too broken up about it. �Is there a reason you doubt� uh� where he ended up?�
�Of course. I�m quite sure he killed his father. Or helped his wife to do it.�
Frank cursed silently. Either this was much bigger than he�d thought-way too big for a rookie-or she was delusional and nothing he said or did would matter much. She didn�t seem crazy, though, just a little odd. In his few months on the job, he had already realized that he was going to be spending much more time as a half-assed mental health worker than he had expected, but he definitely wasn�t prepared to assess a situation like this.
He looked over at Bear again, then back to Mrs. Sarton. �Did I mention that I�m new to the job?�
She glanced toward the black-and-white, then added, �Yes, you did, a few times. I suppose the fact that you�re not like that jaded fellow over there is why I�m comfortable talking with you. Why don�t you come into the house? It�s a complicated story, but I�ll try to explain it all to you, Officer Harriman.�
What did he have to lose? �Sure.�
She pulled out a set of keys and began unlocking dead bolts. Six of them.
A seventh key unlocked the door itself.
She paused, then turned to him. �My home isn�t a mess, exactly, but I never let anyone in here. I hope you�ll forgive the condition of the living room. And it�s an old house that has belonged to three generations of old people, so we�ve each added a layer of things to it, I�m afraid.�
Thinking of his mother, who had placed ceramic frogs and other knickknacks on virtually every surface of their home, he said, �Please don�t worry about it.�
As soon as he said that, he found himself hoping she wasn�t talking about a situation more along the lines of the home of his mother�s sister, Aunt Alice, the super pack rat. Much to the family�s dismay, Aunt Alice had been in the news over it.
He looked toward Bear, who was now frowning. Fine. Frank smiled and gave him a thumbs-up, then followed Mrs. Sarton into her home.
He was relieved. Like his mom�s living room and dining room, these rooms had shelves and side tables loaded with knickknacks, although most of Mrs. Sarton�s looked considerably older and more expensive than ceramic frogs. There were pictures of elegantly dressed men and women. A few of Mrs. Sarton showed her in stylish clothes. All were placed in neatly arranged groups. This house was orderly and clean.
Still, one wall of the living room had about thirty cardboard boxes lined up on it. They were tidily stacked and labeled, but each label was printed only with a series of numbers, using some kind of system that didn�t give him any clue as to their contents.
Well, at least it was cooler in here than on the porch.
�Have a seat, Officer Harriman,� she said, gesturing toward the dining room table. �May I offer you a glass of iced tea or a soda?�
�I�m fine, thank you. But please get something for yourself if you�d like.�
She shook her head, and when he pulled out a chair for her to be seated first, she said, �Congratulate your mother for me. You have excellent manners.�
�Thank you. I�ll tell her you said so.� He sat across from her and took his notebook out again.
She sighed. �I�ll try to tell it as simply as I can. My grandparents were successful in the oil business. I was their only grandchild. I still earn money from their interest in certain wells. I inherited enough money from my grandmother�s estate to make me quite the prize. I could have had any one of a number of decent men who courted me, I suppose, but I fell for a bit of a bad boy, as foolish girls do. I hadn�t yet gained complete control over that money, which turned out for the best.
�My father realized I was going to marry Derek come hell or high water, and so he made a bargain with Derek. He made a complicated arrangement to help my husband start a furniture manufacturing business just before we married in 1925. My father hoped to protect me, and to make me think twice about what I would do with the money in my grandparents� trust.�
�Do you have funds of your own, completely under your own control?�
�Yes, but most of it is protected by the trust. My father invested his own money in the business, and then his interest in the company came to me. I don�t want to make it sound as if money was all there was to our marriage, or that all the money we had came from my family. Far from it. Derek achieved as much as he did through hard work. We diversified. The business did well. Well enough to survive the Depression and to expand during the war.
�We opened other locations. We bought a big house in Los Angeles, but we kept this home, which had belonged to my grandparents. It�s paid for, and we both liked Bakersfield. Our only child, Harold, was born here in 1930.
�When my husband reached the age of sixty, he decided to retire. Harold was thirty-five and had been raised in the business, but I wasn�t sure he was ready to lead it. Still, Derek and I kept peace over the years by not interfering with each other, and he did the day-to-day running of the business. So when Derek said he wanted Harold to take over, he took over. We moved back here. We could have gone anywhere, but as I said, we liked it here.�
�So what year was that?�
�We moved back in 1965. We still owned the company, although Harold received a generous salary. I kept thinking it was nice to be back in a place where it was quiet and there wasn�t so much traffic.�
�I take it Harold stayed in LA?�
�Yes. Harold married his secretary that year. Evelyn. Never liked her, but he was a grown man, free to do as he pleased. I could hardly hold my own marriage up as an example, so I kept my mouth shut. We rarely saw them.
�As for the company, things seemed to go along fine for the first four or five years. I thought I might have misjudged Harold, at least in some ways. Then in 1970, in early October, Derek received a call from the head of accounting, saying Harold had fired him, and that Derek needed to get someone in there to watch over things, because Evelyn had Harold completely under her spell.�
A twinkle came into her eye and she said in a low voice, �You know, men like to believe witchcraft is involved, when all that�s really happened is that they�ve started thinking with something a little south of their belly buttons.�
Frank laughed, and she smiled back at him.
�Well,� she continued, �we already knew Evelyn dominated him, and had from the start. After hearing from the accountant, though, Derek called Harold to ask what the devil was going on. Harold became defensive and gave Derek an ultimatum, saying Derek needed to decide if he was really retired or else come back in and work, and if he was coming back, Harold would resign. Derek had always spoiled Harold, and he caved in to that threat. And besides, he was enjoying being retired. In some ways more than others.�
�How so?�
�He had found himself a floozy out here. She wasn�t the first, and she wouldn�t have been the last, but he didn�t want to break things off with her.�
�You weren�t upset about that?�
�I got upset the first time I found out about one of his flings. That was in 1930, when I was pregnant with Harold. I won�t trouble you with all the sordid details of my marriage, Officer Harriman. I�ll just say that after that day, Derek and I slept separately.� She paused. �No, I�ll add that Derek doted on his son and was a charming, intelligent man. He knew how to make me laugh and how to make me forgive him, at least to some extent. We were compatible in our strange way. After forty years of being married to a man I knew to be a tomcat, I wasn�t in any position to start making a fuss. Nor had any desire to do so.�
�Do you mind if I ask why not?�
�I had an independent life. I could travel where I wanted to, take up whatever interested me, and I knew he would raise no objections. I know the women in your generation expect that, but most women in mine did not. I played the corporate wife to perfection when Derek needed me to, in large part because the success of the company helped me to live a comfortable life.�
�Didn�t it hurt?�
�The first times, terribly. But then� I realized that Derek loved being in love. The passionate, early days of it. So he�d have a crush on this one or that one, but I was the only one he kept in his life over those years. I don�t delude myself. We were comfortable with each other, but he stayed for completely mercenary reasons, of course.�
�What do you mean?�
�I mentioned the complicated agreement? There was a contract signed before the marriage. My father owned most of the company. His interest in it had since come to me, and his lawyers made sure it came to me individually. It�s not community property. Derek�s percentage still gave him substantial wealth, but he would have lived a very different lifestyle without me.�
�So your son and daughter-in-law were ruining the company, but your husband was too busy having an affair to do anything about it?�
�Not for long. Derek decided he�d had enough. One day he rented a U-Haul, hired a couple of helpers, and made the two-hour drive down to our plant in LA.�
�When was that?�
�Friday, October 16, 1970. He came back late that same night. He was all worked up. Told me he had gone in and raided the offices. Took out boxes and boxes of paperwork from around the time his accountant had been fired. Some other things, too-chemicals and tools. Drove back up here and put them in the garage. Some he brought into the house.� She pointed to the boxes in the living room. �Made me mad as a hornet. He had the whole garage and a couple of the upstairs rooms all to himself. Why did he need to clutter up my living room? Anyway, I soon forgot all about that, because when he came back from returning the U-Haul, he told me he was going to fire Harold, and maybe even have him arrested.�
�Why?�
�Said Harold had been embezzling from us. That he�d been using cheaper chemicals that didn�t come from good sources, and gave the workers inferior tools to use. But he made it look on the books as if nothing had changed. Derek was going to go through everything and find out exactly what Harold had done.�
�Did he?�
She sighed. �He started to go through the ones in here. Then Harold showed up the next day, and the two of them went out drinking, and next thing I knew, Derek came back home and said everything was going to be okay. I asked how. He said he had worked things out with Harold and wouldn�t say more.
�When I pressed him, he said news of havey-cavey stuff would be bad for the business. That made sense, but I didn�t like the fact that as usual, Harold would pay no penalty for wrongdoing. Derek asked me if I wanted to see my son in prison. He said Harold had made a bad marriage, and all of this was Evelyn�s fault. I didn�t say anything, and he got mad at me and went over to Marlena�s place. His mistress�s apartment.�
�You knew who he was seeing?�
�Oh yes. Marlena Gray. I�m not sure it�s her real name, though.�
�You said you last saw him on Halloween?�
�Yes. Two weeks had gone by since he made that first trip to LA. He had started going through the papers here, and before long he was mad at Harold again. One morning, Derek told me he was going to go back down to LA again to tell Harold he had to rehire the accountant and kick Evelyn out. We argued over whether or not that was the best thing to do, and he told me not to wait up for him. I�d heard that plenty of times over the previous four decades. That night, I guess it was the proverbial straw that broke the camel�s back. I told him maybe he should take his girlfriend with him. He said maybe he would, and maybe he wouldn�t bother coming back. He�d said that before, too. Usually I�d say something in protest, but that time, I didn�t.�
She sounded remorseful and depressed. She fell silent.
Frank waited. His dad had once told him that the ideal rookie would be an alien with excellent eyesight, giant ears, and no mouth.
Suddenly, Mrs. Sarton sat up straight in her chair. She came to her feet and marched over to a big bay window, then yanked open its largest blind. As the blind flew up, Bear�s face appeared on the other side of the glass.
Startled, Bear jumped back, then turned bright red with embarrassment. Frank, who had reflexively stood from the moment she rose, struggled mightily for self-control.
�Shame on you!� Mrs. Sarton shouted through the glass. �Shame on you!� She brushed one forefinger along the other in the time-honored gesture.
Under other circumstances, that would have made Frank lose it. But he saw that she had started crying, and lost the urge to laugh. He put an arm around her thin shoulders and turned her away from the window, and scowled at Bear-who scowled back, but slunk off toward the picket fence. Frank guided Mrs. Sarton back to her chair.
She pulled a delicate handkerchief out of one of her pockets and tried to regain her self-control as she wiped her face. For a time, she just cried harder. �I�m sorry, I�m sorry,� she kept saying.
�I suspect you�re overdue for a good cry. Don�t worry about me. I grew up with two sisters. Tears don�t freak me out.�
She laughed at that, and sighed gustily. �Oh, thank you. I guess I did need that cry. Lord, I�m tired of living like this.�
�What do you mean?�
�Afraid. Locks and alarms and all that. I might as well have gone missing. In some ways, I have-I�ve gone missing inside this house. I�m alone too much. I know it, but I just can�t seem to make myself do anything.� She looked down at her dress. �Look at me. I used to take great care with my appearance. Now, I�m just a fright. I go nowhere, see no one. I leave boxes in the living room and I haven�t gone into my own garage in years. A mouse has more nerve than I do. I�m a frightened recluse, cowering in my own home.�
�Maybe that can change.�
She didn�t say anything for a while. He stayed quiet.
Finally she said, �To go back to that night, Halloween, Derek left here at about five. You�ve probably noticed that we�re off the beaten path for trick-or-treaters, so that night, when I unexpectedly got a call from a friend inviting me out to dinner, I accepted. I was tempted to tell her about my problems, but instead I listened to hers. It was a good distraction, but after a couple of hours I tired of it and-over her protests-I told her I was going home.
�When I got back here, it was about ten o�clock, and I was surprised to find one of the company trucks parked in the driveway, back open, ramp down, and empty. The lights were on in the garage. At first, I thought it was Derek, delivering another load of documents to the garage, but then I saw a man wearing dark clothing. It was Harold. He had one of the big fifty-five-gallon drums on a dolly. I realized that I had come home just in time to see Harold breaking into the garage. He was trying to steal things back. And Evelyn was with him. She was carrying a stack of boxes.�
�How did they respond to being caught?�
�Oh, I scared Harold half to death. He was so startled to see me, he actually gave a little scream. And he looked very shaken. I mean, he really couldn�t explain himself, could he? He moved it back in-which wasn�t all that easy, the garage was packed with Derek�s things and all the stuff he had brought home from the company. But Harold managed to do it, then he tried to tell me that he and his father had talked things out and that all was fine, and he was just going to take back all of the things his dad had brought out here.
�Evelyn has always been bold and brassy, and while I was telling him that I�d have to hear from his father before I could let them take anything, she acted as if she�d just as soon clobber me with those boxes.
�Harold stepped between us and told her to let him handle things, that she had caused enough problems. I stopped her from taking the boxes with her-she was unhappy about that. But she set the boxes down on the drum and went out to the van.
�Harold argued with me some more, then I explained to him that I separately owned most of the company and could sell it out from under him-something that seemed to surprise him, so I suppose Derek hadn�t let him in on that little detail. So he gave up. I made him lock up the garage and give me the keys he had used to get into it. I told him to leave.�
�Did he?�
�Yes, but not before he hinted threats. I told him that I had already arranged things so that if anything happened to me, the company would be sold and the proceeds donated to the United Negro College Fund, and everything in my trust would go to it as well. He was a bit of a racist, so that cooked his goose.�
�Had you made that arrangement?�
�Yes. It�s an excellent cause. Besides, you don�t think I�d lie to my own son, do you?�
�No, ma�am, I don�t. Did you ever reconcile with him?�
�Oh yes, but not immediately. In fact, at first, things got worse. When I didn�t hear from Derek after about four days, I became worried. He had stayed away a couple of days at a time, but never longer than that. I thought he was probably especially angry with me, but when he hadn�t been home in five days, I called Harold to ask if his father had been in touch. He seemed upset and said, �Sorry to be the one to tell you this, but he�s left you. He�s run off with Marlena Gray.� �
�Did you believe him?�
�Not for a minute. Impossible! It wasn�t Derek�s way. Even if he had left me, he wouldn�t leave his company. When Harold told me that he hadn�t heard from him since Halloween, I was very worried. I became quite bold. I looked up Marlena Gray in the phone book, but when I called the number, it was disconnected. There was an address listed for her in the phone book, so I drove over to her apartment. It was in a big building, but I worked up my nerve and knocked. No one answered the door. I kept knocking. Eventually the building manager came by-he was making his rounds and heard me knocking, so he came over to ask if I was interested in renting the apartment. When I told him I was looking for Miss Gray, he told me Marlena had moved.�
�When?�
�That�s what I asked. He said, �Halloween. No notice, so she kissed her security deposit good-bye, but I guess her rich boyfriend is going to take care of that.� He told me that she had left so many of her belongings behind, the place could be rented furnished. Then to top everything off on a perfectly horrible day, he said, �Say, you aren�t her mother or anything like that, are you?�
�I was happy to tell him no, but I was thoroughly discouraged. The police later told me that her suitcases, clothing, and personal items were missing from the apartment, and that a neighbor had heard her talking with someone in the afternoon, and the door opening and closing. That further convinced Detective Pointe that she had left with Derek.�
�What about Derek�s car? Is it missing, too?�
She shook her head. �It was found parked near Union Station in Los Angeles, but no one remembers seeing them board a train.�
�When did you call the police to report that Derek was missing?�
She stood, went over to a telephone in a small alcove and opened the built-in drawer beneath it. She brought out three clothbound journals and handed them to him.
�I wrote down everything I could remember about those weeks, from Derek discovering the problem at the company, Harold and Evelyn�s break-in, and so on. I have listed all of Derek�s banking and credit card information, a physical description of him, a list of his hobbies and interests, where his dental records can be found, and even his blood type. I�ve logged all my calls, with the date, time, who spoke to me, what they said, and so on.�
�I want to look through these, but tell me the short version of what happened.�
�Everyone believed my husband and I had an argument, and he ran off with his mistress. The police talked to three friends of Marlena Gray, and all of them said that she had called them on Halloween, excited, saying good-bye, telling them she and Derek planned to just disappear in a way that my �fancy lawyers� couldn�t do anything about. Derek and Marlena wouldn�t leave a trail, they�d just go out of the country, using cash Derek had been squirreling away for years, hoping to escape me. And I would be �screwed over,� as she put it, because I wouldn�t be able to touch his assets for at least seven years, and maybe by then he�d divorce me.�
�Wow.�
She smiled wryly. �Yes. Wow. Harold and Evelyn claimed he�d told them the same thing. Halloween was on a Saturday, and although Derek and Evelyn admitted that he had met them at the factory, they claimed he did so to tell them that he was running away with his mistress. He had supposedly been secretive, but told them that much of his plans because he didn�t want them to worry about him.�
She shook her head. �Fools. I showed them that even with Derek unavailable, I could do things with the company. I fired both of them. I had the place searched, looking for some clue to Derek�s whereabouts. That came to nothing. I rehired the accountant. He still runs the company and does a fine job of it.�
�I�m kind of surprised you were able to patch things up with your son after all of that.�
�We never did so completely, but things did improve. Harold and Evelyn ran out of money, and wanted to make peace. I agreed to talk to Harold, and to help him out, on the condition that he would not mention Derek to me. I wouldn�t let him come here-I met him in town and had this place watched while we went out to a restaurant for lunch. Sure enough, while we were having lunch, Evelyn tried to break in. I nearly had her arrested for it, but in the end I was so tired of legal hassles I just let her know that she wouldn�t get away with it a second time.�
�Did Harold seem to know about her plan to break in?�
�No, he seemed angry and embarrassed. I didn�t know if he was acting or if that was what he genuinely felt, though. This goes back to why we never completely worked things out. I didn�t trust my own son. It�s one thing to think your child has some wrongheaded ideas. Or to have a clash of personalities. These things happen in families. But every time I met him, I kept thinking that he had probably killed his father, and that the proof was somewhere in these boxes, or out in the garage. I gave him more than enough money to live on, but at the same time I had all those locks put on the front door and an alarm system installed on the house. Still, I knew if they ever really wanted in here, they would probably find a way.�
�I�m sorry you had to fear him.�
�Mostly I feared Evelyn, but yes, him as well. Suspecting a family member in this way is poisonous. It long ago deadened a part of me toward my son, and no mother should experience that, but plenty do. We tried to find a way, especially not long before he died. We were never again as close as we once were, though. Then late last year he suddenly became ill and died. Kidney failure. Evelyn is supposed to benefit from a large insurance policy, but my understanding is that the insurance company has some questions about his death.�
He glanced up to see Bear getting out of the car.
Frank held the journals toward her. �Would you be willing to make copies of these for me?�
She hesitated, then said, �You may take them with you.�
�I don�t-�
�I have a confession,� she said. �I was hoping you would be the one who responded today.�
He didn�t hide his confusion. �What?�
�I follow any news about the Bakersfield Police Department very closely. I read about the murder at the trailer park. That you were the one who didn�t take things at face value. I read about the indictment of Chief Cross-�
�Mrs. Sarton, please don�t think all that happened because of me. A seasoned homicide detective was kind enough to listen to a rookie. It was his case, not mine. As for the former chief, I shouldn�t even be talking about that, and he�s innocent until proven guilty. A case has been brought against him, and if that makes you happy, there are detectives and investigators from the state attorney general�s office who get that credit. A newspaper reporter found the tapes. It�s nothing to do with me, really. People have been working on this for longer than I�ve even been an officer. In fact, I should leave these here and ask a detective to come by and talk to you. If I take them, I have to check them into evidence, and� and-�
�Say no more. I understand that the cleanup of the department is still under way.� She sighed. �Well, it was worth a try, and you�ve listened to me longer than anyone else in the police department has. Thank you for that.�
It irritated him. He didn�t want to promise her he would be back, because she probably wouldn�t believe him. And who could blame her? But what more could he do?
He heard Bear knocking on the door. She went to answer it. He followed her. Bear was probably ready to make him run behind the squad car.
As he passed the boxes, and thought of the overfull garage, he found himself thinking of Jimmy Chao�s story. �Mrs. Sarton!�
She turned back to him.
�Have you gone through these boxes or looked through the ones in the garage?�
�No. I haven�t touched anything. I haven�t been in my own garage since the night I made Harold put that drum back. Not to make you think I�m another Miss Havisham, but little has changed in here since that day. When a person is missing, even if you know in your mind that most likely they are dead, your heart tells you to hope. It causes you to become superstitious, to want not to change anything, not to send any signal to the universe at large that you are leaving the missing one behind and moving on-one moment, Officer Bradshaw!�
This last was in response to much louder knocking, the type that says you don�t want things to escalate to the next level.
When she unlocked the last lock and opened the door, Frank spoke before Bear could say anything. �We need to check something in the garage.�
Bear stared at him for a moment, then said in the tone you use to calm a maniac, �All right-�
�The garage!� Mrs. Sarton said. �I� I-�
�You trust me,� Frank said, �or you don�t.�
She took a resolute breath. �Let me get the keys.�
She went back to the drawer beneath the telephone.
As they walked down the driveway, Bear signaled to him to let Mrs. Sarton get ahead of them, and when she was out of earshot, asked, �Mind filling me in? I don�t want to trouble you, you understand, but-�
So Frank summarized as quickly as he could.
�Okay, but why are we going into the garage?�
�When she surprised her son on Halloween, what if Harold wasn�t taking a fifty-five-gallon drum out? What if he was placing one in here instead?�
Bear shuddered, then said, �Might be another stinker. God, I hate summer.� He fished his keys out of his pocket and handed them to Frank. �Run to the car and get two pairs of gloves and the camera. You have your flashlight?�
�Yes!� Frank said, insulted.
�I assume nothing. You would benefit from the same philosophy.�
By the time Frank came back, Bear was working on a heavy padlock that was fastened through a hasp and staple, the second of two locks that secured the wooden carriage-style doors.
�The night you caught your son and daughter-in-law in here,� Bear asked Mrs. Sarton, �were they using flashlights or were the overhead lights on?�
�The overhead lights were on.�
�Hmm.� He kept concentrating on the lock. Just when Frank thought he should offer to run back to the car for the bolt cutters, the padlock made a satisfying click and released.
�I thought for sure I was going to break the key off in that thing,� Bear said. �All right. Nobody steps into the garage but me, understood?�
Frank and Mrs. Sarton nodded.
Bear pulled the doors open, and sunlight flooded into the packed garage. Stepping inside wasn�t really possible-there was about a foot of cleared space that allowed access to the light switch, but that was about it. Bear left the lights off. The sunlight allowed him to take lots of photos of the front of the garage without using a flash.
When he had satisfied himself that he had taken enough of them, he asked, �Which drum?�
There were three rows of black fifty-five-gallon drums near the front of the garage.
�I�m not sure,� she said shakily.
Bear stooped to read labels. �Most of these are formaldehyde.�
�Used to make particleboard furniture,� she said.
�You said Evelyn put a stack of boxes on top of the one Harold had moved,� Frank said. There were several drums that had boxes on top of them, but only one of those was in the front row. He pointed that one out. �This one?�
�I think so. I can�t really remember, but� I don�t remember Harold moving the boxes after she set them down. I�m sorry, I was focused more on Harold and Evelyn than I was on things in the garage.�
�Did you happen to notice if either of them wore gloves?�
She frowned in concentration. �No, I don�t think so. I�m sure I would have noticed anything so odd.�
Bear sent Frank a look. Frank said to Mrs. Sarton, �He�s going to open up the drum, and it could be pretty bad when he does. You sure you want to be out here?�
She nodded.
Without touching it any more than absolutely necessary, Bear used his gloved hands to move the stack of boxes to the ground, then tried to budge the drum away from the others. He couldn�t move it. So he stood blocking their view and opened the catch on the metal ring that sealed the drum. He opened the lid so that neither Frank nor Mrs. Sarton could see into it. He grimaced as a strong odor of formaldehyde filled the air, grimaced again at the contents, and put the lid down. �Everybody out,� he said.
Mrs. Sarton had a look of shock on her face. �What? What have you found? Is it Derek?� she asked in near hysteria. �Derek out here all these years?�
�No, it�s not him,� Bear said, �but we�re going to have to let the coroner and the detectives take it from here. I think we may have found his girlfriend. Know anything about that?�
She turned paler still and shook her head mutely.
Frank walked her back to the house. �Anyone you would like to call to be here with you?� he asked.
She came out of her stunned state enough to stare at him.
She made him wonder if telepathy worked after all when she said, �My lawyer. I must call my lawyer.�
If he was the only member of the department who would be pleased that she would have legal representation, he could live with it. He couldn�t believe Mrs. Sarton was a murderer.
Not even after a second drum in the garage was shown to contain the well-preserved body of Derek Sarton.

***

Ike Tucker and John Mattson caught the case. Mrs. Sarton�s lawyer arrived shortly after they did. Since he wouldn�t make Mrs. Sarton available to them, they grilled Frank about everything she had said to him.
�You know she tried to say all this to you guys for years,� Frank said.
�Pointe,� they said in unison.
�He�s not the only person she tried to talk to.�
�No,� Mattson said, �but he�s territorial. He does just enough to be able to say he did what he was required to do.�
Tucker added, �Missing persons isn�t the right job for him, although I can�t say I know what is. I wouldn�t want the job myself. Most of the time, a missing adult, it�s someone who�s out banging his girlfriend in a no-tell motel and loses track of time. Wife calls in worried and everybody ends up embarrassed and mad at us.
�Or the missing person has good or bad reasons to want to disappear. Waste of our limited resources to go chasing after them, especially since it�s not a crime to be missing.
�Other than that, it�s a runaway teenager who is tired of hiding from Creepy Uncle Ernie. Or being hit by Dad. Or getting the younger kids off to school while Mom sleeps off last night�s bender.�
Frank shook his head. �So Pointe believed this man with no debts ran away from a marriage he had been in for forty-five years? A marriage with a tolerant-overly tolerant, some would say-wife who supported him in a luxurious lifestyle. Disappears after threatening to take back management of his company. Does that sound like it should have raised a question or two?�
�Pointe�s pulling the file for us, but he told us that in addition to the family members, he had three other witnesses who said the girlfriend told them it was in the works.�
�Anyone know anything about these three friends of Marlena Gray? Or where they are now?�
�We�ll be looking for them,� Mattson said. �Don�t try to teach your grandmother to suck eggs.�
�Sorry.�
�Yeah, well. In case I forgot to say it-nice work.�
Frank thanked him, but felt uneasy. If all of this led to Mrs. Sarton being convicted of murder, he was never going to think of it as nice work.

***

Frank and Bear were given the duty of helping to keep the scene secure. Other cars arrived to help and Frank and Bear ended up near the garage, making sure anyone who came close to it had business being there, and signed in and out. Bear told him to stay put and toured around the perimeter to check on the placement of other officers. He wanted to make sure no civilians or press got close enough to be a bother.
The crime lab took more photos, then started dusting for prints, finding some on the outside of the drums, some on the lids. Then they did the same with the light switch and the hasp on the garage lock. He watched them work with interest, listened in on their conversations while keeping an eye on things.
One asked him to go find a handcart, but the other told him to leave the rookie alone, that he was Brian Harriman�s kid and Bear would skin him alive if he left his post, especially since the place was crawling with reporters, who were a little too interested in Frank right now. So the guy used his radio to get another assistant to bring him what he needed.
Frank figured all of that meant Bear had parked him this far back from the road to keep him from being approached by the press, or getting into trouble in some other way.
Two hours later, Bear returned to him and said, �So, they checked all the other barrels, no more pickled remains.�
�Did you think there would be?�
�Always a possibility. We don�t know what we�re dealing with here yet.�
�You think Mrs. Sarton has dead bodies hidden all over the place?� Frank asked incredulously.
Bear scowled at him. �You ever hear of Nannie Doss?�
�No.�
�They caught her trying to kill husband number five. She murdered four of them, found several through lonely hearts ads. Also knocked off her own mother, her sister, a mother-in-law, a nephew, and her grandson.�
Frank recalled his dad�s advice and summoned his inner alien. He shook his head. Any spoken reply at this point would not help him.
�How about Belle Gunness?� Bear asked. �No? Belle Gunness killed two husbands and two of her own four children. She ran an ad for suitors and killed the men who showed up. Her place burned down, killing the remaining two children, and supposedly her, but the body didn�t match hers and its head was missing. They dug up her yard and found dozens of bodies.�
Frank said nothing.
�Amy Archer-Gilligan? Bertha Gifford?�
�No, sir.�
Bear laughed. �You may have grown up with cops, Frank, but you�re still green.�
�Yes, sir.�
Bear muttered to himself and started to walk off. After taking three strides, he turned around and said, �Women are capable of anything, wiseass. Anything.�
�I�ll remember that.�
�See that you do.�
Bear stood there for a moment, then said, �Let�s hear it.�
�First, if she�s guilty, why did she keep calling us? Why not just let the world forget all about Derek Sarton and his girlfriend?�
�Guilty conscience. Next?�
�If she�s got a guilty conscience, why not just confess?�
�Can�t quite make herself do it. Wants to be caught, but can�t turn herself in.�
�A stretch,� Frank said.
�Happens more often than you�d think. Besides, maybe she didn�t have a guilty conscience, but was putting a little insurance out there. Someone like you, who trusts little old ladies, would claim just what you did.�
�If she wanted to get away with it, why would she leave the bodies here?�
�She has control over this space.�
�Her son had keys to the garage.�
�Which she took away from him as fast as she could.�
�How does she spend the evening with a friend and manage to kill her husband and his girlfriend, haul the bodies from wherever they were, get them into the drums, seal them, and lock up the garage all before her son and his wife come back here with a truck?�
�We don�t know when he died, right?�
�Ask Mattson for the date he was last seen alive.�
Bear smiled, not pleasantly. �All right, I will.�
Frank thought things over while Bear found the detective. He was surprised, a moment later, when Mattson returned with Bear.
�So you want to know if we know when Sarton was last seen alive,� he said. �We know he was seen in Los Angeles by his son and daughter-in-law on Saturday, October 31, 1970, and Marlena Gray was last seen on that same day.�
�Thank you,� Frank said.
�You have more ideas about this case?� Mattson said.
He hesitated. He had half the department giving him a hard time. Bear was clearly ticked off at him for siding with Mrs. Sarton. And Mattson had already warned him about not trying to make recommendations to experts. And yet, on another case, Mattson had listened to him.
�Yes, I do,� he said.
�Let�s hear them.�
He glanced at Bear, then said, �If Mrs. Sarton has two sets of keys to the garage, then she could have put the bodies in there. I don�t know how she could have physically managed that, but let�s say she�s stronger than she looks or had a pulley system set up that she has since dismantled.�
Bear made a growling sound, but Frank ignored him.
�If she only has the keys she gave to Bear,� he went on, �the keys she says she took from Harold, then she had no way to get into the garage before Harold arrived here that night.� He paused. �Did either victim have keys in their clothing?�
�Interestingly, the woman, who has not yet been positively identified as Marlena Gray, did not. Pointe�s notes say she never turned her apartment keys in, but the building manager said he had to rekey the lock whenever a tenant moved out, so he didn�t think much of it.�
�So someone else may have been in her apartment that day, gathering her most personal belongings to make the story about her leaving town with Derek seem more likely.�
�I thought the manager talked to her,� Bear said.
�On the phone?� Frank asked Mattson.
�Yes.�
�Big building, would he really know one woman�s voice from another?�
�You think Evelyn made that call?� Bear asked.
�I think it�s a possibility,� Frank said.
�She talked to friends,� Bear said.
�Either someone called Marlena and claimed Derek was sending someone along to help her run away from home with him, which might have been something she hoped for, or the friends are lying. Not sure about that one yet.� He turned to Mattson. �What about Derek�s keys?�
�The body of the man we have not yet positively identified as Derek Sarton was clothed, and after we fished him out of the drum, we discovered there were keys in his pockets. Keys for each of the two locks on the garage, and some others that look like they�re house keys and maybe keys to locks at his company. Car key is missing.�
�We have no idea how many of those padlock keys there were,� Bear pointed out.
�True,� Frank said. �Usually they�re sold with two keys, but you�re right, copies could be made. But that doesn�t explain the dolly.�
�What doll?� Bear asked.
�Dolly. Handcart.�
Mattson turned around and looked at the garage.
�I overheard the crime lab guys asking for one to be brought out here,� Frank said. �They couldn�t find one in the garage.�
Mattson got a smile on his face.
�Those drums are too heavy for our guys to move,� Frank said. �Bear couldn�t move the one he looked into. No way Mrs. Sarton could have moved them without a dolly.�
To his surprise, Bear smiled, too. �What�d I tell you, John?�
�That he�ll be in homicide one day. Yes. But let�s allow him to get a little more time on the job. Excuse me, I�ve got an item to add to a search warrant list.�

***

Evelyn Sarton was arrested, first for the murder of Derek Sarton and Marlena Gray, and then for that of her husband. Harold had been exhumed, and toxicology tests had shown him to have an extraordinarily high level of ethylene glycol in his system, which, as Bear had said, would have been good if he had been a radiator, but human beings didn�t fare well with antifreeze in their systems.
Marlena�s friends were able to describe her most expensive and unique jewelry, and produce photos of her wearing it. Evelyn had Marlena�s jewelry in her possession. The same jewelry box held Derek�s car key. The dolly was in her garage.
The woman who invited Frieda Sarton to dinner on Halloween night admitted that she had been paid by Evelyn to do so. She claimed she thought it was just a way to help Derek get some things out of the house so that he could run away with his girlfriend.
Evelyn confessed, in a deal that took the death penalty off the table and allowed her to get life in prison, that she had shot Derek when he was threatening to fire her and Harold. No one else was in the Sarton Industries building at the time. They were in an area where the formaldehyde was stored. She came up with the plan to lure Marlena down to LA, and drove up to Bakersfield to bring her and her things to LA. She brought her into the plant, where she strangled her.
Not knowing Frieda Sarton had a controlling interest in the company, they were going to rob the business blind over the seven years it would take for her to get Derek declared dead.
Then they realized that if they left the drums with the bodies in the plant, they risked discovery. Evelyn then planned to make it appear that Frieda Sarton had killed the lovers in a jealous rage, and stored them in her own garage.
But once they had been seen breaking into the garage, and Frieda told them about her will and the way the company ownership was left, Evelyn decided not to push matters. They might be able to drop the weapon off at Frieda�s house, to make her look guilty, but then Evelyn discovered the house was too closely guarded.
Harold convinced her to leave well enough alone, since his mother still gave them financial support. Evelyn worried that Harold was weakening and might tell his mother everything. And money kept getting tight, so she killed Harold for the insurance money. Which, to her bitter disappointment, she never received.

***

Afterward, Frank drove by every now and again during his off hours to visit Mrs. Sarton, who treated him like a favorite grandson. She had fewer locks on her doors, had returned to dressing stylishly, and had started dating a gentleman who treated her courteously.
�I�m in no rush to remarry,� she told Frank. �I�ve already spent years hunting for a husband I already had.� She paused. �What is it they say? Always in the last place you look.�

The Haunting of Carrick Hollow

I reached the end of the drive and pulled the buggy to a halt, looking back at the old house, the modest structure where I had been born. At another time, I might have spent these moments in fond remembrance of my childhood on Arden Farm, recalling the games and mischief I entered into with my brothers and sisters, and the wise and gentle care of my loving parents. But other, less pleasant memories had been forged since those happier days, and now my concerns for the welfare of my one surviving brother kept all other thoughts from me.
Noah stood on the porch, solemn-faced, looking forlorn as he watched me go. It troubled me to see him there; Noah had never concerned himself overmuch with formal leave-takings-only a year ago, he would have all but pushed me out the door, anxious to return to his work in the apple orchards.
Upon our father�s death six months ago, Noah had inherited Arden Farm. From childhood, we had all of us known that Noah would one day own this land, and the house upon it. The eldest sons of generation upon generation of Ardens before him had worked in these same orchards. In our childhood, I had been the one whose future seemed uncertain-no one was sure what useful purpose such a bookish boy could serve. Now Noah spoke of leaving Arden Farm, of moving far away from the village of Carrick Hollow.
At one time, this notion would have been nearly unthinkable. Noah had always seemed to me a steadfast man who did not waver under any burden, as sturdy as the apple trees he tended. But then, as children, we never could have imagined the weight that would come to rest on him-indeed, on everyone who lived in our simple New England village.
I pulled my cloak closer about me, and told myself I should not dwell on such matters. I turned my thoughts to my work. When I first returned to Carrick Hollow after medical school, I wondered if my neighbors would be inclined to think of me as little Johnny Arden, Amos Arden�s studious fourth son, rather than Dr. John Arden, their new physician-but my fears of being treated as a schoolboy were soon allayed. I attributed their readiness to seek my care to the fact that the nearest alternative, Dr. Ashford, an elderly doctor who lived some thirty miles away, was less and less inclined to make the journey to Carrick Hollow since I had set up my practice there.
Now, driving down the lane, I considered the patients I would visit tomorrow morning. Horace Smith, who had injured his hand while mending a wagon wheel, would be the first. Next I�d call on old Mrs. Compstead, to see if the medicine I had given her for her palsy had been effective.
A distant clanging and clattering interrupted these reveries. The sounds steadily grew louder as I neared a bend in the road, until my gentle and usually well-mannered horse decided he would take exception to this rumbling hubbub. He shied just as the source of this commotion came trundling into view-an unwieldy peddler�s wagon, swaying down the rough lane, pulled by a lanky, weary mule.
My horse seemed to take even greater exception to this plodding, ill-favored cousin in harness. The peddler swore and pulled up sharply. I have never claimed to be a masterful handler of the reins, and it took all my limited skill to maneuver my small rig to the side of the narrow lane, which I managed to do just in time to avoid a collision. The mule halted and heaved a sigh. And there, once my horse had regained his dignity, we found ourselves at an impasse.
This was obviously not, by the peddler�s reckoning, any sort of calamity. After profuse apologies, but making no effort to budge his wagon-which now blocked my progress completely-he chatted amiably for some minutes on matters of little consequence. He then ventured to offer to me-a gentleman he was so sorry to have inconvenienced-several of his wares at especially reduced prices. �Far lower,� he assured me, �than any you could find by mail order catalogue. If you will only consider the additional savings in shipping costs, and how readily you might obtain the goods you need! Consider, too-you may inspect any item before purchase! You will find only the finest quality workmanship in the items I offer, sir! And you must own that buying from one with whom you are acquainted must be seen to be superior to purchasing by catalogue!�
�Pardon me,� I said, a little loftily, hoping to stem any further flow of conversation, �but we are not at all acquainted. Now if you would be so good as to-�
�But we are acquainted!� he said, with a clever look in his eye. �You are Dr. John Arden.�
I was only momentarily at a loss. Sitting at my side, in plain view, was my medical bag. Any local he had visited might have told him that the village physician, Dr. John Arden, had urged them not to buy patent medicines or to be taken in by the claims of those who peddled tonics.
�Forgive me, Mr.�-I squinted to read the fading paint on the side of his wagon-�Mr. Otis Merriweather, but I cannot agree that knowing each other�s names truly acquaints us.�
He grinned and shook his head. �As near as, sir, as near as! You�ve been away to study, and were not here on the occasion of my last visit to Carrick Hollow. You are young Johnny Arden, son of Mr. Amos Arden, an apple farmer whom I am on my way to see.�
�Perhaps I can spare you some trouble, then,� I said coolly. �My father has been dead some months now.�
He was immediately crestfallen. �I�m sorry to hear it, sir. Very sorry to hear it indeed.� I was ready to believe that his remorse was over the loss of further business, but then he added, �Mr. Arden was a quiet man, never said much, and little though I knew him, he struck me as a sorrowing one. But he was proud of you, boy-and I regret to hear of your loss.�
I murmured a polite reply, but lowered my eyes in shame over my uncharitable thoughts of Mr. Merriweather.
�And Mr. Winston gone now, too,� he said.
My head came up sharply, but the peddler was thoughtfully gazing off in the direction of the Winston farm and did not see the effect this short speech had on me.
�Do you know what has become of him?� Mr. Merriweather asked. �I�ll own I was not fond of him, but he gave me a good deal of custom. It seems so strange-�
�Not at all strange,� I said firmly. �These are difficult times for apple growers-for farmers of any kind. Have you not seen many abandoned orchards in Carrick Hollow? Indeed, we aren�t the only district to suffer-you travel throughout the countryside in Rhode Island, and you must see empty farms everywhere. Scores of men have left their family lands and moved to cities, to try their luck there.�
�Aye, I�ve seen them,� he said, �but-but upon my oath, something�s different here in Carrick Hollow! The people here are skittish-jumping at shadows!� He laughed a little nervously, and shook his head. �Old Winston often told me that this place was haunted by� well, he called them vampires.�
�Winston spoke to you of vampires?� I asked, raising my chin a little.
He shifted a bit on the wagon seat. �I wouldn�t expect a man of science to believe in such superstitious nonsense, of course! But old Winston used to prose on about it, you see, until my hair fairly stood up on end!�
�Mr. Winston was always a convincing storyteller.�
�Yes-but nonsense, pure nonsense!� He paused, and added, �Isn�t it?�
�I never used to believe in such things,� I said.
�And now?�
�And now, perhaps I do.�
Merriweather�s eyes widened. He laughed again, and said, �Oh, I see! You pay me back for guessing your name!�
I smiled.
�Here, now!� he said, �I�ve left you standing here in the lane, taking up your time with this idle talk-Otis Merriweather�s all balderdash, you�ll be thinking.� He cast a quick, uneasy look at the sky. �Growing dark, too. Hadn�t realized it had grown so late. I hoped to be in the next town by now, and I�m sure you�ve patients to attend to. Good day, to you, Doctor!�
With a snap of his reins, he set the mule into motion. Soon the clattering, jangling wagon was traveling down the lane at a pace that made me realize I had underestimated the homely mule.
My own vehicle�s pace was much more sedate. I wondered how much faster the peddler would have driven if he had known how much I knew of vampires. I had long made it my business to make a study of the subject. I knew that tales of vampires had been whispered here and there in New England for more than a hundred years, just as they had been told in Egypt, Greece, Polynesia and a dozen other places. The New England vampire has little in common with those which caused such panic in Turkish Serbia and Hungary in the last century-no fanged creature attacks unwitting strangers here. No, our Rhode Island vampires have always more closely resembled ghosts-spirits of the dead who leave their tombs in the night, to visit their nearest and dearest as they dream. Our vampires are believed by some to cause the disease of consumption-it is they, we are told, who drain the blood of living victims into their own hearts, and who thereby cause their victims� rapid decline. The Ardens were never among the believers of such superstitions, never held with any talk of vampires. Indeed, how clearly I remembered a winter�s night five years ago, when I assured my youngest brother there wasn�t any such thing.

***

�Mr. Winston said that Mother will come for me,� Nathan said. �Will she, Johnny?�
�Pay no attention to him,� I said, smoothing his fair hair from his damp forehead. His eyes were bright, and his cheeks ruddy, but he was far too frail for a six-year-old boy. His cough was growing worse. He needed his sleep, but Winston�s talk of vampires had frightened him. I tried to keep my anger at our neighbor�s thoughtlessness from my voice. �Mother loved you, and would never harm you, you know that, Nate. And she�s up in heaven, with all the angels. You must not worry so. Just try to get well.�
�But Mr. Winston said-�
�Mr. Winston is a mean-spirited old busybody,� I said with some exasperation. �He only means to frighten you, Nate.�
Nathan said nothing, but frowned, as if making a decision. After a while he took hold of my hand. �I�m glad you�ve come home, Johnny,� he whispered. �I know you wish you were away at school-�
�No, Sprout, I could not wish to be anywhere else if you need me.�
He smiled at the nickname. �You�ll stay with me tonight, won�t you?�
�Of course I�ll stay with you,� I said, and reached into one of my pockets. �And see here-I�m armed-look what I�ve brought with me!�
�The slingshot I made for you!�
�Yes, and I�ve gathered a few stones for ammunition,� I said, winking at him. �So you�re safe now. Only get some sleep, Sprout. I�ll stay right here.�
He slept soundly. Noah came in to spell me, even though I protested I would be fine. �I know,� he whispered, �but please go downstairs to see to Father, Johnny. Try to talk him into getting some sleep.�
Downstairs, my father stood near a window, looking out into the moonlit night. I thought he looked more haggard than I had ever seen him. The previous year had taken a great toll on him, and when Nathan fell ill early in 1892, Father could barely take care of himself, let alone a small boy with consumption. So I came home from the private school for which my godfather had so generously paid my tuition; my instructors had been understanding-my family, they knew, had suffered greatly of late. Even though this was not the first occasion upon which I had been called home, my marks were high and I was well ahead of most of my classmates in my studies; the headmaster assured me that I would be allowed to return.
I found my father greatly changed-indeed, Arden Farm itself seemed changed. Winter was the time he usually pruned the trees, but now as I stood next to him at the window, I saw the sucker branches reaching sharply into the winter sky, casting strange shadows everywhere.
�Half my orchard has been felled,� he remarked, and I knew he was not talking of the trees, but of the toll consumption had taken on his family. �First Rebecca, then Robert and Daniel. Last month, your mother-dearest Sarah! I�ve said prayers and made my peace with the Lord. And still he wants more. Is this my God?�
�Noah and I are healthy,� I replied, trying to keep his spirits up. �And Julia is with her husband in Peacedale. She�s well.�
From the other room, we heard the sound of Nathan�s cough. �Now my youngest!� my father said.
�Noah and I will care for Nathan. He�ll get better.�
But neither of us could easily hope that Nathan would recover. Too many times in the past year, consumption had robbed us of those we loved. Ten-year-old Rebecca�s cough started early in 1891, and her illness progressed slowly at first. She rallied in the spring, and we thought all would be well. But in August, the cough came back. She was soon coughing up blood-we knew she would not live long after the blood started. By the end of the month, she was dead.
Robert and Daniel, my older brothers, took ill the week before Rebecca�s funeral. Mother wrote to me less often, her time taken up with care of them. When she did write, her letters were filled with news of neighbors who had also taken ill, or of the advice given to her by Dr. Ashford. �He tells me to give to them fresh air, to keep them clean, to change their clothes often,� she wrote. �I confess to you, dear John, that I am quite worn down-each day, I take them outdoors, read to them, and try to keep their spirits up. This is the most difficult of all my duties. They miss Rebecca, and they know their own symptoms are identical to hers. Still, I will do all I can to keep my boys alive. God keep you safe, John!�
But despite all her efforts, by October, I came home again-for Robert�s funeral. And thus I was there, three days later, when Daniel told us he had dreamt of Rebecca and Robert.
�They were here, sitting on my bed. They weren�t sick. They said I had helped them to get better.� Two days later, he passed away during the night.
I returned to school, but Mother�s letters grew fewer still. I thought it was grief that kept her from writing, but when I came home for the Christmas holidays, I immediately realized that the cause was otherwise-the wracking cough of consumption was no longer an unfamiliar sound to any of us.
�Why did you not tell me?� I asked my father.
�She did not want us to take you from your school,� he said. �She has come to believe you will be safer there than here.�
I hurried to her bedside. She looked so thin and weak.
�John, you are home!� she whispered to me as I sat beside her. �Rebecca, Daniel, and Robert are with the Lord. I�ll be with them soon. They are good children. They�ll not bother me. I have not dreamt of them. They won�t come and take me.�
�What does she mean?� I asked my father, when she fell asleep again.
�Winston!� he said angrily. �He�s all about the village, telling everyone that the consumption is caused by vampires.�
�Vampires!�
�Yes. He tells his tales to any who will hear him. Gets the most ignorant of them to believe that the spirits of the dead consume the living, and thus the living are weakened!�
�But surely no one believes such things!�
�In the absence of any cure, do you blame them for grasping at any explanation offered to them? Grief and fear will lead men to strange ways, Johnny, and Winston can persuade like the devil himself!�
�Yes, he was ever one to seek attention,� I agreed.
�He has gained a great deal of it during this crisis,� my father said. �And the rituals he has driven some of the more superstitious ones to perform! It sickens me!� He shivered in disgust.
Mother died two nights after Christmas, as Father held her, singing hymns to her. The next day, he dressed her in her favorite dress and sent word to the undertaker. The stonecarver had already completed her headstone, and her burial place had long been chosen.
Noah wrote to me of Nathan�s illness in late January of 1892, and I hurried home again. That first night back, as I studied my father�s face, etched in grief, I saw that my mother�s death had wounded him even more deeply than I had imagined. I had never doubted their love or devotion to one another, but I had not before realized how much of his strength must have come from her. If this great man could be made so weak, what would become of us? I suddenly felt as small and frightened as a boy of Nathan�s age.
�Papa!� I said, placing a hand on his shoulder.
He looked at me and smiled a little. �It is some time since you called me �Papa.� �
�You-you need your sleep,� I said. �Won�t you go up to bed?�
The smile faded. �So empty, that room�� he murmured.
�Please, it�s so late and you seem so tired-�
�I cannot-I will not be able to sleep there.�
Understanding dawned. �Then I�ll make a place up for you here, near the fire. But you must sleep. Please. Nathan and Noah need you. I need you.�
And so he consented, but when I left him to go back to Nathan, he was staring into the fire.

***

The next morning, my father gently shook me awake. I sat up stiffly in the chair next to the bed where Nathan still slept. I could hear our dogs barking. Father gestured for me to step into the hallway.
�Winston is on his way up the drive! I�ve asked Noah to delay him all he can. But I must tell you this-make sure Nathan hears nothing of his foolish talk.�
I started to tell him that Nathan�s head was already full of Winston�s foolish talk, but he had hurried off.
I stood near the window of Nathan�s room, straining to hear the conversation that was taking place below. Winston was a large man, whose new derby, well-made coat and fine boots signaled his prosperity, but could not improve his rough features. As my father approached, Winston�s pock-marked cheeks were flushed. He eyed the dogs warily, until Noah called them to heel.
�Will you not ask me in, neighbor?� Winston asked, fingering his heavy gold watch chain.
�My youngest is ill,� my father said firmly. �I would not have you disturb him.�
My father�s lack of hospitality did not delay Winston from his mission. He took a deep breath, and said in a loud voice, �I fear for my community, for my neighbors and their families! I know you�re scared for what remains of yours, too. I can see it in your eyes, Arden. Rebecca took the boys, then they took Sarah. Now, Sarah�s taking Nathan. John and Noah will follow, and you�ll be last. Julia may be far away enough to be safe, but there is no certainty of that.�
�My family�s safety is my own concern, Winston.�
�Your obligation is greater than you perceive, Arden!� Winston shot back. �The vampires look beyond your family! Lavinia Gardner has the consumption.�
�Isaac�s wife is ill?� my father asked, dismayed.
�Yes. And she�s dreamt of your wife! There�s only one way to stop this-the ritual must be performed! It has worked for Robinson, and others as well. This is a warning, Arden! If you�re afraid to do what is necessary, I�ll do it myself!�
�You�ll go nowhere near the graves of my beloved!� Father shouted. �I know of your ritual, Winston. I�ve spoken with Robinson. He�s not the same man-he�s alive, but he looks for all the world as if he believes himself damned.�
�Nonsense!� Winston blustered. �What�s more important, Arden? Maintaining your own selfish prejudices, or the survival of Carrick Hollow? Our eldest sons and daughters are fleeing-they�ve taken factory jobs in Providence and Fall River.�
�There are many reasons they leave. You have no wife or children, Winston. Allow me to take care of my own.�
�A fine job you�re doing of it! Half of them dead!�
Noah stepped forward, his fists clenched. I could not make out what he said to Winston.
�Noah,� my father said, �it�s all right. Try though he may, Mr. Winston can not harm me with his words.�
�Think of your neighbors, Arden!� Winston said. �Think of Isaac if you won�t think of your own sons!� He turned on his heel and strode quickly down the lane, dried leaves swirling in his wake.
�Johnny?� I heard a small voice say.
I turned from the window to see Nathan watching me. �So you�re awake, Mr. Sleepyhead!�
�I heard Mr. Winston yelling at Papa.�
�Yes, and had I known you were awake, I would have opened the window and used this fine slingshot to knock old Thunderpuss�s fancy derby right off his silly head.�
Nathan smiled and said, �I should have liked to have seen you do it,� and went back to sleep.
The thaw broke the day Lavinia Gardner died. Isaac Gardner came to visit us two weeks later. Noah stayed with Nathan as I sat with Father, watching Isaac wring his hands.
�You know what I think of Winston,� he began. �And I would not come to trouble you, Amos, except-except that, before she died, Lavinia called Sarah�s name several times.�
�Our wives were good friends,� my father said.
Isaac shook his head. �That�s not what I mean, Amos. I mean, called her name as if she were within speaking distance. I�d tell her, �Sarah�s dead,� and she�d say, �No, Sarah Arden is rattling me again. She comes at night and shakes me and the cough starts up.� �
My father sat in stunned silence.
�Your wife was very ill-� I began gently.
�Yes, John,� Isaac said, �and I told myself that she was right out of her head, although of course Neighbor Winston had a good deal to say otherwise, and he�s caught my daughter�s ear. Even before Jane took ill, she was asking me if maybe we should pay attention to what Winston had to say.�
�The news of Jane�s illness only reached us yesterday,� my father said. �I was sorry to hear of it, Isaac. I had always hoped that she and Noah-well, I can only offer my prayers for her recovery.�
�She�s all I have left in the world, Amos,� Isaac said. �As hard on you as it has been, losing so many-well, I don�t know what I�ll do if Jane suffers like her mother did.� He paused, then said, �But I�m here, Amos, because I want you to know what things have come to-and God forgive me, but I need your help. Jane no longer doubts that Winston�s right.�
�What?�
�Yes. Just last night, she told me, �Mother will take me just like Sarah Arden took her.� And she pleaded with me, Amos-�Mr. Winston knows the way to stop this. You can�t let me die!� �
My father was silent.
�I told her,� Isaac said, his voice breaking, �I told her, �Jane, think of it! Think what you ask me to do! Your mother-let her rest in peace!� And she said, �But Father, she�s not resting in peace now. She can only rest forever with your help.� �
�Good God, Isaac!�
�I don�t believe in it, not for a minute, Amos. But she does. And what�s worse, now more than half the village does, too! Winston�s got them all stirred up. What they say of you, I�ll not repeat.�
�I�d as soon you didn�t!� Father said, casting a glance at me.
�I�ve gone to Pastor Williams. He doesn�t promote the ritual, but he doesn�t oppose it, either. He�s only human, and Winston holds some sway with him, too.�
�With his coffers, you mean. I hear Winston�s most recent donation makes up what is needed for the new roof on the church.�
�Amos!�
�Yes, yes, I�m ashamed of making such a remark. Forgive me, Isaac.� He sighed and said, �What do you need from me?�
�Help me to do it.�
�The ritual?� my father asked, horrified.
�Amos, you�re my best friend in all the world, else I wouldn�t ask it. But I need someone there-someone who hasn�t lost his mind in all this vampire madness. Otherwise, God knows what is to become of me! I need your strength!�
His strength is failing! I wanted to protest, but my father was already agreeing to help his old friend.

***

Father would not let us go with him on the day the ritual was performed. When he came home, his pallor frightened me. I gave him soup and warm bread, but he did not eat. He would not speak of what happened, but late that night, I heard him weeping.
Jane Gardner died two days later.
If we had thought this would put an end to Winston�s cause, we were mistaken. A town meeting was held the next week. I sat next to Father, near the front of the room, when Winston presented his case. Father had told Noah that Winston could not hurt him with his words, but how wrong he had been!
�The future of our community is at risk!� Winston declared, fingering his gold watch chain. �Many of our dearest friends and family members have died from consumption. We�ve taken action against the vampires, with one notable exception.� He stared hard at my father. �Those in the Arden family!�
There was a low murmur, a mixture of protest and agreement.
Winston held his hands out flat, making a calming motion. �Now,� he said silkily, �I have great sympathy for my neighbor, Amos Arden. The death of his wife and three children is a terrible loss for him. But in consumption, the living are food for the dead, and we must think of the living! The graves must be opened, and the bodies examined! If none of their hearts is found to hold blood, we may all be at peace, knowing that none are vampires. But if there is a vampire coming to us from the Arden graves, the ritual must be performed! This is our only recourse.� The room fell silent. No one rose to speak, but many heads nodded in agreement.
Father stood slowly, grasping the chair beside me. �The thought of disturbing the peace of my wife and children sickens me. I do not believe in this superstition, but I see no other way.� He glanced toward Winston, then said, �If I refuse, I have no doubt that some other will take the task upon himself. He takes a great deal upon himself, but the thought of his hands on my wife�s remains-� He broke off, and I saw that he was trembling, not in fear, but in anger. He looked around the room, but many of our neighbors would not meet his gaze. �I will agree to the ritual,� he said at last, �but no one else will touch my wife.�
The exhumation was set for two days hence, and under other circumstances, would have occupied all my thoughts. Instead, all my energies were taken up with the care of Nathan, whose condition suddenly worsened. He bore it bravely, worrying more about his father than himself. �Papa is troubled,� he said, and pleaded again and again with me to tell him what had so disturbed our parent.
On the night before the exhumation, I told my father that Nathan�s condition terrified me. �He needs a doctor! He has night sweats now, and the coughing is ceaseless. He has so little strength and-�
�I know, John. I know.�
I was silent.
�With all that has befallen us,� my father said, �I�m sorry, John, I cannot afford to bring Ashford here again, even if he would come.�
�What do you mean, �if he would come�? Of course he would!�
My father shook his head. �I have not wanted to tell you this, son, but-the last time Dr. Ashford saw him, three weeks ago, he told me Nathan�s case is hopeless. Your brother is dying.�
I had known it, of course, without being told, but still it was a blow. Childishly, I struck back. �So you resort to Winston�s witchcraft!�
He looked into my eyes and said, �Do you think I would hesitate for a moment to save any of your lives by any means I could? By God, I�d offer my own life if it would save his!�
�Papa-I�m sorry! I just can�t understand why you�ve agreed to this ritual. It didn�t work for Jane Gardner. I�ve heard of other unsuccessful cases-�
�I don�t do this because I believe it will cure consumption. But it is a cure for mistrust. A bitter remedy, but a necessary one.�
�I don�t understand.�
�You will go back to school soon, and perhaps you will never return to Carrick Hollow. No, don�t protest-whether you do or not, Noah and I will continue to live here. We who live in the countryside depend upon our friends and neighbors. My neighbors are depending on me now, to do something which they have come to believe will keep them safe and well. No matter how repulsive I find it, John, I must do this to keep their trust.�
That night, my sleep was fitful. Nathan�s cough was horrible, and nothing I did could bring him any relief. My brief dreams were filled with images of decaying flesh and bones, of coffins unearthed, of Winston�s thick hands reaching into my mother�s grave.
The morning broke bright and warm, unusual for an early spring day in New England. We had agreed that Noah would stay with Nathan; a suggestion that he met with both relief and some guilt. But my father knew that Noah�s anger toward Winston had already nearly led to blows, and asked him to stay home.
A group of ten men, including poor Isaac Gardner, gathered in the village. Winston tried to lead the way to the cemetery, but Isaac shouldered him aside, and let my father go ahead of them. I saw my father hesitate. I took his hand, and together we walked to the familiar section of the churchyard, the one I knew so well from that winter of funerals. As we stood at the foot of the four newest Arden graves, Winston�s voice interrupted my silent prayers.
�Dig up all four coffins,� he directed.
�All four!� my father protested.
�We must be certain!� Winston said. �We�ll place them under that tree. Once they are all exhumed, we�ll open them one at a time. Start with the children.�
Father, Isaac, and I stood away from the group. At a nod from Winston, their picks and shovels struck the earth. They began to dig, never looking up at us. My father swayed a little on his feet, and Isaac moved nearer, placing a firm hand on his shoulder. Together we stood listening to the rhythm of the digging, the downward scrape and lift, the thudding fall of the soil as they attacked my sister�s grave. Soon, the top of Rebecca�s coffin was struck. How small that coffin looked! The earth was moved from around its sides, and ropes were placed under the ends. The coffin was lifted from the grave and placed under a nearby tree. In two more hours, two other coffins were taken from the earth-the larger coffins of my brothers, Robert, who had been but eighteen, and Daniel, a year younger-the age I was now. As each coffin was brought up, my prayers became more urgent and the fact of the exhumations more real.
The group moved to Mother�s grave. Again, shovels broke into the soil. The digging slowed now-the first frenzy long past, the men grew tired. At last, they pulled her coffin from the earth and set it with the others, beneath the tree. I moved toward it, and placed my hand on the lid of her box. I felt the cool, damp wood, and the small indentations made by each nail. I broke out in a cold sweat, and my hand shook. I turned when I heard the creak of the nails being pried from the other coffins.
Father�s hand gently touched my arm. I moved away.
When they had finished loosening all the nails on the top of each of the coffins, Winston directed the men to remove the lid of Rebecca�s. With horror, I gazed at the unrecognizable form that-had it not been for her dress and the color of her hair-I would not have known as my sister. This child�s face, impish and smiling not so very long ago, was now nothing more than a skull, covered with sunken, leathery skin; her small, white hands now nothing more than thin bones covered with dark, dried sinew. My throat constricted-I could not swallow, could not breathe. Rebecca! Little Rebecca! My memories of her could not be reconciled with what I saw. I had taught her how to write her name, I thought wildly-I had heard her laughter. This could not be my sister�
Winston was studying her. I wanted to claw his filthy eyes out.
�No,� he said, and the lid was quickly replaced.
He said the same thing when he gazed upon the remains of my brothers, who also appeared mummified, their dry skin stretched tight over their bony frames.
I tried hard to control my emotions, but this was increasingly difficult. By the time we reached my mother�s coffin, only my desire to deny Winston any glimpse of weakness kept me on my feet.
They slid the coffin lid off the edge of the box. Father and I looked down at Mother�s face. She looked peaceful, remarkably like the day we buried her, despite the three cold months that had passed. Her nails and hair appeared longer, and in places, her skin had turned reddish.
�Ahh,� Winston said, moving closer. �As I suspected. But we must examine the heart to be certain.�
�You�ll not touch her!� my father cried.
Winston smiled, and turned to the others. �Light the fire.�
�By God, Winston-�
�Oh, indeed, I�ll not touch your vampire wife. You must be the one.� He handed my father a long knife.
My father stared at it.
�Get on with it, man!� Winston ordered.
�John,� my father said, anguished, �leave us. Go home. It was wrong of me to bring you here-�
�I�ll not leave you, Father.�
He shook his head, but turned back to the open coffin. He set the knife aside, and with trembling fingers, tenderly moved her burial gown down from her neck. I heard him sob, then saw him lift the knife. He cut a gash in her chest.
�The heart, the heart!� Winston said eagerly.
Father�s face seemed to turn to stone-cold and gray. He pried the wound open, then took the knife and cut away her heart. Bloody fluid ran from the wound onto her dress.
�You see! She�s the one, she�s the vampire!�
As from a distance, I heard the other men gasp, and saw their quick gestures-signs against evil.
�Put it in the fire, Arden!� Winston directed.
�No!� I said weakly, but Father walked toward the blaze. He let the heart drop from his fingers; the fire hissed and sparked as it fell into the center of the flames.
Father walked back to Mother�s coffin, placed the lid on it, and began to hammer it shut. I picked up one of the other hammers-tears blinding me, I worked at his side. Without speaking, several men did the same for the other coffins. Each coffin was slowly lowered back into its grave, and in silence we began to cover them again-but Father buried Mother�s coffin alone, refusing the others� help with a steely look in his eyes.
I saw Winston warming his hands over the fire. He caught me looking at him and smiled. �You should thank me. I�ve saved your life this day, John.�
Before the others could stop me, I slammed my fist into his jaw.
My father led me away from them, and with Isaac we made our way back home. All the way down the lane, I could not help but be troubled over what I had seen, and wondered at it. That my mother could be a vampire, I did not for a moment believe. I knew there must be a rational, scientific explanation for the blood that had been in my mother�s heart. I swore to myself that I would study anatomy and medicine-yes, and vampires, too-and learn all I could about consumption and its causes.
When we returned to the house, Noah held Nathan�s body in his arms.

***

My medical schooling was the best in New England. The Boston area had many fine schools, and Springhaven University was among them. Springhaven was the choice of my godfather, as it was his alma mater, and he was a respected alumnus and benefactor.
Medical school was not easy for me. The work itself was not difficult, though much harder than my earlier schooling, to be sure. I took to the reading, lectures, and discussions with great interest, but it was the hustle and bustle of Boston that caused me discomfort. The size of the city, its noises and smells, always left me ill at ease. Although I loved the work, I was homesick.
Early on, I learned that there had been nothing unusual about the appearance of my mother�s body, given the conditions of her burial-the coldness of the ground, the brief length of time she had been buried. The heart is a pump, my anatomy instructor said, and at death, blood and other fluids often settle there and in the chest cavity after the heart ceases beating.
My professors called consumption by another name-tuberculosis, or TB. Tuberculosis was not an enigma to these men of science. Over forty years before my brother�s death, sanitariums were being established in Europe, and TB patients were living longer lives. But of all the discoveries that had been made about the disease, perhaps the most exciting had come in 1882, when Robert Koch identified its true cause-Mycobacterium tuberculosis. Koch�s discovery proved that TB was transmitted from a consumptive to a healthy person through bacteria contained in the consumptive�s cough-not by vampires.
Although saddened that my knowledge had come too late to save my family, I had no difficulty accepting these new discoveries. But educating the public, whether the poor of Boston or the farmers of Carrick Hollow, was a challenge. I determined to practice medicine in Carrick Hollow upon graduation, to do my best to counter the superstitious remedies that offered no real hope to its inhabitants.
I visited one of my chief correspondents and supporters soon after my return-old Dr. Ashford received me gladly, and we talked at length about the medical histories of families in the area and exchanged information on the latest medical supplies and pharmaceuticals. We also discussed my schooling and how much medical education had changed since he had taken the title �doctor.�
�The War of the Rebellion was where I learned medicine,� he said. �We learned on our feet, not from the books. I haven�t had much of a head for the science of it-just tried to do what worked.� He paused, then added, �Remember, John, that folks here are quite independent, even when it comes to medicine. They take care of their own problems, using the same remedies their grandparents used. It�s hard to fight their traditions.�
�I suspect that will be the hardest part of my job,� I replied. �I have confidence that I can do some good here, if my neighbors will only accept me.�
�You�ve always had both the mind and the manner for medicine,� he said. �You�ll do well in Carrick Hollow. It�s time they had a doctor as fine as yourself.�
As it happened, the residents of the village took me in with open arms, proud of my accomplishments, and glad to have a physician so nearby. Several of them helped me to convert a building formerly used by a lawyer into a small clinic, which had the advantage of living quarters on the upper story.
I had the good fortune to be of some help to my first patients, and soon others were ready to follow my medical advice and help me to establish my practice. I fell easily into life in Carrick Hollow, surrounded by the sense of community I so missed in Boston.
Only one problem continued to trouble me-my father�s state of mind.
Father had never fully recovered from the deaths in our family, especially not from the loss of my mother. Noah had been greatly relieved when I told him that I meant to set up my practice in the village. �Perhaps you will be able to cheer him,� he said. �He has not been the same since-since the day Nathan died.�
But although he was always kind to me in those months, my father never smiled, and seldom spoke. His sleep was often disturbed by nightmares, and if not for our constant coaxing, he would not have eaten enough to keep his strength up. He worked hard, but the joy he had once taken in his labors was gone. There was a lost look in his eyes, and the smallest happiness seemed beyond his reach. It was as if, on that long ago day at the cemetery, his own heart had fallen on those flames, and turned to ashes with my mother�s.
His lifelessness was a condition found in others in Carrick Hollow-in Isaac Gardner, in Mr. Robinson, and in others who had performed Winston�s brutal ritual. Bitterly I reflected that nothing in my medical training would cure these men. I vowed that no one in Carrick Hollow would ever be forced to endure that ritual again.
Soon after I had opened my office, I was given an opportunity to make good on that vow. I was visited by Jacob Wilcox, a middle-aged man just returned to Carrick Hollow from factory work in Fall River. His rumbling cough was a tell-tale sign of tuberculosis, but my examination revealed that the disease was in its early stages.
I recommended the best hope for his recovery-the strict regimens of a sanitarium. I suggested one in the Adirondack Mountains, which had the advantages of being close to Rhode Island and less costly than those in the western United States. He thanked me, took the information, and went on his way.
A few days later, at my father�s request, I visited the farm. Coming down the drive, hearing the welcoming bark of our old dogs, I felt what had become a customary mixture of sadness and deep comfort in returning to my childhood home. Noah and my father came out to help me stable the horse, and my brother and I spoke of inconsequential things. I could not help but notice that Father seemed agitated, and Noah wary.
My father did not broach the subject that concerned him until we had finished eating our simple meal-a meal he had barely touched. He put a log on the fire, then turned to me and said, �I�m told that you saw a patient with consumption today.�
�Yes,� I answered hesitantly. I had not previously told him of my devotion to the study of consumption, and I was concerned that he would be touched on the raw by any mention of it.
He frowned. �I talked to young Wilcox after you saw him. What is this treatment you prescribed? Why do you send him to the mountains?�
�In hope of curing his consumption,� I said.
�Curing! Is it possible?�
�Sometimes, yes.� I began to tell him of the benefits the TB patient might find in life in a sanitarium-exposure to a healthful climate, enforced rest, fresh air, proper care and good nutrition. �And of course, the sanitarium separates those who have this contagion from any who might be vulnerable to it, so the disease is less likely to be spread to others.�
�You have especially concerned yourself with the study of-you call it �TB?� �
�Yes.�
His questions became more persistent, and soon I was talking to him of Brehmer, Villemin, Koch and all the others whose discoveries had brought us to our present understanding of the disease. My father listened with rapt attention, but I saw that he became more and more uneasy as I spoke. Soon, however, I recognized that he was dismayed not by what I had learned about TB, but by his own previous ignorance.
�Dr. Ashford did not know of this!� he said. �Your mother, the children-their consumption was a death sentence! I should have sought another physician, a younger man, such as yourself. If we had known of these sanitariums-�
�It still might not have helped-sanitariums only give consumptives a chance to recover. Some people survive, others arrive only to die a few weeks later.�
�But Nathan-your mother, Robert and Daniel-all of them, even Rebecca-they might have lived had we sent Rebecca away?�
�I don�t know. There were so many others in Carrick Hollow who were ill that winter. Perhaps they would have caught TB from Mrs. Gardner, or Jane, or another. We cannot always cure this disease, Papa. I can�t say for certain who would live and who would die. For all that men in my profession have learned, life and death are still in God�s hands.�
He was silent.
�We cannot change the past, Papa. I only hope to save others from the horror our family experienced. In truth, my most difficult battle is not against the disease, but rather the ignorance-the sort of ignorance which allows men like Winston to convince others that the afflicted are beset by vampires. As long as he spouts his nonsense, others will die, because he will have his neighbors believing that spiritual mumbo jumbo-and not infection-are at the root of the disease.�
�You are too kind, John,� he said slowly. �You fail to mention the truly damned. Men like your father, who will be persuaded that barbaric rituals must be performed on the bodies of their dead-�
�Papa, you never believed him. You had other reasons. Do not torture yourself so!�
�There is no escape from it.�
�Then try to find some peace where I have-in helping the living. That is how my mother�s memory is best served-the sooner we educate our neighbors in the truth of this matter, the less influence men of Winston�s stripe will have over them.�
I was gratified, the next day, to see that he seemed to have dedicated himself to this cause, and that he was to some degree transformed by his devotion to it. Whenever I happened to glance out my office window, I saw my father talking in an animated fashion to any who would hear him. He was a respected member of the community, and had no shortage of listeners. Isaac Gardner was with him, and he, too, seemed to have taken up the banner. By the early afternoon, Mr. Robinson had stopped into my office to ask if what my father said was true-that vampires had nothing to do with consumption, that some people were being cured of it in sanitariums. I verified that it was so, and watched his eyes cloud with tears. �Then what Winston told me to do to Louisa�s body-the ritual-that was all for naught?�
�I�m afraid so,� I said gently.
He swore rather violently regarding Mr. Winston, then begged my pardon, and left. I watched him walk across the street to join the growing crowd that had gathered around my parent. I smiled. My father, Isaac Gardner and Mr. Robinson would all do a better job of convincing the others than I ever could.
I was vaguely aware that the crowd was moving off down the street, but I was soon caught up in the care of a young patient who had fallen from a tree, and forgot all about vampires and consumption. I set his broken arm, and sent him and his grateful mother on their way. I had just finished straightening my examination room when the door to my office burst open, and my father, Noah, Isaac Gardner, Robinson and a great many others came crowding into the room. They carried between them a man whose face was so battered and clothing so bloodied that I would not have recognized him were it not for a memorable piece of ostentation he was never without-a heavy gold watch chain.
�Winston!�
The others looked at me, their eyes full of fear.
�Lay him on the table!� I ordered.
It took only the briefest examination to realize that he was beyond any help I could offer. He was already growing cold. �He�s dead.�
I thought I heard sighs of relief, and I turned to face them. They all stood silently, hats in hand.
�Who did this?� I asked.
No one answered, and all lowered their eyes.
�Who did this?� I asked again.
�Vampires,� I heard someone whisper, but I was never to know who spoke the word. No matter what I asked, no matter how I pleaded to be told the truth, they remained resolutely silent. Winston�s blood was on all of them; there was no way to distinguish a single killer from among the group. I went to my basin, to wash his blood from my own hands. The thought arrested me. These were neighbors, friends-my father, my brother. I knew what had driven them to this-I knew. Had I not lived in Carrick Hollow almost all my life?
�What shall we do with him?� one of them asked. I dried my hands and said, in a voice of complete calm, �I believe it is said that for the good of the community, one who is made into a vampire must be cremated.�

***

I could show you the place in the woods where it was done, where the earth has not yet healed over the burning. Nature works to reclaim it, though, as nature ever works to reclaim us all.
I would like to tell you that the last vampire of Carrick Hollow had been laid to rest there, and that we now live in peace. But it is not so.
Not long after Winston�s death, people who had lived in our village all their lives began to leave it. Farms were abandoned. We would tell strangers that it was the economy-and in truth, some left because it was easier to make a living in the cities. But that would not explain the mistrust the inhabitants sometimes seem to feel toward one another, or the guilty look one might surprise in the faces of those who hastily travel past Winston�s farm.
I thought the peddler was unlikely to return. He had seen something that frightened him, though he might not know enough to put a name to the emptiness in a young doctor�s eyes. I knew it for what it was, for I had seen it in my father and Isaac and Mr. Robinson and so many others-Carrick Hollow is a haunted place, haunted by the living as well as the dead.
Oh yes, I believe in vampires-though not the sort of bogeyman imagined by fanatics like the late and unlamented Winston.
But if vampires are the animated dead, dead who walk upon the earth-restless, hungry, and longing to be alive again-then I could never deny their existence. You see, I know so very many of them.
Indeed, I am one.

AUTHOR�S NOTE
While Carrick Hollow and its inhabitants are entirely fictional, some New Englanders were ascribing the cause of consumption (tuberculosis) to vampires late into the 19th century; newspaper accounts and other evidence indicate rituals such as the one described here occurred at least as late as the 1890�s in rural Rhode Island.

Mea Culpa

It was going to be my turn next, and I should have been thinking about my sins, but I never could concentrate on my own sins-big as they were-once Harvey started his confession. I tried not to listen, but Harvey was a loud talker, and there was just no way that one wooden door was going to keep me from hearing him. There are lots of things I�m not good at anymore, but my hearing is pretty sharp. I wasn�t trying to listen in on him, though. He was just talking loud. I tried praying, I tried humming �Ave Maria� to myself, but nothing worked. Maybe it was because Harvey was talking about wanting to divorce my mother.
It was only me and Father O�Brien and Harvey in the church then, anyway. Just like always. Harvey said he was embarrassed about me, on account of me being a cripple, and that�s why he always waited until confessions were almost over. That way, none of his buddies on the parish council or in the Knights of Columbus would see him with me. But later, I figured it was because Harvey didn�t want anybody to know he had sins.
Whatever the reason, on most Saturday nights, we�d get into his black Chrysler Imperial-a brand spanking new, soft-seated car, with big fins on the back, push-button automatic transmission and purple dashlights. We�d drive to church late and wait in the parking lot. When almost all the other cars were gone, he�d tell me to get out, to go on in and check on things.
I would get my crutches and go up the steps and struggle to get one of the big doors open and get myself inside the church. (That part was okay. Lots of other folks would try to do things for me, but Harvey let me do them on my own. I try to think of good things to say about Harvey. There aren�t many, but that is one.)
I�d bless myself with holy water, then take a peek along the side aisle. Usually, only a few people were standing in line for confession by then. I�d go on up into the choir loft. I learned this way of going up the stairs real quietly. The stairs were old and wooden and creaked, but I figured out which ones groaned the loudest and where to step just right, so that I could do it without making much noise. I�d cross the choir loft and stand near one of the stained glass windows that faced the parking lot and wait to give Harvey the signal.
I always liked this time the best, the waiting time. It was dark up in the loft, and until the last people in line went into the confessional, I was in a secret world of my own. I could move closer to the railing and watch the faces of the people who waited in line. Sometimes, I�d time the people who had gone into the confessionals. If they were in there for a while, I would imagine what sins they were taking so long to tell. If they just went in and came out quick, I�d wonder if they were really good or just big liars.
Sometimes I would pray and do the kind of stuff you�re supposed to do in a church. But I�m trying to tell the truth here, and the truth is that most often, my time up in that choir loft was spent thinking about Mary Theresa Mills. Her name was on the stained glass window I was supposed to signal from. It was a window of Jesus and the little children, and at the bottom it said it was �In memory of my beloved daughter, Mary Theresa Mills, 1902-1909.� If the moon was bright, the light would come in through the window. It was so beautiful then, it always made me feel like I was in a holy place.
Sometimes I�d sit up there and think about her like a word problem in arithmetic: Mary Theresa Mills died fifty years ago. She died when she was seven. If she had lived, how old would she be today, in 1959? Answer: Fifty-seven, except if she hasn�t had her birthday yet, so maybe fifty-six. (That kind of answer always gets me in trouble with my teacher, who would say it should just be fifty-seven. Period.)
I thought about her in other ways, too. I figured she must have been a good kid, not rotten like me. No one will ever make a window like that in my memory. It was kind of sad, thinking that someone good had died young like that, and for the past fifty years, there had been no Mary Theresa Mills.
There was a lamp near the Mary Theresa Mills window. The lamp was on top of the case where they kept the choir music, and that case was just below the window. When the last person went into the confessional, I�d turn the lamp on, and Harvey�d know he could come on in without seeing any of his friends. I�d wait until I saw him come in, then I�d turn out the lamp and head downstairs.
Once, I didn�t wait, and I reached the bottom of the stairs when Harvey came into the church. A lady came down the aisle just then, and when she saw me she said, �Oh, you poor dear!� I really hate it when people act like that. She turned to Harvey, who was getting all red in the face and said, �Polio?�
I said, �No,� just as Harvey said, �Yes.� That just made him angrier. The lady looked confused, but Harvey was staring at me and not saying anything, so I just stared back. The lady said, �Oh dear!� and I guess that snapped Harvey out of it. He smiled real big and laughed this fake laugh of his and patted me on the head. Right then, I knew I was going to get it. Harvey only acts smiley like that when he has a certain kind of plan in mind. It fooled the lady, but it didn�t fool me. Sure enough, as soon as she was out the door, I caught it from Harvey, right there in the church. He�s no shrimp, and even open-handed, he packs a wallop.
Later, I listened, but he didn�t confess the lie. He didn�t confess smacking me, either, but Harvey told me a long time ago that nowhere in the Ten Commandments does it say, �Thou shalt not smack thy kid or thy wife.� I wished it did, but then he�d probably just say that it didn�t say anything about smacking thy stepkid. That�s why, after that, I waited until Harvey had walked in and was on his way down the aisle before I came down the stairs.
So Harvey had been in the confessional for a little while before I made my way to stand outside of it. I could have gone into the other confessional, and I would, just as soon as I heard Harvey start the Act of Contrition-the last prayer a person says in confession. You can tell when someone�s in a confessional because the kneeler has a gizmo on it that turns a light on over the door. When the person is finished, and gets up off the kneeler, the light goes out. But I knew Harvey�s timing and I waited for that prayer instead, because since the accident, I can�t kneel so good. And once I get down on my knees, I have a hard time getting up again. Father O�Brien once told me I didn�t have to kneel, but it doesn�t seem right to me, so now he waits for me to get situated.
Like I said, I was trying not to eavesdrop, but Harvey was going on and on about my mom, saying she was the reason he drank and swore and committed sins, and how he would be a better Catholic if there was just some way he could have the marriage annulled. I was getting angrier and angrier, and I knew that was a sin, too. I couldn�t hear Father O�Brien�s side of it, but it was obvious that Harvey wasn�t getting the answer he wanted. Harvey started complaining about me, and that wasn�t so bad, but then he got going about Mom again.
I was so mad, I almost forgot to hurry up and get into the confessional when he started the Act of Contrition. Once inside, I made myself calm down, and started my confession. It wasn�t hard for me to feel truly sorry, for the first sin I confessed weighed down on me more than anything I have ever done.
�Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I killed my father.�
I heard a sigh from the other side of the screen.
�My son,� Father O�Brien began, �have you ever confessed this sin before?�
�Yes, Father.�
�And received absolution?�
�Yes, Father.�
�And have you done the penance asked of you?�
�Yes, Father.�
�You don�t believe in the power of the sacrament of penance, of the forgiveness of sins?�
I didn�t want to make him mad, but I had to tell him the truth. �If God has forgiven me, Father, why do I still feel so bad about it?�
�I don�t think God ever blamed you in the first place,� he said, but now he didn�t sound frustrated, just kind of sad. �I think you�ve blamed yourself. The reason you feel bad isn�t because God hasn�t forgiven you. It�s because you haven�t forgiven yourself.�
�But if I hadn�t asked-�
�-for the Davy Crockett hat for your seventh birthday, he wouldn�t have driven in the rain,� Father O�Brien finished for me. �Yes, I know. He loved you, and he wanted to give you something that would bring you joy. You didn�t kill your father by asking for a hat.�
�It�s not just that,� I said.
�I know. You made him laugh.�
I didn�t say anything for a long time. I was seeing my dad, sitting next to me in the car three years ago, the day gray and wet, but me hardly noticing, because I was so excited about that stupid cap. We were going somewhere together, just me and my dad, and that was exciting too. The radio was on, and there was something about Dwight D. Eisenhower on the news. I asked my dad why we didn�t like Ike.
�We like him fine,� my father said.
�Then why are we voting for Yodelai Stevenson?� I asked him.
See how dumb I was? I didn�t even know that the man�s name was Adlai. Called him Yodelai, like he was some guy singing in the Alps.
My dad started laughing. Hard. I started laughing, too, just because he�s laughing so hard. So stupid, I don�t even know what�s so funny. But then suddenly, he�s trying to stop the car and it�s skidding, skidding, skidding and he�s reaching over, he�s putting his arm across my chest, trying to keep me from getting hurt. There was a loud, low noise-a bang-and a high, jingling sound-glass flying. I�ve tried, but I can�t remember anything else that happened that day.
My father died. I ended up crippled. The car was totaled. Adlai Stevenson lost the election. My mom married Harvey. And just in case you�re wondering, no, I never got that dumb cap, and I don�t want one. Ever.
Father O�Brien was giving me my penance, so I stopped thinking about the accident. I made a good Act of Contrition and went to work on standing up again. I knew Harvey watched for the light to come on over the confessional door, used it as a signal that I would be coming out soon. I could hear his footsteps. He�d always go back to the car before I could manage to get myself out of the confessional.
On the drive home, Harvey was quiet. He didn�t lecture to me or brag on himself. When I was slow getting out of the car, he didn�t yell at me or cuff my ear. That�s not like him, and it worried me. He was thinking hard about something, and I had a creepy feeling that it couldn�t be good.
The next day was a Sunday. Harvey and my mom went over to the parish hall after mass. There was a meeting about the money the parish needed to raise to make some repairs. I asked my mom if I could stay in the church for a while. Harvey was always happy to get rid of me, so he said okay, even though he wasn�t the one I was asking. My mom just nodded.
The reason I wanted to stay behind was because in the announcements that Sunday, Father O�Brien had said something about the choir loft being closed the next week, so that the stairs could be fixed. I wanted to see the window before they closed the loft. I had never gone up there in the daylight, but this might be my only chance to visit it for a while. As I made my way up the stairs, out of habit I was quiet. I avoided the stairs which creaked and groaned the most. I guess that�s why I scared the old lady that was sitting up there in the choir loft. At first, she scared me, too.
She was wearing a long, old-fashioned black dress and a big black hat with a black veil, which made her look spooky. She was thin and really, really old. She had lifted the veil away from her face, and I could see it was all wrinkled. She probably had bony hands, but she was wearing gloves, so that�s just a guess.
I almost left, but then I saw the window. It made me stop breathing for a minute. Colors filled the choir loft, like a rainbow had decided to come inside for a while. The window itself was bright, and I could see details in the picture that I had never seen before. I started moving closer to it, kind of hypnotized. Before I knew it, I was standing near the old lady, and now I could see she had been crying. Even though she still looked ancient, she didn�t seem so scary. I was going to ask her if she was okay, but before I could say anything, she said, �What are you doing here?�
Her voice was kind of snooty, so I almost said, �It�s a free country,� but being in church on a Sunday, I decided against it. �I like this window,� I said.
�Do you?� she seemed surprised.
�Yes. It�s the Mary Theresa Mills window. She died when she was little, a long time ago,� I said. For some reason, I felt like I had to prove to this lady that I had a real reason to be up there, that I wasn�t just some kid who had climbed up to the choir loft to hide or to throw spitballs down on the pews. I told her everything I had figured out about Mary Theresa Mills�s age, including the birthday part. �So if she had lived, she�d be old now, like you.�
The lady frowned a little.
�She was really good,� I went on. �She was practically perfect. Her mother and father loved her so much, they paid a lot of money and put this window up here, so that no one would ever forget her.�
The old lady started crying again. �She wasn�t perfect,� she said. �She was a little mischievous. But I did love her.�
�You knew her?�
�I�m her mother,� the lady said.
I sat down. I couldn�t think of anything to say, even though I had a lot of questions about Mary Theresa. It just didn�t seem right to ask them.
The lady reached into her purse and got a fancy handkerchief out. �She was killed in an automobile accident,� she said. �It was my fault.�
I guess I looked a little sick or something when she said that, because she asked me if I was all right.
�My dad died in a car accident.�
She just tilted her head a little, and something seemed different about her eyes, the way she looked at me. She didn�t say, �I�m so sorry,� or any of the other things people say just to be saying something. And the look wasn�t a pity look; she just studied me.
I rubbed my bad knee a little. I was pretty sure there was rain on the way, but I decided I wouldn�t give her a weather report.
�Is there much pain?� she asked, watching me.
I shrugged. �I�m okay.�
We sat there in silence for a time. I started doing some figuring in my head, and realized that I had been in my car accident at the same age her daughter died in one.
�Were you driving?� I asked.
�Pardon?�
�You said it was your fault she died. Were you driving?�
�No,� she said. �Her father was driving.� She hesitated, then added, �We were separated at the time. He asked if he could take her for a ride in the car. Cars were just coming into their own then, you know.�
�You mean you rode horses?� I asked.
�Sometimes. Mostly I rode in a carriage or a buggy. My parents were well-to-do, and I was living with them at the time. I don�t think they trusted automobiles much. Cars were becoming more and more popular, though. My husband bought one.�
�I thought you were divorced.�
�No, not divorced, separated. We were both Catholics. We weren�t even legally separated. In fact, the day they died, I thought we might be reconciling.�
�What�s that?�
�Getting back together. I thought he had changed, you see. He stopped drinking, got a job, spoke to me sweetly. He pulled up in a shiny new motor car, and offered to take Mary Theresa for a ride. They never came back. He abducted her-kidnapped her, you might say. She was his daughter, there was no divorce, and nothing legally barring him from doing exactly what he did.�
�How did the accident happen?�
�My husband tried to put a great distance between us by driving all night. He fell asleep at the wheel. The car went off the road and down an embankment. They were both killed instantly, I was told. I�ve always prayed that was true.�
I didn�t say anything. She was crying again. I pulled out a couple of tissues I had in my pocket and held them out to her, figuring that lace hankie was probably soaked already.
She thanked me and took one of them from me. After a minute, she said, �I should have known! I should have known that a leopard doesn�t change his spots! I entrusted the safety of my child to a man whom I knew to be unworthy of that trust.�
I started to tell her that it wasn�t her fault, that she shouldn�t blame herself, but before the words were out of my mouth, I knew I had no business saying anything like that to her. I knew how she was feeling. It bothered me to see her so upset. Without really thinking much about what I was doing, I started telling her about the day my father died.
Since I�m being completely honest here, I�ve got to tell you that I had to use that other tissue. She waited for me to blow my nose, then said, �Have you ever talked to your mother about how you feel?�
I shook my head. �She wanted me to, but since the accident-we aren�t as close as we used to be, I guess. I think that�s why she got together with Harvey. I think she got lonely.�
About then, my mother came into the church, and called up to me. I told her I�d be right down. She said they�d be waiting in the car.
As I got up, the old lady put a hand on me. �Promise me that you will talk to your mother tonight.�
�About what?�
�Anything. A boy should be able to talk to his mother about anything. Tell her what we talked about, if you like. I won�t mind.�
�Okay, I will,� I said, �but who will you talk to when you start feeling bad about Mary Theresa?�
She didn�t answer. She just looked sad again. Just before I left, I told her which steps to watch out for. I also told her to carry an umbrella if she went out that evening, because it was going to rain. I don�t know if she took any of my good advice.
In the car, I got worried again. I was expecting Harvey to be mad because I kept them waiting. But he didn�t say anything to me, and when he talked to my mom, he was sweet as pie. I don�t talk when I�m in a car anymore, or I might have said something about that.
Harvey went out not long after we got home. My mother said we�d be eating Sunday dinner by ourselves, that Harvey had a business meeting he had to go to. I don�t think she really believed he had a business meeting on a Sunday afternoon. I sure didn�t believe it. My mom and I don�t get to be by ourselves too much, though, so I was too happy about that to complain about Harvey.
My promise to Mary Theresa�s mother was on my mind, so when my mother asked me what I was doing up there in the choir loft, I took it as a sign. I told her the whole story, about the window and Mary Theresa and even about the accident. It was the second time I had told it in one day, so it wasn�t so rough on me, but I think it was hard on her. She didn�t seem to mind, and I even let her hug me.
It rained that night, just like my knee said it would. My mom came in to check on me, saying she knew that the rain sometimes bothered me. I was feeling all right, though, and I told her I thought I would sleep fine. We smiled at each other, like we had a secret, a good secret. It was the first time in a few years that we had been happy at the same time.
I woke up when Harvey came home. When I heard him put the Imperial in the garage, I got out of bed and peeked from behind my bedroom door. I knew he had lied to my mom, and if he was drunk or started to get mean with her, I decided I was gonna bash him with one of my crutches.
He came in the front door. He was wet. I had to clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing, because I realized that he had gone out without his umbrella. He looked silly. The rain and wind had messed up his hair, so that his long side-the side he tries to comb over his bald spot-was hanging straight down. He closed the front door really carefully, then he went into the bathroom near my bedroom, instead of the one off his room. At first I thought he was just sneaking in and trying not to wake up my mom, but he was in there a long time. When he came out, he was in his underwear. I almost busted a gut trying not to laugh. He tiptoed past me and went to bed. The clock was striking three.
I waited until I thought he might be asleep, then I went into the bathroom. There was water all over the place. He hadn�t mopped up after himself, so I took a towel and dried the floor and counter. It was while I was drying the floor that I saw the book of matches. It had a red cover on it, and it came from a place called Topper�s, an all-night restaurant down on South Street. I picked up the matchbook. A few of the matches had been used. The name �Mackie� was written on the inside, and just below that, �1417 A-3.� I closed the cover and looked at the address for Topper�s. 1400 South Street. I knew Harvey�s handwriting well enough to know that he had written that name and address.
What was he doing with matches? Harvey didn�t smoke. He hated smoke. I knew, because he made a big speech about it on the day he threw away my dad�s pipes. I had gone into the trash and taken them back out. I put them in a little wooden box, the same one where I kept a photo of my dad. I never looked at the photo or the pipes, but I kept them anyway. I thought my mom might have found the place I hid them, but so far, she hadn�t ratted on me.
I opened the laundry hamper. Harvey�s wet clothes were in there. I reached in and pulled out his shirt. No lipstick stains, and even without lifting it close to my nose, I could tell it didn�t have perfume on it. It could have used some. It smelled like smoke, a real strong kind of smoke. Not like a fire or anything, but stronger than a cigarette. A cigar, maybe. I had just put the shirt back in the hamper when the door flew open.
�What are you doing?� Harvey asked.
I should have said something like, �Ever heard of knocking?� or made some wisecrack, but I was too scared. I could feel the matchbook in my hand, hot as if I had lit all the matches in it at once.
Luckily, my mom woke up. �Harvey?� I heard her call. It sounded like she was standing in the hall.
�Oh, did I wake you up, sweetheart?� he said. My jaw dropped open. Harvey never talked to her like that after they got married.
�What�s wrong?� she asked.
�I was just checking on the boy,� he said. He looked at me and asked, �Are you okay, son?�
Son. That made me sick to my stomach. I swallowed and said, �Just came in to get some aspirin.�
�Your leg bothering you because of this rain?� he asked, like he cared.
�I�ll be all right. Sorry I woke you up.�
My mom was at the door then, so I said, �Okay if I close the door? Now that I�m up� well, you know��
Harvey laughed his fake laugh and put an arm around my mom. He closed the door.
I pulled a paper cup out of the dispenser in the bathroom. I turned the cup over and scratched the street numbers for Mackie and Topper�s, then put the matchbook back where I found it. By now, I was so scared I really did have to go, so I didn�t have to fake that. I flushed the toilet, then washed my hands. Finally, I put a little water in the cup. I opened the door. I turned to pick up the cup, and once again thought to myself that one of the things that stinks about crutches is that they take up your hands. I was going to try to carry the cup in my teeth, since it wasn�t very full, but my mom is great about seeing when I�m having trouble, so she said, �Would you like to have that cup of water on your nightstand?�
I nodded.
Harvey watched us go into my bedroom. He went into the bathroom again. My mom started fussing over me, talking about maybe taking me to a new doctor. I tried to pay attention to what she was saying, but the whole time, I was worrying about what Harvey was thinking. Could he tell that I saw the matchbook? After a few minutes he came back out, and he had this smile on his face. I knew the matches wouldn�t be on the floor now that he had figured out where he had dropped them and that he had picked them up. He felt safe. I didn�t. I drank the water and saved the bottom of the cup.

***

The next morning I got up early and went into the laundry room. Harvey�s clothes were still in the bathroom, but I wasn�t interested in them anyway. I put a load of his wash in the washing machine, checking his trouser pockets before I put them in. I made sixty cents just by collecting his change. I put it in my own pocket, right next to the waxy paper from the cup.
I had just started the washer when my mom and Harvey came into the kitchen. My mom got the percolator and the toaster going. Harvey glared at me while I straightened up the laundry room and put the soap away.
�You�re gonna turn him into a pansy, lettin� him do little girl�s work like that,� he said to my mom when she brought him his coffee and toast.
�I like being able to help,� I said, before she could answer.
We both waited for him to come over and cuff me one for arguing with him first thing in the morning, but he just grunted and stirred a bunch of sugar into his coffee. He always put about half the sugar bowl into his coffee. You�d think it would have made him sweeter.
That morning, it seemed like it did. Once he woke up a little more, he started talking to her like a guy in a movie talks to a girl just before he kisses her. I left the house as soon as I could.
Before I left, I told my mom that I might be late home from school. I told her that I might catch a matinee with some of the other kids. I never do anything with other kids, and she seemed excited when I told her that lie. I felt bad about lying, even if it made her happy.
All day, I was a terrible student. I just kept thinking about the matchbook and about Mary Theresa�s father and Harvey and leopards that don�t change their spots.
After school, I took the city bus downtown. I got off at South Street, right in front of Topper�s.
The buildings are tall in that part of town. There wasn�t much sunlight, but up above the street, there were clotheslines between the buildings. The day was cloudy, so nobody had any clothes out, although I could have told them it wasn�t going to rain that afternoon. Not that there was anything to rain on-nothing was growing there. The sidewalks and street were still damp, though, and not many people were around. I was a little nervous.
I thought about going into Topper�s and asking if anybody knew a guy named Mackie, but decided that wouldn�t be too smart. I started down the street. The next address was 1405, Linden�s Tobacco Shop. I had already noticed that sometimes they skip numbers downtown. I stopped, thinking maybe that was where Harvey got the smoke on his clothes. Just then a man came out of the door and didn�t close it behind him as he left the shop. As I stood in the doorway, a sweet, familiar smell came to me, and I felt an ache in my chest. It was pipe tobacco. It made me think of my father, and how he always smelled like tobacco and Old Spice After Shave. A sourpussed man came to the door, said �No minors,� and shut it in my face. The shop�s hours were painted on the door. It was closed on Sundays.
I moved down the sidewalk, reading signs, looking in windows. �Buzzy�s Newsstand-Out of Town Papers,� �South Street Sweets-Handmade Chocolates,� �Moore�s Hardware-Everything for Home and Garden,� �Suds-O-Mat-Coin-Operated Laundry.� Finally, I came to �The Coronet-Apartments to Let.� The address was 1417 South Street. The building looked older than Mary Theresa�s mother.
Inside, the Coronet was dark and smelled like a mixture of old b.o. and cooked cabbage. There was a thin, worn carpet in the hallway. A-3 was the second apartment on the left-hand side. I put my ear to the door. It was quiet. I moved back from the door and was trying to decide what to do when a man came into the building. I turned and pretended to be waiting for someone to answer the door of A-4.
The man was carrying a paper sack and smoking a cigar. The cigar not only smelled better than the hallway, it smelled exactly like the smoke on Harvey�s clothes. It had to be Mackie.
Mackie�s face was an okay face, except that his nose looked like he had run into a wall and stayed there for a while. He was big, but he didn�t look clumsy or dumb. I saw that the paper sack was from the hardware store. When he unlocked his door, I caught a glimpse of a shoulder holster. As he pulled the door open, he saw me watching him and gave me a mean look.
�Whaddaya want?� he said.
I swallowed hard and said, �I�m collecting donations for the Crippled Children�s Society.�
His eyes narrowed. �Oh yeah? Where�s your little collection can?�
�I can�t carry it and move around on the crutches,� I said.
�Hmpf. You won�t get anything there,� he said, nodding toward the other apartment. �The place is empty.�
�Oh. I guess I�ll be going then.�
I tried to move past him, but he pushed me hard against the wall, making me drop one of my crutches.
�No hurry, is there?� he said. �Let�s see if you�re really a cripple.�
That was easy. I dropped the other crutch, then reached down and pulled my right pant leg up. He did what anybody does when they see my bad leg. They stare at it, and not because it�s beautiful.
I used this chance to look past him into his apartment. From what I could see of it, it was small and neat. There was a table with two things on it: a flat, rectangular box and the part of a shot they call a syringe. It didn�t have a needle on it yet. You might think I�m showing off, but I knew it was called a syringe because I�ve spent a lot of time getting stuck by the full works, and sooner or later some nurse tells you more than you want to know about anything they do to you.
Mackie picked up my crutches. I was trying to see into the paper sack, but all I could make out was that it was some kind of can. When Mackie straightened up again, his neck and ears were turning red. Maybe that�s what made me bold enough to say, �I lied.�
His eyes narrowed again.
�I�m not collecting for Crippled Children. I was just trying to raise some movie money.�
He started laughing. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a silver dollar. He dropped it into my shirt pocket. �Kid, you earned it,� he said and went into his apartment.
I leaned against the wall for another minute, my heart thumping hard against that silver dollar. Then I left and made my way to the hardware store.
No other customers were in there. The old man behind the counter was reading a newspaper. I cleared my throat. �Excuse me, sir, but Mackie sent me over to pick up another can.�
�Another one? You can tell Mackie he�s got to come here himself.� He looked up at me and then looked away really fast. I�m used to it. �Look,� he said, talking into the newspaper, �I�m not selling weed killer to any kid, crippled or no. The stuff�s poisonous.� That�s the way he said it: �crippled or no.� Like I had come in there asking for special treatment.
I had too much on my mind to worry about it. I was thinking about why a guy who lived in a place like the Coronet would need weed killer. �What�s weed killer got in it, anyway?� I asked.
He folded his newspaper down and looked at me like my brain was as lame as my leg. �Arsenic. Eat a little of that and you�re a goner.�

***

At home that night, I kept an eye on Harvey. I noticed that even though he was still laying it on thick with my mom, he was nervous. He kept watching the clock on the mantel. My mom was in the kitchen, making lunches, and he kept looking between the kitchen and the clock. When the phone rang at eight, he jumped up to answer it, yelling, �I got it.� To the person on the phone, he said, �Just a sec.� He turned to me and said, �Get ready for bed.�
I thought of arguing, but changed my mind. I went into the hallway, and waited just out of sight. I hoped he�d talk as loud as he usually did. He tried to speak softly, but I could still hear him.
�No, no, that�s too soon. I have some arrangements to make.� He paused, then said, �Saturday, then. Good.�
That night, when my mom came in to say good night, I told her not to let Harvey fix her anything to eat, or take anything from him that came in a rectangular box. �He wants to poison you, Mom,� I whispered.
She laughed and said, �That matinee must have been a detective movie. I was waiting for you to tell me about your afternoon. Did you have a good time?�
It wasn�t easy, but I told her the truth. �I didn�t go to a movie,� I said.
�But I thought��
�I went downtown. To South Street.�
She looked more scared than when I told her that her husband wanted to poison her.
�Please don�t tell Harvey!� I said.
�Don�t tell Harvey what?� I heard a voice say. He was standing in my bedroom door.
�Oh, that he got a bad grade on a spelling test,� my mom said. �But you wouldn�t get angry with him over a little thing like that, would you, dear?�
�No, of course not, sweetheart,� he said to her. He faked another laugh and walked off.
Although I don�t think Harvey knew it, she hadn�t meant it when she called him �dear.� And she had lied to him for my sake. Just when I had decided that meant she believed me about the poison, she said, �You and I will have a serious talk very soon, young man. Good night.� She kissed me, but I could tell she was mad.

***

That was a terrible week. Harvey was nervous, I was nervous, and my mom put me on restriction. I had to come straight home after school every day. I never got far enough in the story to tell her what happened when I went downtown; she just said that where Harvey went at night was his business, not mine, and that I should never lie to her again about where I was going.
We didn�t say much to one another. On Friday night, when she came in to say good night, I couldn�t even make myself say good night back. She stayed there at my bedside and said, �We were off to such a good start this week. I had hoped� well, that doesn�t matter now. I know you�re angry with me for putting you on restriction, but you gave me a scare. You�re all I have now, and I couldn�t bear to lose you.�
�You�re all I have, too,� I said, �I don�t mind the restriction. It�s just that you don�t believe anything I say.�
�No, that�s not it. It�s just that I think Harvey is trying to be a better husband. Maybe Father O�Brien has talked to him, I don�t know.�
�A leopard doesn�t change his spots,� I said.
�Harvey�s not a leopard.�
�He�s a snake.�
She sighed again. She kept sitting there.
All of a sudden, I remembered that Harvey had mentioned Saturday, which was the next day, and I sat up. I hugged her hard. �Please believe me,� I said. �Just this once.�
She was startled at first, probably because that was two hugs in one week, which was two more than I�d given her since she married Harvey. She hugged back, and said, �You really are scared aren�t you?�
I nodded against her shoulder.
�Okay. I won�t let Harvey fix any meals for me or give me anything in a rectangular box. At least not until you get over this.� She sounded like she thought it was kind of funny. �I hope it will be soon, though.�
�Maybe as early as tomorrow,� I whispered, but I don�t think she heard me.
I hardly slept at all that night.

***

The next morning, Harvey left the house and didn�t come back until just before dinner. He wasn�t carrying anything with him when he came in the house, just went in and washed up. I watched every move he made, and he never went near any food.
�C�mon,� he said to me after dinner, �let�s go on down to the church.�
A new thought hit me. What if the weed killer was for someone else? What if Harvey hired Mackie to shoot my mom? �I don�t want to go,� I said.
�No more back-talk out of you, buster. Let�s go. Confessions will be over if we don�t get down there.�
I looked at my mom.
�Go on,� she said. �I�ll be fine.�
As Harvey walked with me to the car, I kept trying to think up some way to stay home. I knew what Mackie looked like. I knew he carried his gun in a shoulder holster. I knew he liked silver dollars, because I had one of his in my pocket.
I looked up, because Harvey was saying something to me. He had opened the car door for me, which was more than he usually did. �Pardon?�
�I said, get yourself situated. I�ve got a surprise for your mother.�
Before I could think of anything to say, he was opening the back door and picking up a package. A rectangular package. As he walked past me, I saw there was a label on it. South Street Sweets.
My mother took it from him, smiling and thanking him. �You know I can�t resist chocolates,� she said.
�Have one now,� he said.
I was about to yell out �No!� thinking she�d forgotten everything I said, but she looked at me over his shoulder, and something in her eyes made me keep my mouth shut.
Harvey followed her glance, but before he could yell at me, she said, �Oh Harvey, his knee must be bothering him. Be a dear and help him. I�m going to go right in and put my feet up and eat about a dozen of these.� To me, she said, �Remember what we talked about last night. You be careful.�
All the way to the church, Harvey was quiet. When we got there, he sent me in first, as usual.
�But the choir loft is closed,� I said.
�It hasn�t fallen apart in a week. They haven�t even started work on it. Go on.�
I went inside. He was right. Even though there was a velvet rope and a sign that said, �Closed,� it didn�t look like any work had started. I wanted to be near Mary Theresa�s window anyway. But as I got near the top of the stairs, I noticed they sounded different beneath my crutches. Some of the ones that were usually quiet were groaning now.
I waited until almost everyone was gone. By the time I turned the lamp on, I had done more thinking. I figured Harvey wouldn�t give up trying to kill my mom, even if I had wrecked his chocolate plan. He wanted the house and the money that came with my mom, but not her or her kid. I couldn�t keep watching him all the time.
I turned the lamp on and waited for him to come into the church. As usual, he didn�t even look toward me. He went into the confessional. I took one last look at the window and started to turn the lamp off, when I got an idea. I left the lamp on.
I knew the fourth step from the top was especially creaky. I went down to the sixth step from the top, then turned around. I held on to the rail, and then pressed one of my crutches down on the fourth step. It creaked. I leaned most of my weight on it. I felt it give. I stopped before it broke.
I went on down the stairs. I could hear Harvey, not talking about my mom this time, but not admitting he was hoping she was already dead. I went into the other confessional, but I didn�t kneel down.
I heard Harvey finish up and step outside his confessional. Then I heard him take a couple of steps and stand outside my confessional door. For a minute, I was afraid he�d open the door and look inside. He didn�t. He took a couple of steps away, and then stopped again. I waited. He walked toward the back of the church, and I could tell by the sound of his steps that he was mad. I knocked on the wall between me and Father O�Brien.
�All right if I don�t kneel this time, Father?� I asked.
�Certainly, my son,� he said.
�Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I lied three times, I stole sixty cents and��
I waited a moment.
�And?� the priest said.
There was a loud groaning sound, a yell, and a crash.
�And I just killed my stepfather.�

***

He didn�t die, he just broke both of his legs and knocked himself out. A policeman showed up, but not because Father O�Brien had told anyone my confession. Turned out my mother had called the police, showed them the candy and finally convinced them they had to hurry to the church and arrest her husband before he harmed her son.
The police talked to me and then went down to South Street and arrested Mackie. At the hospital, a detective went in with me to see Harvey when Harvey woke up. I got to offer Harvey some of the chocolates he had given my mom. Instead of taking any candy, he made another confession that night. Before we left, the detective asked him why he had gone up into the choir loft. He said I had left a light on up there. The detective asked me if that was true, and of course I said, �Yes.�
The next time I was in church, I put Mackie�s silver dollar in the donation box near the candles and lit three candles: one for my father, one for Mary Theresa Mills, and one for the guy who made up the rule that says priests can�t rat on you.
After I lit the candles, I went home and took out my wooden box. I put my father�s pipes on the mantel, next to his photo. My mom saw me staring at the photo and came over and stood next to me. Instead of thinking of him being off in heaven, a long way away, I imagined him being right there with us, looking back at us from that picture. I imagined him knowing that I had tried to save her from Harvey. I thought he would have liked that.
My mom reached out and touched one of the pipes very carefully. �It wasn�t your fault,� she said.
You know what? I believed her.

The Man in the Civil Suit

I have a bone to pick with the Museum of Natural History. Yes, the very museum in which the peerless Professor Pythagoras Peabody so recently met his sad, if rather spectacular, demise. I understand they are still working on restoring the mastodon. But my grievance does not pertain to prehistoric pachyderms.
If the administrators of said museum are quoted accurately in the newspapers, they have behaved in a rather unseemly manner in regard to the late Peabody. How speedily they pointed out that he was on the premises in violation of a restraining order! How hastily they added that he had similar orders placed upon him by a number of institutions, including the art museum, the zoo, and Ye Olde Medieval Restaurant  & Go-Cart Track! When asked if he was the man named in the civil suit they filed three days ago, how rapidly the administrators proclaimed that Professor Peabody was no professor at all!
Oh, how quickly they forget! They behave as if the Case of the Carillean Carbuncle never occurred. A balanced account of recent events must be given, and as one who knew the man in the civil suit better than any other-save, perhaps, his sister Persephone-I have taken on the burden of seeing justice done where Pythagoras Peabody is concerned.
Although Pythag, as his closest friends-well, as I called him, because frankly, few others could tolerate his particular style of genius at close range-although Pythag never taught at a university or other institution, it is widely known that the affectionate name �Professor Peabody� was bestowed upon him by a grateful police force at the close of the Case of the Carillean Carbuncle, or as Pythag liked to call it, 300. (Some of you may need assistance understanding why-I certainly did. Pythag explained that the first letters of Case, Carillean, and Carbuncle are C�s. Three C�s, taken together, form a Roman numeral. I�m certain I need not hint you on from there, but I will say this was typical of his cleverness!)
Need I remind the museum administrators of the details of 300? This most unusual garnet was on display in their own Gems and Mineralogy Department when it was stolen by a heartless villain. True, the museum guards were in pursuit long before the ten-year-old boy left the grounds, and after several hours of chasing him through the halls, exhibits, and displays-including a dinosaur diorama, the planetarium, and the newly opened �Arctic and Antarctica: Poles Apart� exhibit-while conducting what amounted to an elaborate game of hide-and-seek, they caught their thief.
Unfortunately, the Carillean Carbuncle was no longer on his person, and he refused to give any clue as to its location. This was, apparently, a way of continuing the jollification he had enjoyed with these fellows. Not amused, the museum called the police. The boy called in his own reinforcements, and his parents, in the time-honored tradition of raisers of rogues, defended their son unequivocally and threatened all sorts of nastiness if he were not released immediately. The boy went home, and the Carillean Carbuncle remained missing.
Enter Peabody. Actually, he had already entered. It was Pythag�s habit to be the first guest to walk through the museum doors in the morning, and the last to leave at closing. He made himself at home in the Natural History Museum, just as he once had in the art museum, and in the zoo. (The trouble at Ye Olde Medieval Restaurant  & Go-Cart Track occurred before we were acquainted, but Pythag once hinted that it had something to do with giving the waiters� lances to the young drivers and encouraging them to �joust.�)
I have said I will give a fair accounting, and I will. Pythag was a man who knew no boundaries. His was a genius, he often reminded me, that could not be confined to the paths that others were pleased to follow. I know some stiff-rumped bureaucrats will not agree, but if he were here to defend himself, Pythag would undoubtedly say, �If you don�t want a gentleman born with an enviable amount of curiosity to climb into an elephants� compound, for goodness sakes, rely on more than a waist-high fence and a silly excuse for a moat to keep him out.�
Likewise, he would tell you that if your art museum docent becomes rattled when a gentleman with a carrying voice follows along with a second group of unsuspecting art lovers, telling them a thing or two the docent failed to mention to his own group, well then, the docent stands in need of better training. Pythag enjoyed himself immensely on these �tour� occasions, tapping on glass cases and reading aloud from wall plaques to begin his speeches.
He soon varied from the information in these written guides, however. He often told visitors that when X-rayed, the canvases beneath the museum�s most famous oil paintings were shown to be covered with little blue numbers, a number one being a red, two a blue, and so forth. This, he claimed, was how the museum�s restoration department could make a perfect match when repairing a damaged work of art. He also claimed to be such an expert as to be able to see the numbers with his naked eye, which, he said, �Has quite spoiled most of these for me.�
The art museum director, Pythag declared, would soon be under arrest for the murder of Elvis-the director�s supposed motive for the killing being to increase the value of his secret, private collection of velvet portraits of The King. (I understand the We Tip Hotline, tiring of Pythag�s relentless pursuit of this idea, blocked calls from the Peabody home number.)
I�ll wager a tour with Pythag was much more interesting, if less enlightening, than one taken with the regular docents. The art museum, however, was unwilling to offer this alternative. It seemed a little harsh to tell him that he, and not the director, risked arrest if he returned. As Persephone argued when she came to fetch him home, how could anyone in his right mind fault a person for being creative in an art museum?
Please don�t bother to mention Pythag�s exile from the Museum of Transportation. Pythag would tell you that a velvet rope may be seen by a man with panache (and if he could have withstood one more p in his moniker, panache would have been Pythag�s middle name) as less a barrier than an invitation to step over it and into the past. He went into the past by way of an eighteenth-century carriage, as it happened, and ever seeking the most realistic experience possible, Pythag had to bounce in it a bit. �I promise you,� Pythag told the irate curator, �the King of Spain bounced when he rode in the dratted thing.�
Perhaps you have already seen from these examples that Pythag was the perfect man to consult on the matter of the missing carbuncle. Who was more qualified to determine what a clever boy, let loose in a museum, might do? Indeed, I readily admit that for all his genius, Pythag�s enthusiasm sometimes led him into rather childish behavior. I concede that he was subject to bouts of stubbornness over silly things, bouts that made him not much more than a child himself at times.
On the very afternoon the carbuncle was stolen, for example, he insisted on staring into the penguins� eyes in the Antarctic exhibit, convinced that each penguin retained on his retina a memory of its last moments. If he could catch the reflection of this last recollection, he decided, he could experience the thing itself-it would be, he said, �Bird�s eye d�j� vu.� This was one of those times when, were I not courting Persephone, I would have been tempted to leave the exhibit without him. Nothing I said would convince him that memory resides in the brain rather than the eye. He utterly rejected my claim that these were not the penguins� actual eyes, but glass reproductions, and rebuked me loudly and in horrified accents for suggesting such a thing.
But as Persephone was most appreciative of my willingness to watch over her brother and accompany him to public venues, I did my best to overlook his occasionally irritating behaviors. Persephone, brilliant and far less given to acting on impulse than her brother, told me that restraining orders were a small price for Pythag�s genius, but she�d just as soon not be asked to pay any larger prices for it.
Thus I made an effort to distract him from the penguins by mentioning his beloved mastodon. (Pythag had a fondness for all things the names of which begin with the letter �p.� His attachment to the mastodon puzzled me, and I wondered if he was taking on the letter �m� as well, until I noticed that he constantly referred to it as the �proboscidean mammal.�) Pretending to be struck by a sudden inspiration, I muttered something to the effect of, �an elephant�s ancestors might also �never forget,� � then asked Pythag if he thought there might be some memory retained in the eye socket of the mastodon. The ruse worked, and soon we were off to the Prehistoric Hall.
Here he was again distracted, this time by the sight of several policemen carefully searching for the carbuncle. Pythag managed, in his inimitable way, to quickly convince a detective that he was an official at the museum. He induced the fellow to follow him to the planetarium-not a bad notion, for the young thief had most certainly visited this facility during his flight.
The carbuncle being ruby in color, Pythag�s theory was based on meteorology. �Red sky at night is a young rogue�s delight!� he shouted as we ran after him. He believed the boy might have been planning to alter the color of the light in the planetarium projector. With the help of the policeman, he hastily disassembled the rather costly mechanism, but alas, it was not the hiding place.
At my suggestion that they both might want to quickly take themselves as far away from the results of their work as possible, Pythag made one of his lightning-like leaps of logic, and announced that �Polaris was beckoning.� We sped back to the polar exhibits.
Here Pythag had another brainstorm, saying that there was something not quite right about the Eskimos, and delved his hand into an Inuit mannequin�s hide game bag. In triumph, Pythag removed the carbuncle.
On that day, you will remember, he was the museum�s darling. Pythag�s new policeman friend, perhaps distracting his fellows from the disassembled projector, extolled Pythag�s genius in solving the mystery of the missing gem, and proclaimed him �Professor Peabody,� by which address the world would know him during the brief remaining span of his lifetime.
Not many days later, tragedy struck. Having dissuaded him from climbing atop the mastodon skeleton�s back, and seeing that he was again entranced by the penguins, I felt that it was reasonably safe for me to answer the call of nature at the Natural History Museum. But when I returned from the gents, Pythag was nowhere to be found.
I heard a commotion at the entrance to the exhibit, and rushed toward it, certain he would be at the center of any disturbance. But this hubbub was caused by the bright lights and cameras of a cable television crew from the Museum Channel. The crew was taping another fascinating episode of �Naturally, at the Natural.� This particular segment focused on a visit by the museum�s newest patron, Mrs. Ethylene Farthington. Mrs. Farthington was possessed of all the right extremes, as far as the museum was concerned: extremely elderly, extremely wealthy, and extremely generous. Add to this the fact that she did not choose to meddle in the specifics of how her donations would be spent, and you see why the director of the museum thought her to be perfection itself.
Her progress through the polar exhibits was regally (if not dodderingly) slow, but none dared complain. For reasons that do not concern us or any other right-thinking person, Mrs. Farthington was fond of places made of ice, and her sponsorship of this exhibit was but the beginning of the largesse she was to bestow on the museum. That day, she was on her way to sign papers which would finalize her gift of a staggering sum to the museum. She would also sign a new will, supplanting the one that currently left the remainder of her enormous estate to her pet tortoise, and establishing in its stead a bequest for the museum. Apparently, there had been a falling out with the tortoise.
So taken was I by the sight of the frail Mrs. Farthington gazing at the faux-glaciers, I nearly forgot to continue my search for Pythag. If I had not chanced to glance at the opposite display, where I saw a familiar face among the penguins, I might not have known where to look for him. The face was not Pythag�s, although the clothes were those of the man who now asked me to address him as �Professor.� No, the face was that of an Inuit mannequin. How careless of Pythag! Everyone knows Inuits and penguins do not belong in the same display!
I did not for a moment imagine that Pythag was cavorting about the museum in the all-together. He had decided, undoubtedly, to expand upon his experience with the hide bag, and bedeck himself in the clothing and gear of the Inuit.
I was a little frightened to realize that I knew his mind so well, even if gratified to see that there was one rather unusual member of the Inuit family represented in the display. I had no difficulty in discerning which of the still figures was Pythag, and had I never met him before that day, I doubt I would have failed to notice the one apple which seemed to have fallen rather far from the Inuit family tree. There are, undoubtedly, few blond Inuits. Besides, none of the other mannequins blinked.
Otherwise, he was remarkably doll-like, clad in all his furs, and I was unable to fight a terribly strong urge to enjoy a few moments of seeing Pythag forced to be still and silent. How many times since that day have I told myself that had I foregone this bit of pleasure, disaster might have been avoided!
When I turned to see if anyone was watching before bidding him to hurry away, I was vexed to espy Mrs. Farthington and entourage approaching the display. There was nothing for it now but to wait until the group had passed on to the next display. But as if taking a page from her tortoise�s book, Mrs. Farthington was not to be hurried, and stood transfixed, perhaps on some subconscious level perceiving what Pythag had perceived so recently-that something was not quite right about the Eskimos.
Pythag was masterful. Even under this prolonged scrutiny, he-as the saying goes-kept his cool. Or would have, were it not for the television lights. The heat they generated would have made puddles of the exhibit if any of the ice and snow had been real. Instead, it made a puddle of Pythag. He began to perspire profusely.
I do believe he still might have carried it off, had not Mrs. Farthington chanced to look at him just when he felt forced to lift a finger to swipe a ticklish drop of moisture from the end of his nose.
Mrs. Farthington, startled to see a mannequin move, clutched at her bosom and fell down dead on the spot.
The tortoise inherited.
When his friends in the police department refused to pursue a criminal case against him, Pythagoras Peabody was sued by the museum.
Persephone was not pleased with me.
This last was uppermost in my mind when I strolled alone through the museum the day after the civil suit was announced, and my own suit of Persephone rejected. Had I not loved her so dearly, I might have been a little angry with Perse. Her brother was a confounded nuisance, but she blamed me for his present troubles. I should have kept a closer watch, she told me. Had she deigned to accompany him on his daily outings? No. Monday was the worst day of the week, as far as she was concerned. That was the day her lunatic brother stayed home. I decided to give her a little time with him, to remind her of my usefulness to her.
One would think I would have gone elsewhere, now that I had the chance to go where I pleased, but there was something comfortable about following routine at a time when my life was so topsy-turvy. So I returned to the museum.
Standing before the great mastodon, I sighed. It had been Pythag�s ambition to ride the colossus. Could it be done? To give the devil his due, that was the thing about going to a place like this with Pythag-he managed, somehow, to always add a bit of excitement. I mean, one really doesn�t think of a museum as a place where the unexpected might happen at any moment. Unless one visited it with Pythag.
Why should Pythag have all the fun? I overcame the hand-railing with ease.
It was not so easy to make the climb aboard the skeleton, but I managed it. I enjoyed the view from its back only briefly-let me tell you, there is no comfortable seating astride the spine of a mastodon. Knowing that Pythag would be nettled that I had achieved this summit before him, I decided that I would leave some little proof of my visit. I made a rather precarious search of my pockets and found a piece of string. Tied in a bow about a knot of wires along the spine, it did very nicely.
The skeleton swayed a bit as I got down, and the only witness, a child, was soon asking his mother if he might go for a ride, too-but in a stern, Pythag-inspired voice, I informed her that I was an official of the museum, repairing the damage done by the last little boy who climbed the mastodon, a boy whose parents could be contacted at the poor house, where they were working off payments. Although we haven�t had a poor house in this city in a century, she seemed to understand the larger implications, and they quickly left the museum.
As anticipated, Persephone called the next day.
�Take him,� she pleaded. �Take him anywhere, and I�ll take you back.�
�Persephone,� I said sternly.
�I know, and I apologize, dearest. I will marry you, just as we planned, only we must wait until this suit is settled. I won�t have a penny to my name, I�m afraid, but the three of us will manage somehow, won�t we?�
�Three of us?�
�Well, I can�t leave poor Pythagoras to fend for himself now, can I?�
And so once again, I found myself in the Museum of Natural History with Pythag at my side. He had donned a disguise-a false mustache and a dark wig. A costume not quite so warm as the Inuit garb, but no less suited to its wearer.
He began teasing me about my recent setback with Persephone. If he was an expert at devising troublesome frolics, Pythag�s meanness also derived benefit from his ingenuity. When he told me that Perse would never marry me, that she had only said she would so that I would continue to take him to the museum, I felt a little downcast. When he averred that she would keep putting me off, always coming up with some new excuse, I found his Pythagorean theorem all too believable.
I had experienced such taunting before, though, and I rebuffed his attempts to hurt and annoy me by remaining calm. Outwardly, in any case. The result was that he became more agitated, more determined to upset me. At one point, he said that she would never marry me because I was dull, and lacked imagination and daring.
�Really?� I said, lifting my nose a little higher. �As it happens, Professor, I have done something you haven�t dared to do.�
His disbelief was patent.
�I�ve climbed the mastodon,� I told him.
�Rubbish,� he said.
�Conquered the proboscidean peak.�
�Balderdash!�
�Not at all. There�s a little piece of string, tied in a bow on his back to prove it.�
It was enough to do the trick. He climbed, and it seemed to me the skeleton swayed more than it had the day before. As I watched him, and saw him come closer to my little marker, it became apparent to me that I had tied the string at a most fragile juncture of supporting wires.
It was a wonder, really, that I hadn�t been killed.
The thought came to me as simply as that. One minute, Pythag was astride the spine, asking me to bring him a piece of string, so that he might tie his own knot. I imagined spending the rest of my days nearly as tied to him as I would be to his sister. All my life, protecting treasures of one sort or another from a man who thought rules were only for other people, never himself.
�You must bring my own string back to me,� I said. �That is how it�s done.�
And that was how it was done.
I was horrified by the result, and remain so. Mastodon skeletons are, after all, devilishly hard to come by. Persephone is convinced that the experts there are actually enjoying the challenge of reassembling the great beast.
The museum, no matter what it may say to the papers, is considering dropping its civil suit, hoping to extract a promise from Persephone not to pursue a wrongful death action against them. We are mulling it over.
I say we, because Pythagoras was mistaken, as it turns out. His sister will marry me. I confessed all to her, of course. Persephone merely asked me what took me so long to see what needed to be done.
Persephone and I are indeed well-suited.
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