
  
    
      
    
  


  
    [image: cover]


    Murder in the Past Tense


    


    Book 3


    Miss Prentice Cozy Mystery


    


    E. E. Kennedy


    


    

  


  
    Murder in the Past Tense

    Copyright © 2014 by Ellen E. Kennedy.


    

    Published by Sheaf House® a division of Sheaf House Publishers. Requests for information should be addressed to:
 Editorial Director

    Sheaf House Publishers

    1703 Atlantic Avenue

    Elkhart, IN 46514

    jmshoup@gmail.com.


    www.sheafhouse.com


    



    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, audio recording, or any other form whatsoever except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


    

    Library of Congress Control Number: 2014934242


    

    ISBN: 978-1-936438-37-2 (softcover)


    

    The play The Last Leaf and the group FilthyDirtyBlokes and their song are entirely fictional creations of the author.


    

    Cover design and interior template by Marisa Jackson.

  


  “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord.”


  Romans 12:19 ESV
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    PROLOGUE


    


    The Manhattan offices of DiNicco Enterprises even smelled new. There was mahogany wainscoting in the entryway, designer lighting throughout, and executive assistant Martina Figueroa knew for a fact that the imported Italian wallpaper in the boss’s office had cost a cool three hundred dollars a roll.


    Since their move from the far more modest location across town, she had received a substantial raise and today had spent the morning interviewing applicants. The executive assistant was to have an assistant of her own and a large crew of underlings.


    “The painter has finished putting your name on the door. I gave him the check,” she said, leaning slightly in the office door, her purse hanging from her elbow. “So I’ll be going now, Mr. DiNicco,”


    Her employer smiled. “That’s great, Martina.” He leaned back in his desk chair and waved both hands to indicate the entire room. “Tell me, are you getting accustomed to our new place, settling in okay?”


    Despite the thick carpeting, his theatrically trained voice reverberated in the large room, sending a small thrill through her body. Stout, henna-haired Martina, a good fifteen years older than her boss, simpered as she stepped forward.


    “It’s wonderful, sir! That fancy new computer and the carpeting, it’s so soft! And I just love that whatchamacallit, the argo—argo—”


    He nodded and the one silver lock in his thick, dark hair fell over his forehead. Glancing at the huge, gilt-framed mirror across the room and he swiped it back in place.


    “Your chair? It’s ergonomic. It’s good for your back, or so the office designer tells me. Things are looking up so much,” he said, nodding toward a corner of his huge, highly-polished desk, where a stack of legal folders lay, “I might even buy a car.”


    Martina was shocked. “A car? A parking space in this city costs more than my apartment rent!”


    He dismissed the issue of parking with a wave of his hand. “I keep telling you, Ms. Figueroa, we’ve hit the big time.” He tapped the top of his closed laptop computer. “Thanks to all these new contracts, it’ll be first class from now on!” He gestured behind him. “Of course, we’ll need to get some more books to fill these shelves. The ones from the old office look pitiful.”


    “There’s a company here in town that sells books like that.” Martina started to turn. “I’ll call them—”


    “There’s no hurry. Wait until after the holidays, okay?” He chuckled and glanced at his watch. “Are you going to Albany for Christmas?”


    She fingered the Hermes scarf that had been his Christmas present to her. “Taking the train right after lunch. My nephews are waiting for me to come and make gingerbread men with them. It’s a tradition. How about you? Celebrating with Miss Yates again this year?”


    He nodded. “Part of the time. Thanks for picking this up, by the way.” He smiled and pulled out a desk drawer, where lay a flat beribboned gift box with the distinctive aquamarine paper of a famous jeweler “Charlotte’s meeting me for lunch at one-thirty. I’ll give it to her then. I’m taking her to the Russian Tearoom.”


    The secretary’s eyes widened.


    Daniel DiNicco, newly successful theatrical producer and entrepreneur, threw back his handsome head and laughed. “Don’t look so surprised! Don’t you think I deserve it after all those hot dog lunches from that rotten food wagon back at the old place?”


    “Oh, yes, sir! Nobody has worked harder than you have.”


    “Well, run along now. Merry Christmas! See you after New Year’s.”


    As Martina pressed the elevator button, she thought, I have the handsomest boss in the city. And he and that actress have the friendliest divorce I’ve ever seen. Imagine, taking your ex-wife to the Russian Tearoom! She frowned a little, thinking of her own sad marital history.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a figure emerge from the stairwell and proceed down the hall, raincoat collar turned up and a watch cap pulled down well over the hair and ears.


    That’s odd, she thought while the elevator descended. I know he didn’t have an appointment with anybody, and that certainly wasn’t Ms. Yates.


    

    ~~~


    

    Daniel DiNicco looked up from his computer as the door to the office opened slowly. “Charlotte? I thought we—” He broke off, mid sentence. “Oh. May I help you?”


    Without a word, the intruder closed the door, walked quickly to the desk, and stood facing him.


    “Now wait just a minute—” Di Nicco began to rise, but the sight of a gun barrel caused him to sit back down.


    He squinted intensely at the face before him. Recognition dawned gradually.


    “What are you doing here?” he asked, hearing an ominous click.


    The answer was a bullet at close range. The report was readily absorbed by the luxuriant surroundings and never reached the hallway.


    Silently the intruder turned, walked through the anteroom, out the office door, back down the hallway. Pulling the stairwell door open with a gloved hand, the murderer disappeared from view.


    Down on the crowded street, jostled by last-minute holiday shoppers, Martina Figueroa hurried cheerfully through the crowd to her favorite restaurant. Today, I’ll splurge and have the steak sandwich, she thought, not realizing that for the last five minutes she no longer had a job.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    


    I wish to state at the outset that until the day in question, I—Amelia Prentice Dickensen—had never in my life bought a supermarket tabloid.


    That’s not to say that I never sneaked the occasional surreptitious glance at a lurid headline while unloading my grocery cart. And it’s also true that I’d once become so desperate that I actually encouraged one of my more recalcitrant English students to read them, just so he read something. Still, as literature, I understand that if you use a little vinegar, they’re excellent for cleaning windows.


    But on that particular late summer evening, as I placed a sack of overpriced seedless red grapes on the conveyor belt and let my eyes drift absently over the rack of colorful papers, magazines, and thin paperback cookbooks, a familiar face snagged my attention. Not just a famous one, but an actual, familiar, I-know-that-person face.


    My heart made an audible thump. I read the caption: “Charlotte with third husband, Daniel DiNicco, on their honeymoon. Last year on December 24 the theatrical producer was found brutally murdered in his Manhattan office.”


    Surely it wasn’t who I thought it was. But how could there be more than one? I looked again.


    There he was, grinning into the camera with that wide, sensuous mouth, his hand carelessly draped over Charlotte’s shoulders, some long-ago breeze lifting the dark wave that always dipped just above his forehead. It was a small color picture printed on cheap newsprint, but those glittering dark eyes with the long black lashes were unmistakable.


    I pulled the paper from its metal stand and skimmed the front page. Apparently the murder of an erstwhile husband was just another event in the colorful life of beloved character actress Charlotte Yates who, in the face of overwhelming misfortune, kept picking up the pieces of her life and carrying on, her pointed little chin held high and her famous squawking voice ever ready to entrance an audience.


    There was a picture of Charlotte with Husband Number One (an acting teacher), from whom she was divorced; and with Husbands Number Two (a stockbroker) and Number Four (a rock musician), who had shuffled off this mortal coil due to motorcycle accident and drug overdose, respectively. More details and photos would be forthcoming on page eight.


    I’d always liked Charlotte Yates, but fascinating as her life story was, it wasn’t she who interested me. It was her third husband.


    “Amelia?” said Gil. “Are you going to buy that or what?”


    I looked up. Apparently all our groceries had been checked, bagged, and paid for by my spouse while I was reading.


    “I’m buying it.” I fished a few dollars from my pocket and tendered them to the clerk, who, I noted with embarrassment, was one of my students, though I hadn’t seen her in a long time.


    “That’s a good issue, Miss Prentice, especially that spinach diet.” Kim Mallard smiled conspiratorially and leaned forward, her eyes on my expanding middle. “How’re you feeling? Any more morning sickness?”


    Everybody knew everything in a small town. “No, I’m over that now. Just tired all the time. Thanks for asking.”


    The girl sighed. “I hear you! Between swollen ankles and trips to the ladies room all day, I’m exhausted!”


    That’s when I realized that her loose smock covered the same condition as mine.


    “Oh, my,” I said. Kim, by my figuring, was seventeen.


    She waved a hand airily. “Oh, it’s okay. Brian ’n me’re getting married as soon as the baby’s born and I can fit into a wedding dress.” She glanced over her shoulder and pointed to a magazine rack. “Hand me that Modern Wedding, would’ja?”


    When I complied she eagerly turned to a large full-color illustration of a thin, ethereal-looking young woman in an elaborate, stark-white wedding gown. “That’s it!” She tapped the page with an overlong fingernail decorated with a silver peace sign and turned a glowing smile at me. “Got it on layaway at Formal Dreams over at the mall.”


    “It’s lovely, Kim.”


    “This book costs fifteen bucks. Better put it away.” Guiltily she slapped the magazine shut and allowed me to replace it. “Of course, it all depends on Brian getting a job at that new foundry.” She looked at me speculatively. “I’m seven and a half months. How far along are you?”


    “Eight and a half.” I glanced over my shoulder at the line forming behind me, and then at Gil’s back as he strode out of the store, pushing the cart. “I guess I’d better be going. Good to see you, Kim. Take care of yourself.”


    Waving goodbye, I folded my tabloid under one arm and scurried after my husband, who was once again exhibiting the signs of his besetting ailment.


    Rather than agoraphobia—fear of the marketplace—Gil suffered from what I call Fear of Shopping. Accurate statistics are hard to come by, but I have it on good authority that approximately half the male population of this country is afflicted. I discovered this terrible secret on our honeymoon, but like the beloved actress and comedienne, Charlotte Yates, I had decided to bravely get on with my life, embracing the bad with the good.


    Making this job far easier was Gil’s solid, manly physique and head of thick, semi-silvery hair. Not to mention an I.Q. roughly the same number as the price of a loaf of multi-grain bread and a smile that—well, considering my condition, you can guess the rest. My students certainly did.


    As I approached our car, where Gil was opening the trunk, I spotted another familiar figure, this time a live one. “Vern! Hello!” I called, waving at the tall, blond young man who was carrying a six-pack of soda and taking long strides away from the store. Without a glance my way, he continued walking until he was well out of earshot.


    I sighed. “I think he heard me. Apparently he’s still not speaking to us.”


    Gil moved aside a case of bottled water and an emergency snow shovel to make room for the groceries. “And you’re surprised?”


    “Well, I thought after everything kind of died down . . . ”


    We lifted the groceries into the trunk.


    “Honey, you’re underestimating the grudge-carrying power of my side of the family. That kid may never speak to us again.”


    “But, Gil, we did the right thing!”


    “I know that, and you know that, but, well . . . ” Gil shrugged, slammed the trunk door closed, and grabbed the folded tabloid I was carrying. He read the headlines aloud, “ ‘Aliens Endorse Academy Award Winner for President. Medium Martinka Yeka Predicts State Lottery Winning Numbers.’ Since when have you taken to reading those?” He was trying to change the subject and cheer me up.


    With sad glance in the direction of our disappearing nephew, I said, “Since today. There’s somebody I know in it. Or rather, somebody I once knew.”


    “You know that psychic woman? How do I get an exclusive?”


    Gil held tabloids in low regard. It was a matter of professional pride. He was, after all, editor of our town’s only real newspaper, The Press-Advertiser, which was struggling mightily in these hard times.


    “What does she predict about us?” Gil slid behind the wheel and turned the ignition key. He grabbed my hand and pulled it to his lips. “Will it last?”


    I looked down at my round tummy and smiled, sending up a quick but fervent prayer of thanksgiving, “It better.”


    I picked up my copy of Worldwide Buzz and turned to page eight. Impatiently I skimmed the illustrated retrospective of Charlotte Yates’s career from her humble beginnings as a rubber-faced extra in a roller skating movie to her recent best supporting actress Oscar for a Tennessee Williams remake.


    There were just the barest facts about Daniel DiNicco. He’d met Charlotte in the mid-nineties on a movie set where they were both bit players. The marriage lasted a little more than a year and produced no children, but their split was apparently amicable.


    That sounds like Danny, I thought.


    After the divorce, he had become a theatrical entrepreneur, owning and managing a string of dinner theatres and dance clubs across New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. To my frustration, after having imparted these newsy tidbits, the reporter dropped the subject of Danny and moved on to Husband Number Four.


    The next mention of Danny was under a photo at the bottom of the page. The picture was in black-and-white, a grainy, angled shot of a shiny office desktop occupied by an open laptop computer, spattered with a few ominous black stains. I read the caption: “Scene of the Crime: Daniel DiNicco’s body was found in this Manhattan office last December. He had been shot in the chest. Police are said to have no leads in the case.”


    “What’s the matter?”


    “Huh?” I looked up.


    “You made a funny noise.”


    “I did? What kind of noise?”


    “I don’t know. A kind of a groan, sort of high-pitched. A feminine kind of a groan. What’s wrong?”


    “I don’t know if I should tell you.”


    “Why not?”


    “It’s about an old crush of mine. Are you the jealous type?”


    Gil smiled his irresistible smile. “What do you think?”


    So I told him. It had all been a long time ago, but once I started talking, Gil remembered most of it. He’d even been there part of the time . . .

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    “You’re chicken, Amelia Prentice,” stated Lily McIndrick matter-of-factly. “You told me your dream is to be on Broadway, and now when you get a chance, you turn chicken.” She picked the cherry off the top of her sundae and popped it in her mouth.


    The appellation “chicken” has lost its ability to sting in the many years since this conversation took place, but to a fifteen-year-old, it still rankled a little bit.


    “That’s not true, Lily! I just haven’t got anything to sing. I’m not prepared,” I added haughtily, and returned to my root beer float. It was important that the ice cream and soda be consumed concurrently for maximum enjoyment, and I needed to eat a little vanilla ice cream to even things up.


    We had just finished the last day of school before summer and were launching our vacation time with a celebratory treat at the Confectionery, the soda fountain/candy store that was one of the favorite teen hangouts.


    “Not prepared!” Lily snorted.


    For such a popular tenth-grader, she could make some pretty disgusting noises, but nobody seemed to care. On the other hand, I let out one burp, and oh, boy!


    “Are you kidding? You know what the audition was last summer? They had me sing ‘Happy Birthday.’ It was easy!”


    She fluffed her blonde hair. She wore it medium-long, with the ends kind of flipped up. I’d have liked to try that style, but I could never get my bone-straight brown mop to cooperate. A pony tail was as good as it got.


    My mouth was full of ice cream, so I just tilted my head and frowned in disbelief.


    Lily understood. “Really! And besides, I know for a fact you’ve memorized every one of those Broadway show tapes you’ve got in your room. Barbara told me. You could sing one of those songs.”


    Leave it to my older sister to inform the world about my private life.


    “I don’t know why you have to have me along, Lily. You were in Oklahoma and Brigadoon last year. You’re already in. Anyway, why don’t you take Barb with you?”


    They were in the same class, after all. I was just the pesky kid sister.


    I glanced in the mirror on the wall at the end of the booth, where I’d just spotted Elm DeWitt, the recently-graduated star quarterback, entering the shop. I refocused my eyes. I was wearing my new blouse with a flowered vest. That was okay. Was my hair all right? I’d washed it only last night, but it had a tendency to get greasy. I smoothed back a few stray hairs.


    “Take your sister? Hah!” Lily leaned forward and whispered, “You know Barb can’t carry a tune. Everybody knows she got the looks and you got the talent in the family.”


    It was typical of Lily to say something that both insulted and complimented my sister, and also implied that I might be on the homely side. As usual I decided to let it pass. It was just Lily being Lily. She had chocolate syrup on her chin, but I didn’t tell her.


    “Why do you need anybody along at all?”


    Lily explored her sundae dish for any remaining nut fragments. “Well, it’s my mother. She won’t let me do summer theatre without another girl along.” She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “She thinks I’ll be seduced or something. Allison Bouyea was in it with me last year, but she’s starting summer classes at the college and can’t do it. Come on, Amelia. It’s so much fun! You’ll love it.”


    I stirred my float thoughtfully and watched Elm. At this moment he was talking to a couple of fellow athletes at the counter. Very soon now he would pass our booth. I was about to throw up. No, I was going to have a heart attack. No, I just needed to burp. I snatched a paper napkin from the little dispenser at the table and held it in front of my mouth.


    “Earth to Amelia! Are you coming with me or not?”


    I nodded, still pressing the napkin to my lips. Elm would be here any second now.


    Here he was!


    “Hi, girls. Free at last, huh? What’cha doin’ this summer?”


    I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I also couldn’t breathe.


    “Hi, Elm.” Lily straightened in her seat. “We’re doing summer theatre, right, Amelia?”


    I nodded and burped silently into the napkin.


    Elm smiled and the sun shone brighter. “Wow, neat! Maybe I’ll go see one of the shows.”


    “The first one is The Last Leaf,” Lily informed him. “Opens in a few weeks. What are you going to be doing, Elm?”


    Looking uncomfortable, he tapped his chin. “You’ve got some, um—”


    Lily looked at herself in the booth’s mirror. “Oh.”


    She blotted her chin with a napkin and threw me a sharp glance that said, Why didn’t you tell me? She turned a sweet smile back toward Elm.


    “You asked what I’m doing?” He shifted his canvas carryall to his other hand. “I’ll be starting summer classes at the college like Allison.” He knocked casually on the booth’s marble tabletop. “Got a football scholarship, you know.”


    Lily lost her pretended composure a little bit. “Oh, yes, we heard. It was all over school.”


    I nodded in nervous agreement and stared at the sharp ninety-degree angle of his jawbone. I didn’t dare look into his eyes, which were pale blue, like limpid pools of something or other.


    “Um, well, good luck at the theatre.”


    He sauntered away, his arms and legs working together in that unique and amazing way he had. Elm moved easily, as if he didn’t even know how wonderful he was.


    I let out a long and trembling sigh.


    “Yeah,” said Lily, and did the same.


    There was a whirring from the jukebox and another tune began playing.


    “I like that song. It’s from the new Broadway musical Ivanhoe.”


    Lily nodded. “Yeah, it’s sweet. And so romantic. When I have a boyfriend, it’s going to be our song.” She sang along, “My knight in shining armor, he sees the same bright moon . . . ”


    “You know, keeping my cool would be easier if Elm wasn’t so friendly.” I gazed across the room at the knot of athletes. “None of the other basketball players ever says a word to me.”


    Lily followed my gaze. “Yeah, but you know what I say: So what? Who cares? I don’t like sports anyway. We’ll show ’em.” She pulled money from her purse and slid out of the booth. “Someday we’ll be Broadway stars. Then they’ll be sorry.”


    I shrugged and sucked up the last mouthful of my float with a loud rattle before I followed her.


    

    ~~~


    

    “I don’t know, Amelia,” said my father when I announced my plans for the summer at the dinner table that evening. “It’s not a real job. They don’t even pay you, do they?” He reached for the gravy boat.


    That afternoon, with Lily nagging me, I had been a bit apathetic. Now that my participation was in doubt, I was suddenly passionate on the subject.


    “That’s just it, Papa! In summer stock the apprentices are never paid. They work for the experience. It’s how they learn about the theatre!”


    Papa put down his fork and looked at my mother. “What do you think, Janet?”


    He never made decisions without her approval. They were an incorruptible, immovable, exasperating team.


    Mama salted her potatoes thoughtfully. “She’s right about the wages, I think. I read it somewhere. And Sarah McIndrick did tell me that working in the summer theatre really boosted Lily’s confidence.”


    My sister and I looked at each other across the dinner table. Barb rolled her eyes. As if Lily McIndrick needed more confidence!


    Papa chewed up a bite of Swiss steak and swallowed. “Well, Clancy Jamison was a mighty nice fellow, and if his son’s running it, I suppose it’s all right.”


    “Terence Jamison’s practically famous! He’s been on Broadway and everything!” I waved my fork, quoting Lily. Until this afternoon, I’d never heard of the man.


    Mama frowned slightly. “The only thing that bothers me is that Sarah said they practice into the wee hours. I don’t like the idea of Amelia walking home so late at night. Barbara, elbows.”


    My sister sat up and removed her elbows from the table.


    “It’s only three blocks away,” I protested. “Look, I’ll only do one play, not all four. I just want to try it. Please?”


    Mama’s expression remained troubled. She shook her head slowly. If she exercised her veto, there would be nothing I could do, I knew from long experience. Mashed potatoes reconstituted themselves in my middle and began turning to lead. My show business career hung in the balance.


    Then Papa said something that utterly astonished me. “That’s no problem, Janet. We’ll see she gets home okay.” He smiled at me. “I think it sounds like fun. Just make sure if you start this thing, you finish it, right?”


    Barbara put her two cents in. “Not like those violin lessons.”


    I kicked her gently under the table, just enough to let her know I was within range. She pulled her feet back and narrowed her eyes at me.


    “Of course, Papa, I promise. I’ll stay with it to the bitter end. I promise.” I drew an X on my slightly burgeoning chest.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    The weather was warm for early June in the North Country.


    “You do, too, remember Terence Jamison,” Lily said to me as we walked together to tryouts a week later, “He was the one who always danced last at the recitals. There’s a big picture of him on the wall of the studio. He was the star of Serena’s School of Dance who went on to make it in show business.” She curved one arm in a graceful circle and executed a shaky ballet turn. “Tour jeté,” she said under her breath.


    “I don’t remember him, Lily. If he made it in show business, why haven’t I heard of him? Besides, that was Barb who took all those lessons.”


    “Oh, that’s right, I remember. She told me you cried so hard at your first lesson that they made you breathe into a paper bag and you never went back.”


    Was there no aspect of my private life my sister had not announced to the town at large?


    “That’s not the point. I just don’t remember this guy. Tell me about him.”


    “Well, he’s pretty old. He was maybe seventeen when he stopped taking lessons at Serena’s, and then he went to New York, so that would make him ten or twelve years older than me.”


    “Than I.” Lily was careless about her grammar and it was my duty to correct her.


    “What? Oh, all right, teacher’s pet—I. Anyway, where was—I?”


    I did a quick calculation. “He’s about thirty. Maybe even older.” It was an advanced age.


    “Oh, yeah. Well, his dad gave him the money to go study in New York, and he was in all kinds of shows on Broadway.”


    “Which shows?” I knew them all and had albums for nearly every one.


    “The Rockets, of course. That was early in his career and he played one of the teenagers. He had big parts in Hearts in Motion and San Juan Hill. He played the younger Teddy Roosevelt in the first part of the play. I saw the picture in his wife’s scrapbook. He wore those little pinchy glasses and had a moustache. And—”


    “Glasses like that are called pince nez,” I put in, using the French pronunciation, “Any big shows?”


    I wasn’t impressed with the resume so far. The shows Lily mentioned were short lived. Hearts in Motion never even put out an original cast album.


    “Wait a minute. I was just getting to it. He was in Othello in Brooklyn. Understudied Ian, you know, the best friend who’s really the villain? He even got onstage once or twice.”


    “Wow! Co-starring with Elizabeth Trotter! She won a Tony for playing Dolores in that play, you know.”


    “I know! There’s a picture of Terence with her in Pat’s scrapbook. I’ll ask her to show it to you.”


    “And so now he’s running this theatre. Where’d he get the money?”


    “Well, when his father died, he inherited Clancy’s Tavern, so—”


    “Clancy’s? That was his father? My dad talks about him.”


    It was a standing joke at our house that when Papa became overwhelmed with all the femininity around him, he would say, “Well, I guess I’ll just get my hat and coat and go down to Clancy’s Tavern.” He never really did, though.


    “Sure, didn’t you know that? Clancy Jamison. So Terence sold the tavern, and he used part of the money to start this summer theatre. His sister Deirdre told me that. Hurry up, we don’t want to be late. Terence always gives a little speech at the beginning of every play. I heard it four times last summer, so I practically know it by heart. Pas de chat,” she mumbled, and gave a little ballet hop. She’d already been there, and I hadn’t, and she was rubbing it in.


    Lily was wearing madras Bermuda shorts. I bent over and squinted at the back of her leg. “Boy, you got eaten up, didn’t you? Looks like you have about six bites there.” Summer in the Adirondacks meant mosquitoes the size of hummingbirds.


    She stopped and scratched behind her knee. “Aww, why’d you remind me? Now it itches again!”


    “Careful, Lily, you’ll make it bleed!”


    I’d mentioned the bites on purpose, and now I felt guilty. As insufferable as Lily was, she was still doing me a favor. I had seen all four of last summer’s plays: Kiss Me Kate, Oklahoma, Carousel, and The King and I, and I seethed with jealousy watching Lily and Allison in costume and makeup being part of something so incredibly magical that it made me ache. Now, thanks to Lily, I had my chance to be a part of it.


    The Adirondack Bijou Theatre was just one block away now. I could see the marquee in the distance. I started to breathe faster. How humiliating would it be if I turned around and ran all the way home?


    The answer was easy: too humiliating to risk it. Lily and Barbara would see to that.


    I squared my shoulders. I could do this. Besides, I wasn’t four years old and this wasn’t Serena’s School of Dance.


    However, I was experiencing some familiar physical symptoms. I wondered if they could spare just one small paper bag from the concession stand. The kind used for popcorn should do nicely to correct hyperventilation. Or to be there if I threw up.


    Lily remained oblivious to my condition, thank goodness. “Lots of the same people are gonna be back again this year. Neil Claussen, Celia Hurley—she was Anna in The King and I—and Danny DiNicco, of course.”


    “He played the king, right? And Curley and Billy Bigelow.” I ticked off the names of lead characters in last summer’s plays. “He’s got a terrific voice.”


    “He’s great, but Neil’s the best.” I thought I heard a sigh when Lily spoke Neil’s name.


    “Wasn’t that the short guy who made all the funny faces? The one with the deep voice who played Jud in Oklahoma? I thought you only liked tall boys.”


    “He is a bit short,” she conceded, “but he’s extremely talented. Only twenty-one and already been in three Broadway shows.”


    “Well, they all have, haven’t they? Last summer the posters said so. Look!”


    I pointed to a printed announcement that looked tiny in the large, glass-fronted poster frame next to the ticket window. It said, “Terence Jamison’s Adirondack Summer Theatre presents: The Last Leaf, Merry Marinade, Paddy’s Magic Potato, and Brigadoon.”


    “ ‘Featuring Seasoned Broadway Professionals.’ ” I looked down at my hand. It was trembling.


    On the door was a hand-lettered sign: “Tryouts Today, 10 a.m.–3 p.m.”


    I had never been to a movie in the Bijou Theatre because for long as I could remember, it had specialized in lurid horror films that my parents deemed unsuitable. They preferred the more proper, Disney-oriented Strand several blocks away. Perhaps other parents felt the same because for the past several years the Bijou had stood empty with a real estate agent’s sign in the ticket window.


    “Come on!” ordered Lily and pushed through the front door.


    The lobby was empty save for some standing posters with black and white pictures of the Seasoned Broadway Performers. I would have paused to examine them, but Lily jerked on my arm.


    “Come on, don’t be chicken!”


    I had been in the Bijou four times last summer for the plays, but the atmosphere was completely different today. Gone were the smiling ushers and the eager, anticipatory audience. I paused at the back of the auditorium and looked along the rows of empty seats, wondering how many there were. But there was no time to count now.


    “Ah, hello!” said a booming, friendly voice. “Welcome, ladies! Won’t you come join us? Come on, come on. Don’t be shy!”


    The center aisle sloped gently down to the orchestra pit. As we neared the clump of staring people gathered in the first few rows, I saw that we were being addressed by a handsome auburn-haired man standing alone, center stage, gripping a clipboard to his chest. He had a narrow face with even, expressive features and a knowing gaze. He was medium height, and slim, but gave the impression of strength and movement, even when standing still.


    A dancer, I surmised. In true dancer fashion, he wore a sweater draped over his shoulders with the arms tied around his neck. Very Gene Kelly.


    “That’s Terence Jamison,” Lily whispered as we took our seats, which squeaked loudly as we pulled them down.


    “Oh, it’s another familiar face!” called Terence Jamison to Lily. “Welcome.”


    Lily ducked her head as she sketched a meek wave.


    Someone handed us each a clipboard and a pencil. “Fill this out and pass it down front.”


    I wrote down my basic statistics, including height and dress and shoe sizes. My list of theatre/drama/musical/dance experience filled only one line of the eight provided. It was pitiful: the high school girl’s chorus and church youth choir. I added angel in three Christmas pageants, then immediately erased it.


    Someone tapped me on the back. “Finished?”


    Glumly I handed the clipboard over my shoulder, then followed the long legs up to a pair of limpid blue eyes. “Elm! What are you—”


    He leaned down and whispered, “Crazy, isn’t it? We get three credit hours in our arts requirement for building scenery and helping out and stuff. Allison’s here, too. Be seein’ ya.” He loped off down the aisle.


    Lily and I exchanged wide-eyed smiles.


    While Terence received and examined our applications, I relaxed a little and looked around at my fellow hopefuls. There were some faces familiar to me: a few of my classmates and several older people. I recognized a man who was a physical education teacher at one of the elementary schools and his wife, who taught first grade. To my surprise I spotted feisty little barrel-chested Ben Patchke, who even at the tender age of sixteen was able to grow an impressive pair of sideburns. And there was Allison Bouyea, Lily’s tall, willowy buddy from last summer, sitting in Elm’s row.


    Well, it looked like Lily didn’t need me after all. The acrobat I always pictured in my middle was still doing flip-flops. Was it too late to bolt? I stood and struggled past her.


    “Where’re you going?” Lily demanded.


    “Restroom,” I whispered, and scurried up the aisle, ignoring the announcement Terence made. I hadn’t told a lie. I was a little bit nauseated.


    “Now, all those of you who are trying out, please gather down here in the first two rows.”


    It seemed to take forever to get to the exit. Lily wouldn’t notice until I was long gone, I told myself. She didn’t need me now. Allison was here. Lily’d forgive me.


    Someday.


    Maybe.


    Just as I pushed through the doors at the back of the auditorium, I heard someone strike a chord on the big piano in the orchestra pit, then run through the opening bars of “I’m Doing This for You,” the poignant love song from The Last Leaf.


    I paused and turned around. Brenda Bernard, with whom I had often shared a sandbox, stood on the stage and began to sing in a thin, virtually inaudible voice.


    


    “I’m doing this for you,


    Your heart will see you through—”


    


    “Excuse me!” Terence interrupted, “Brenda, is it?” He consulted the filled-out forms on a clipboard.


    I was frozen in agonized embarrassment for her. We’d been angels together in those Christmas pageants.


    She nodded mutely, her eyes wide.


    “Well, you have a lovely soprano voice, my dear, but I can barely hear it, and I know that young lady standing back there definitely can’t hear you, isn’t that right?”


    I realized with horror that he was asking me. Feeling like the cruelest sort of traitor, I nodded.


    “Right, so let’s turn up the volume, okay?”


    Another nod from Brenda. Terence resumed his seat in the front row and the pianist launched once more into the opening bars. Brenda took a deep breath and began again.


    


    “I’m doing this for you,


    Your heart will see you through . . . ”


    


    Her voice was stronger, if still a bit shaky, and she maintained the volume level until the end of the song. Personally, I thought she sounded just the tiniest bit flat.


    


    “You might call this an act of love


    It isn’t me I’m thinking of


    It’s what I have to do . . . ”


    


    “There, now! That’s much better, isn’t it?” Terence asked me.


    I waved and smiled as encouragingly as I could at Brenda.


    “Now, Brenda, if you’ll just read the lines for the character Johnsie in the little brown booklet you have in your hand. The ones that are underlined in pencil. Don’t forget to mind your diction and keep your volume up, please.”


    Brenda brought the book up in front of her face and read aloud, remembering this time to speak loudly enough. “It’s-true-it’s-absolutely-true-I’m-dying-and-I-don’t-care-I’ll-be-gone-when-the-last-leaf-dies.”


    “Thank you!”


    Brenda heaved a well-projected sigh and scampered down the stairs into the auditorium.


    “Who’s next?” Terence consulted his clipboard. “Where’s . . . Amelia Prentice?”


    “That’s me, I mean, I!” I blurted, but he couldn’t hear me. I began to walk rapidly down the aisle. “Mr. Jamison,” I called, “here I am.”


    He looked up and smiled. “Call me Terence.” He handed me a small brown booklet. “Here’s your side. Now, up on stage you go. Have you prepared something to sing for us?”


    I stood uncertainly. “Well, I had sort of thought about doing ‘What’s Your Pleasure?’ ”


    “Really?” Terence’s orange-tinged eyebrows shot up his forehead. “That should be fascinating.”


    The pianist, a handsome dark-haired woman, nodded at me and began the opening chords.


    The song was a bitter waltz expressing the disillusionment of the penniless artist, Max, in The Last Leaf. It wasn’t all that suitable for a young girl, but I had memorized it off the cast album and liked it. In fact, patter songs were my favorites. It was in a man’s key, much too low for me, so I hopped up an octave and began talk-singing,


    


    “When I was a young man,


    My gift was to paint


    Bright pictures so lifelike


    Realistic and quaint


    You’d say that this apple is real


    —but it ain’t!


    I’d paint pictures of . . .


    . . . roses . . .


    . . . and kittens . . . ”


    


    I remembered what I’d learned in school choir and sang from the diaphragm. For good measure, I added a dark growl when sing-speaking the words roses and kittens just the way Jerry Orbach did on the original cast album.


    “Thank you, Amelia,” Terence broke in firmly. He and the pianist exchanged glances and smiled. “Now, if you’ll—”


    “I don’t need a script, Mr.—um, Terence.”


    I declined the brown booklet handed to me. I’d memorized the lines off the album too.


    “It’s true!” I said with a sob, clasping my hands tightly to my chest, “It’s absolutely true! I’m dying, and I don’t care!” I emphasized those last three words, drooped my head, and ended in a hoarse whisper, “I’ll be gone when the last . . . leaf . . . dies.” I closed my eyes.


    “Thank you, Amelia!” Terence shoved his clipboard under his arm and giving me a few silent claps. “Wow, what energy and enthusiasm! Thank you very much.”


    He had a wry smile on his face as I descended the few steps from the stage. I nodded, breathless.


    “That was great!” Lily patted me on the back as I resumed my seat.


    Elm turned around and winked approvingly. I couldn’t stop trembling for a full thirty minutes.


    ~~~


    “I don’t understand,” I said to Lily as we walked home later that afternoon. “You mean everybody who tried out is going to make it?”


    “Pretty much. I told you before that Terence needs all the help he can get, so tryouts are really what he calls placement tests. He’s just seeing what we can do so he’ll know how to use us.”


    “What if he didn’t like my singing or acting?”


    I was young, but I wasn’t stupid. I had seen the amused look he’d exchanged with the pianist.


    “Well, then, he’ll just put you to work on scenery or costumes or sound or something. And even if we do get a part, we still all have to work on a technical crew too.”


    “Yeah, okay.”


    I wasn’t happy. I’d promised my father that I’d stick to this thing, but I didn’t like the idea of sticking to it backstage.


    “He’ll post who has a part and what crews we’re on before tomorrow’s rehearsal. And the rest of the cast will be here too. Ronde de jambe,” Lily added, lifting one knee and drawing a circle with her pointed toe. “Don’t worry if you don’t get a part. The tech crews are lots of fun too.”


    “Oh, fermez la bouche, Lily!” I said and ran on ahead.


    When I got back to my room that afternoon, I didn’t automatically turn on my cassette player as usual. Instead I took the four Broadway cast album tapes stacked on the dresser, and stuck them in a drawer. I’d had enough of Broadway today.


    I went into Barbara’s room, borrowed her old Jim Croche tape, stretched out on my bed and let the music of “Time in a Bottle” drift over me. I sighed. It was going to be a long summer.


    ~~~


    Gil took the top off the kitchen trash receptacle and hauled the liner bag out by the drawstrings. “Umpfh! What did you put in this thing? Bricks?”


    “I cleaned out the refrigerator. Whatever was in those glass jars was so moldy I couldn’t bear to handle it, so I tossed them out.” I shuddered.


    “My olives? You threw out my olives?” Gil set down the bag and pretended that he was about to open it.


    Laughing, I hurried forward to stop him. “No, your olives are fine. They’ve been given a reprieve. If you always use a clean fork to get them out, they’ll last indefinitely. Or so Hester tells me. I’m learning quite a lot from Hester.”


    “Well, keep it up. Maybe you’ll be able to cook by the time the baby gets here.”


    I gave him one of my disapproving teacher looks. My non-existent cooking skills were a source of merriment for everyone I knew.


    “Or maybe you’ll finally get used to my expertly microwaved TV dinners,” I suggested with artificial brightness.


    “I better get this outside.”


    Gil hefted the bag again, which clinked musically. He moved to the screened porch, where I heard the crash as he tossed the bag in the big trash bin.


    As he came back inside, he said, “Remind me again. Which of those guys was the one who got murdered?”


    I picked up the tabloid from the nearby coffee table and pointed at the photo. “Danny. Danny DiNicco. Charlotte Yates’s third husband, according to this.”


    He squinted at it. “Oh, yeah, I remember now. The pretty boy.”


    “We thought of him as the handsome boy. Or rather, the handsome man. He was really nice too. And friendly.”


    “Oh, right, friendly. Is that what you called it?”


    “Of course!”


    “You were just kids. What did you know?”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    “You made it!” Lily patted me on the back. “See there? I told you so!”


    She pointed to a list posted on a bulletin board backstage. “There’s your name under chorus, and you’ll be working on costumes too!” She laughed and we both knew why.


    “I can read.”


    I’d gotten a D in Home Ec the semester we made dirndl skirts, even after I’d put the waistband back in four times. Still, I’d made the chorus for The Last Leaf. It said so, up there in black and white, so it wasn’t a total washout.


    “Did you get what you wanted?” said a deep voice behind us.


    Lily and I spun around and found ourselves less than five feet away from the handsomest man I had ever seen in my entire short life.


    It was Danny DiNicco.


    I’d seen him on stage last summer, of course, but I was sophisticated enough to know that people looked quite different in everyday life without makeup and costume to cover their flaws.


    Flaws, however, were hard to spot on Danny DiNicco. He was a couple of inches shorter than Elm, but under the loose white shirt he wore over artistically ragged jeans, I had the impression there was solid muscle. His face was classically handsome, almost too perfect, with a slightly arched nose, high cheekbones, and a hint of a dimple in his chin.


    His dark eyes glistened, like the onyx college ring my mother wore on her right hand. His eyelashes were so long, I suppressed a pang of envy. A strand of black hair fell down over one eye, and I had an irrational desire to reach up and tenderly brush it back into place.


    Struck uncharacteristically dumb, Lily nodded.


    Stepping in between us, Danny DiNicco draped his arms around our shoulders and turned to the call board. He smelled of freshly ironed shirt and shaving cream.


    He looked down at Lily. “What part d’you get?”


    She pointed a shy finger at her name listed in the chorus.


    “Sure! You’re Lily! You were here last year! And you?” It was my turn.


    I pointed.


    “Amelia, eh? Named after the lady pilot, right?”


    “No, after my great-grandmother, actually,” I said to his Adam’s apple. I hadn’t been this up close and personal next to a male non-relative since I’d played Red Rover in fourth grade.


    He squeezed my shoulder. “Doesn’t matter. That’s how I’ll remember your name. It’ll be great to work with you, Amelia Earhart.” It seemed to me he looked searchingly at my face for a beat longer, but I’d been reading Jane Eyre last night, and I could have been wrong. “Terence says you’re quite the little actress.”


    “H-he does?”


    He stepped back and held out a hand. “Daniel DiNicco—Danny.”


    I shook it. He already had a pet name for me! I was in love.


    “Checking out the new blood, DiNicco?”


    A short, curly haired blond man appeared suddenly from behind one of the curtains. His voice seemed bigger than he was.


    Danny pulled Lily and me closer. “Remember, I was here first, Claussen. But are they not delicious?”


    “Indeed!” Neil Claussen held out his hand to Lily. “Especially my old dance partner here.”


    She took his hand and stepped forward into a whirling dance step that ended in a deep bow.


    Neil kissed her hand lightly and murmured, “Hello, dear girl.” His pink, freckled face was endearingly ugly, and mischief danced in his eyes.


    “Hello, Neil,” Lily said breathlessly, blushing a deep pink. She turned a meaningful smile at me.


    Nobody had ever called me delicious before. I stood utterly still, holding my breath lest Danny take his arm away from my waist.


    He looked down at me. “Miss Amelia Earhart, do you dance too?”


    He slid his arm around my back and laced the fingers of my right hand in his. He guided me through a number of simple steps.


    “Polka, perhaps. Or tango?” Effortlessly, with one smooth move, he dipped me.


    “Just the jitterbug,” I managed to gasp while suspended with my ponytail brushing the stage. My cousin Bob had taught me the outdated dance a few months before.


    “In that case,” he said, pulling me upright and extending me at arm’s length, “let’s go!”


    Hand in hand, we ran to center stage and began a frantic jitterbug, while Neil and Lily clapped rhythm and sang the tune in la-la syllables. Right away, I could tell Danny danced a fancier Jitterbug than my cousin Bob ever thought about. Before I could see it coming, I was flying through the air over his head and sliding on my knees across the floor, stopping just short of the orchestra pit.


    “Bravo!” I heard Terence’s voice booming from the back of the auditorium. He was applauding as he sauntered down the center aisle. “Amelia, you didn’t tell me you were an American Bandstand alumna!”


    Panting and grinning, I took Danny’s proffered hand, and he pulled me to my feet.


    As I brushed dust off my knees, adjusted my skirt, and tucked in my blouse, Terence added, “However, gentlemen, I hope it won’t be necessary to reiterate our previous discussion re local flora and fauna. You follow? Neil? Danny?”


    “Yes, sir!” said Neil jauntily and vaulted, acrobat-style, off the stage over the orchestra pit, making a neat, upright landing in the center aisle. Danny winked at me and made a more sedate exit down the side steps into the auditorium. I scurried along behind and found that Lily had saved me a seat next to her.


    A much larger group gathered in the front rows of the theatre today.


    Terence Jamison leaned on the grand piano. Next to him was a chair, supporting a large cardboard box.


    “Look at that label,” I whispered to Lily. “Samuel French. He’s a theatrical publisher. Those are the scripts!”


    She rolled her eyes. I’d told her something she already knew.


    Terence consulted his clipboard, exchanged a few whispered words with a stocky brown-bearded young man in the front row, slid his reading glasses up his forehead to rest in his tawny hair, and turned to address the assembly.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. Those of you who’ve heard this all before, bear with me. As for all you tenderfeet—” he smiled graciously at the smattering of chuckles and surveyed the group “—this summer, you will be working in a real, honest-to-goodness professional theatre, and, as such, you will be expected to behave in a professional manner.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the piano. “By that, I mean that we arrive on time, pay attention, learn what we need to learn as quickly as possible, and recognize the one Universal Eternal Truth.” He held up a long index finger.


    I glanced at Lily. She had a faint smile of recognition on her lips.


    “And what is this one Universal Eternal Truth? Anyone?”


    Allison Bouyea raised her hand.


    “Yes? Allison?”


    “The director is always right.”


    “Excellent, Allison! That bears repeating—you!” He swiveled on one foot and abruptly pointed at Lily.


    “—director’s always right!”


    Terence Jamison slapped his fist to his heart. “That always gets me right here.” He gave a mock sob


    “Now, being a good Catholic, I wouldn’t go so far to say that I’m God in this company. That would be blasphemous. However, Emperor would not be inappropriate.” He smiled broadly. “And why? Because it’s my name on the poster, kids, and if you do a lousy job, it will reflect on yours truly, and that isn’t good.” He shook his head slowly and held up the clipboard. “And this is the Mighty Clipboard, containing all the wisdom of the Imperial Director. So take mental notes, people, ’cause here’s how it’s going to be.”


    Terence Jamison should have been a teacher. He imparted information succinctly and with humor, and when he was finished everyone understood what was expected.


    He spent a good deal of time covering the rules. Smoking was restricted to the lobby and the parking lot just outside the auditorium exit doors, “because,” he explained, “this place is a firetrap.” Dressing rooms, which were located under the stage, were to be strictly segregated by sex. “Another kind of firetrap,” said Terence, leering gently.


    “I want to point out that I’m a local boy, and I care what this town thinks of us, so if anybody can’t behave as a lady or gentleman—no matter who it is—they’re out!” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “And we’ll make do without them in the best Forty-Second Street tradition.”


    “Forty-second street?” I whispered to Lily.


    “The movie,” she whispered.


    “Movie?” I whispered back. It didn’t ring a bell.


    She frowned and put a finger to her lips. “Shh! I’ll tell you later.”


    Everyone was to be on time to both rehearsal and tech meetings. “You’ll find a large calendar on the call board next to those stairs with the times and places of everything leading up to the first performance. Everyone will need one of these.” He held up a small assignment pad. “Take down the times and places. It’s your responsibility to be there. Now I understand that some of you civilians have lives outside our little world.”


    He grinned and scanned the crowd. “Silly little things, such as jobs and college classes. We will do our best to accommodate you, but please check now to make sure you can handle this. You’d hate to have to pull out in the middle of things and leave a gaping hole in the show. Even worse—I’d hate it, so let’s try to work out any problems ahead of time. As you can see, I’m pretty demanding. I feel very strongly about the quality of our productions.”


    “Whew!” Terence heaved a big sigh and sagged against the piano in mock exhaustion. “Thank goodness that’s out of the way! Now, here’s the good part: This year I have assembled as talented and experienced a cast and crew as in any theatre company I’ve ever worked with, whether here or in New York. Allow me introduce you to one another.”


    One by one, we each stood and said our name. It wasn’t all that hard to tell the local people—the Civilians—from the Seasoned Broadway Performers. Clothes, for example: theirs were briefer, tighter, and unbuttoned farther down, and there was a tendency to bare midsections. To my surprise, though, the Civilian women seemed to be wearing more makeup than the Seasoned Broadway Performers.


    Terence’s corpulent, brown-bearded confidante turned out to be Chris Gold, the stage manager. When introduced, he waved to the crowd with a shy grin.


    “Last, but by no means least, is my baby sister, Dierdre, joining us for the first time this summer.” From the first row, Terence pulled a pretty, strawberry-haired, freckle-faced girl to her feet. Making an embarrassed grimace at her brother, she nodded her head in a half-bow, then hastily sat. She had the same dancer’s grace. I guessed she was about my age.


    “I don’t know her. Is she from around here?”


    “She goes to St. Mary’s Academy,” Lily whispered back.


    That explained it. Most of the kids we knew went to public school.


    “ . . . and my lovely and talented wife, Pat Gerard.”


    A tall, buxom woman with a wasp waist and a luxurious mop of shiny black hair stood and threw Terence a sultry kiss with long-taloned fingers. Even as she just stood there, she radiated glamour. Were her eyelashes false? If they weren’t, she was even luckier than Danny DiNicco.


    “Isn’t she something? She looks like Cruella deVille, but she’s really nice. You need to ask her to show you the trunk.”


    I opened my mouth to ask why and what trunk, but somebody thrust something in my hands. It was a soft book, about the size of my mother’s Ladies Home Journal, bound in thick brown paper. A label on the front bore the title of the play, The Last Leaf; and the names of the librettist, lyricist and composer. I turned the pages. It was nothing but sheet music with the lyrics.


    “This is the musical script. Those of you with speaking parts already have your sides.” Terence pulled stacks of brown books from the cardboard box and passed them to outstretched hands. “We’re on a budget here, so only the principals have full scripts—yes?”


    “What’s a side?”


    It was Elm. I was filled with embarrassment at his ignorance.


    “It’s a script with the cues and lines for your part only. You won’t need one, so don’t worry. Now remember, people, these scripts do not belong to us. Repeat, they are only rented. That is why you will observe Dictate Number One, which is—come on, veterans, what is it?”


    Almost everybody looked up from their scripts and chanted together, heads bobbing, “Write lightly with number two pencil only!”


    “Right! So it can be erased. And if you don’t observe this rule, you will have to purchase your script. And how much does a script cost?”


    “Thirty-five dollars apiece!” some called in a bored voice.


    Terence held up a finger. “Wrong! They’re forty this year!”


    A hum of disbelief swept through the Civilians. I looked at my music with renewed respect.


    Terence strolled over to where I sat and leaned over. “Amelia, I’m giving you a speaking part too.”


    I could feel my cheeks redden with pleasure. “Really?”


    He smiled. “Don’t get too excited, dear. It’s not that big. You’re Maud Kelly, washerwoman.” He handed me a plain typed page. “I have no doubt you’ll make something spectacular of it. It’s the last spoken line before the musical finale.”


    I only had one line, given at the very end of the play: “A tragedy, that’s what it is. ’Tis a real shame.”


    I murmured the line under my breath several times, affecting what I supposed was an Irish brogue under my breath until Lily shushed me. I’d have to work on it at home.


    Terence looked at his watch. “We’re going to take our lunch break now. It’ll be longer than usual today. When you return, we will begin the first read-through, so be sure to eat hearty and get your potty breaks out of the way.”


    Everyone stood and began stretching and gathering their belongings.


    Terence raised his voice over the growing sound of banter. “Be back in two hours.”


    “Two whole hours!” Lily said as we stepped out into the street.


    “What did he mean about Forty-Second Street?”


    “It’s an old movie about a Broadway show. The leading lady, who nobody likes anyway, breaks her leg and another girl takes her place and goes from unknown to star!” She ended the sentence dramatically, with a wide arm gesture. “Does that explain it well enough?”


    “Yes. I remember that movie now. It was on TV. I just didn’t remember the title.”


    I pushed open the theater door. The noontime sunshine caused us to squint after the relative gloom inside.


    “You going home?” Lily asked.


    “I don’t think so. My mother’s not expecting me. She gave me some money to get lunch. Let’s go to Mason’s.”


    In the lower level of the variety store, under the stairs and next to the tires and the tools, was a snack counter where you could buy a hot dog and a soft drink for a dollar and a quarter. Mother expected me to get the nutritious, three dollar blue plate special at the Courthouse Cafe, but what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.


    “That way, I can afford something at the Confeck after.” Suddenly feeling generous, I said, “I’ll even treat you. We can get ice cream cones.”


    Thus it was that I happened to be standing just outside the tiny ladies’ restroom in the basement of Mason’s Variety. Loaded down with our purses, one under one each arm, two hot dogs and two paper cups of soda, I was waiting for Lily to emerge when Terence galloped down the wide staircase and strode past me at a high rate of speed. I opened my mouth to greet him, but before I could, he walked around a six-foot high wall of tires and was lost to my sight.


    I reached out one foot to kick on the ladies’ room door to hurry Lily up. It was a stupid move because I was thrown off balance and just barely avoided dropping both our meals on the floor.


    As I was gathering myself I heard, “Over here!” It was a female voice.


    “Okay, I got the message! What’s going on?” Terence was whispering, but his theatre-trained voice carried easily to my ears. Suddenly, he gasped and sputtered in surprise. “Eileen? Begad, girl! What are you doing here? What were you thinking coming here?”


    The answer to his question was a high-pitched whimper. I couldn’t make out the words.


    “But why call me?” Terence asked.


    Again I missed the response, but it sounded frantic.


    “Yes, but don’t you know what danger this puts you in? You’ve got to go back! You were safe out there.”


    Keeping a careful grip on our bargain meals, I edged closer to the stack of tires.


    “ . . . and he always told me to come to you if I needed help,” whispered the female voice with a sob.


    “Yes, yes, I know I owe your father a lot, but you don’t know who’s in my cast.” Terence’s voice grew louder. He was pacing closer to the stack of tires. “He’s very talented, but he’s also . . . well, connected. He seems all right, but I don’t know.”


    I moved back a few steps and missed hearing the response. This Eileen, whoever she was, needed to work on her diction.


    “Oh, all right. We’ll come up with something. Just let me think about it. I’m going to have to talk to Pat about this.”


    The sounds of everyday commerce at the Mason’s automotive department—voices, cash registers, the muffled staccato of an impact wrench in the nearby garage—filled the silence as I strained my ears and lost a little relish off Lily’s hot dog.


    Eileen murmured again.


    “All right, all right. I’ll have Pat meet you there later. But you’ve got to promise to . . . ” Again the ambient noise drowned out his words.


    I edged forward and stumbled into a metal stand displaying cardboard tire cutouts. The stand fell over, and immediately Terence came around the divider to face me. The expression on his face was not a friendly one.


    I felt myself shrinking under my load of hot dogs, cups of soda, and wallets. “Um, sorry.” I glanced past him to get a glimpse of Mystery Girl, but this Eileen person had vanished. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. We were—I mean, Lily and I were—um, getting lunch.” I held up my burdens by way of explanation. “I thought I heard crying and—”


    Terence stepped closer. “Amelia—” I didn’t like his stern tone.


    He was interrupted by the sound of a flushing toilet.


    He took my elbow, leaned in and whispered roughly in my ear, “We’ll speak of this later.” And he was gone.


    Hastily I returned to my post. By the time the restroom door began to open, Terence had galloped back up the stairs at surprising speed. Well, he was a dancer.


    I handed over Lily’s wallet, hot dog, and drink. “Wait a minute.”


    I stepped around the wall of tires and scanned the scene, looking for clues to explain what I’d just heard. There were two well-worn plastic-covered chairs and a small table littered with ragged issues of catalogs and Mechanics Illustrated as well as several tall cardboard signs boasting of tire prices, but nothing to indicate just what the heck was going on. Eileen must have left by the garage entrance, which was across the street from the Greyhound bus station. Hmm.


    “What gives?” Lily was standing behind me.


    I shrugged and turned. “It’s nothing. Come on, let’s go eat these in the park.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    “Isn’t this cute?” I asked Lily. “It’s a tiny stewardess uniform!” We’d been strolling down the aisles of Vickery’s dime store after lunch and happened on the toy department. “Look at the little wing pin on the lapel.”


    Lily wrinkled her nose. “It’s just a doll. I outgrew that stuff years ago! Besides, it’s a knockoff of the real one.”


    “I just like to collect them,” I declared in order to justify my childish interest. I picked up a brunette version.


    Lily gave a snorting giggle. “She looks like Pat Gerard. Look at that chest!”


    “That’s not nice, Lily. She—omigosh! Look!”


    It was Pat Gerard herself, walking rapidly up the aisle toward the checkout as quickly as her husband had just done a half hour earlier in Mason’s. Scowling, she swept past without noticing us. In one hand she carried an inexpensive yellow cotton sundress with a sunflower pattern at least several sizes too small for herself and, in the other, a shoebox. Frowning, tapping her foot, she paid for her selections and left, pushing through the heavy door impatiently.


    “Well,” said Lily, to the closing door, “ignore us, why don’t cha?” She turned to me. “What do you think that was all about?”


    I could have told Lily what I’d heard in Mason’s Variety, but if I’d stumbled on a private family crisis, to tell about it—especially to a gossip like Lily—seemed like a betrayal. Besides, maybe that dress wasn’t for Eileen.


    I shrugged. “Who knows?” It wasn’t really a lie.


    Forty minutes later the entire company had reassembled in the auditorium. Chris Gold paced back and forth next to the piano, checking his watch frequently, stroking his beard and frowning. Finally, at two-fifteen, he whispered something to the pianist, who nodded. Then he stepped forward.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, unfortunately Terence and Pat are unavoidably detained, so we’ll begin without them. As stage manager I’ll be stepping in on the occasions when Terence is busy. So if you’ll turn to page one of your scripts, we’ll begin the musical read-through. Linda, will you read for Pat’s part—you know, the landlady, Mrs. Kline?”


    The musical read-through was just that. No costumes, no sets and no makeup, just the spoken lines and the songs, sung from the music, accompanied by the piano, but they were enough for me. From the first note of the overture, I was transported to a dilapidated cold-water Greenwich Village apartment right along with the characters. It was thrilling.


    But we weren’t doing a radio play, I thought. How on earth was Terence going to manage the scenery? I’d read that the complicated two-story set in the original production had won the show a Tony award. The opening, “Greenwich Montage,” a musical pastiche of a Currier and Ives print depicting Central Park at the turn of the twentieth century, was said to have used a revolving stage. There was a photo of it on one of my albums.


    “Do you think you could paint my portrait?” The first words the Lover (played by Danny) says to the young artist Johnsie (played by Terence’s sister Dierdre) begins a flirtation that leads to a passionate romance lasting only through two songs, “Greenwich Montage” and “Art and Cold Water,” about the only apartments available to impoverished artists.


    In parting, the Lover sings a rather hypocritical song to justify his leaving: “I’m Doing This for You.” The heartbroken Johnsie falls into an unnamed, life-threatening illness. As her sister, Beatrice, (played by Celia Hurley) struggles to keep Johnsie alive, their neighbor, old reprobate painter Max (also played by Danny, in heavy makeup and body padding), makes things even more difficult with his loud drunkenness. The song, “Survival of The Fittest,” tells of Max’s lifelong ambition to be a famous artist. Max pretends to be heartless, but he is touched by the plight of the two sisters and secretly arranges to help them out financially.


    Neil, playing Mick O’Shaunnesy, sweetheart of Johnsie’s sister Beatrice, introduces a note of humor as he explains to the girl why he doesn’t have a job, and isn’t likely to get one. He pulls a sign from a storefront and holds it aloft: “No Irish Need Apply.” He then sings and dances to a sprightly Irish jig with a note of sadness.


    


    I’ll ever be a son of Erin


    So please don’t ask me why


    I crossed the wide sea


    To be in a place


    Where no Irish need apply . . .


    


    He sweeps Beatrice into his arms, dances with her and tries to persuade her to come west with him where


    


    Alls there is is cowboys and a wide blue open sky


    And nary a sign put anyplace, No Irish Need Apply!


    


    Mick asks Beatrice to marry him, but though she loves him, she chooses to remain with her sister, who needs her. Mick departs sadly. I could tell that Neil was perfect for this part.


    Johnsie (a whining character that I found rather tiresome) decides that her life force parallels that of a dying vine clinging to the wall just outside her window. In the song “The Last Leaf,” Johnsie says that every day, several leaves fall from the vine and soon they will all be gone. She has decided that the day the last leaf falls will also be her last. Beatrice is frantic and sings the impassioned descant “Hold on and Grow” over her sister’s melody of despair. The intermission curtain falls.


    Chris Gold stood. “Okay, that’s Act One, everybody. Let’s take a break right here.” He consulted his watch. “Let’s all be back in fifteen.”


    As everyone filed up the center aisle, Pat Gerard shouldered her way down to the stage and had a brief whispered consultation with Chris. Beckoning to Deirdre, she escorted the puzzled girl up the aisle. They disappeared into the lobby.


    When we all returned from our break, Terence was standing in front of the piano. “I apologize for the delay, ladies and gentlemen. Family business and all that.”


    Deirdre and a girl with long blonde hair made their way together down the aisle.


    Lily beat a tattoo on my shoulder with her index finger, whispering, “Look-look-look! Look at what’s she’s wearing!”


    “Who’s wearing?” I whispered back.


    “That girl there. She’s got on a yellow flowered sundress. I think it’s the one Pat bought at Vickery’s.”


    “You’re right!” I whispered back.


    Terence clapped his hands. “Quiet everyone! Let’s get started! Act Two.”


    Max opens the act by singing “What’s Your Pleasure?” expressing the artist’s frustration at not being able to sell his abstract paintings. He ends the song by throwing a large painting out the window into the street, where it remains.


    As Max storms out of his flat, he finds Beatrice crying on the stairs. She tells him that there is only one fragile leaf left on Johnsie’s vine. He sings with her “If I Could Believe,” which gives Beatrice courage to mount the steps and try again to pull Johnsie out of her deathwatch.


    As Max contemplates the girls’ problem, an art dealer, Leonard Price, enters with the remains of Max’s painting and in a comic scene sings “Caveat Emptor—Let the Buyer Beware!” and offers to try to sell Max’s work.


    There is a reprise of Johnsie’s miserable song of self-pity and doom, ending when Beatrice angrily tells her sister that she has turned down a marriage proposal to help her. Johnsie seems even more determined to die soon.


    That night, in an act of unselfish love, Max mounts a tall ladder outside Johnsie’s window and paints a lifelike picture of a leaf on the wall. The bitter cold makes the task extremely difficult, and Max works most of the night, singing a different, unselfish version of the faithless Lover’s farewell song, “I’m Doing This for You.”


    At sunrise Johnsie wakes and is surprised to find the leaf still firmly attached to the wall. She sings the delicate “I’ve Always Loved Mornings,” demonstrating a renewed interest in life. She asks for soup, and an overjoyed Beatrice hastens to prepare it. As the soup cooks, Beatrice writes a letter to Mick, promising to join him in a month.


    Outside, a policeman finds the frozen body of Max slumped at the base of the ladder, just as Max’s friend Leonard Price arrives with the good news that he has found a buyer for the artist’s work.


    I was so involved in the story; I almost forgot to say my one lonely line. It took a nudge from Lily and some pointed stares from the rest of the company.


    “A tragedy, that’s what it is. A real shame,” I blurted, forgetting to use the Irish accent I had decided would lend credence to my part.


    The read-through continued.


    The sunrise lends a glow to the scene (Terence told us to imagine this) and the chorus sings “I’m Doing This for You” as Max’s body is carried off and the curtain falls.


    

    ~~~


    

    “You’ve got to admit,” Gil said over our TV dinners that night as we continued our remembering, “those were the sappiest lyrics ever written. And that soap opera of a plot! I couldn’t ever figure out how all of you could do it with a straight face.” He speared the square of microwaved meat loaf that he’d carved and popped it in his mouth.


    I leaned forward with my napkin. “You’ve got a spot of gravy on your shirt.”


    He grinned. “Nice way to change the subject.” But he sat patiently as I dabbed at him. “Finished?”


    I nodded and returned to my own favorite, turkey and dressing. “For your information, it’s a true classic, based on a short story by O. Henry.”


    Gil nodded and spooned gravy into the little mashed potato section of his plastic plate. “I know, I know, the guy who wrote ‘The Gift of the Magi.’ Didn’t we have to read it in English class? That’s another sappy one. She sells her hair to buy him a watch fob, and he sells his watch to buy her a comb or something. It’s enough to give you cavities.” He stirred the gravy-potato mixture and polished it all off in three bites


    “A set of combs.” I took a sip of milk. “All right, neither one is a sophisticated story, but there’s real sentiment, real heart in them.” Infuriatingly, I could feel tears start to form yet again. “Want more milk?”


    I rose and turned my back so he couldn’t see me. I hated how pregnancy made me so emotional at the oddest times, but the story of the last leaf had always touched me.


    

    ~~~


    

    Back then I also had tears in my eyes as the final chords of The Last Leaf faded on the big piano. I didn’t look around but somehow sensed that I wasn’t the only one.


    “That was neat!” said Elm DeWitt gruffly into the quiet that followed. “Real neat.”


    Neat? How naive, I thought, remembering another high school vocabulary word as I blew my nose into a tissue from my pocket.


    We were dismissed for a dinner break and told to be back by seven. “Just a short meeting of the tech crews,” Terence informed us. “We’ll be through before dark tonight.” Which meant we’d finish before nine.


    “I’m glad we’re ending early,” I told Lily as we filed out of the theatre.


    “Why? You tired already?”


    I might as well tell her, she’ll find out soon enough. “No. It’s just that if I have to leave here after dark, I’m supposed to call home so my father can walk me back.”


    Lily’s reaction was predictable. “You’re kidding! That’s terrible! He’s treating you like a baby! You’ve got to put your foot down. Just tell him what’s what!”


    “Easier said than done,” I murmured sadly.


    She was right, though. There was absolutely no defense for my father’s attitude.


    “Take it or leave it, Peanut,” he’d told me. “If you want to be in summer theatre, them’s the rules.”


    Papa liked to pretend to be folksy, but it in no way indicated indecisiveness on his part. In fact, the cornier he got, the more stubborn he could be.


    My reaction had sounded shrill, even to myself, “Papa, I’m fifteen! Practically a grownup! How can you do this to me?”


    “With difficulty,” he’d said, and put the evening newspaper between us.


    Lily was unusually sympathetic during the walk to my house. She changed the subject and speculated about the identity of the girl in the yellow dress. I didn’t respond. I was pretty sure Terence wouldn’t want me to.


    Everybody else was telling me what to do. When would it be my turn? My petulant sense of injustice followed me all the way home. Once there, I trudged sullenly and silently upstairs to my room to wait for supper.


    Barbara was in tonight, so now I didn’t even have Jim Croche to comfort me.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    


    The next morning, Lily and I were looking at three large utility tables and two ironing boards in the forlorn storage room behind the unused projectionist’s booth, high upstairs in the old theatre. There were several shoeboxes filled with well-used patterns and an old Singer sewing machine that had definitely seen better days.


    “This is the costume department,” said Pat Gerard with a broad gesture. Her other arm was carrying a bale of light beige material.


    An eye-catching arrangement of boards and half-driven nails on one wall provided storage for dozens of spools of thread and several pairs of scissors, while one of the tables was laden with stacks of folded cotton material in a dizzying array of plaids, florals, polka dots, and solids. An ironing board occupied one corner, and there was a semi-circle of four old theatre seats in another. Off to the side was a screen, presumably for changing clothes.


    “It smells like our basement up here,” said Lily, grimacing. “Clorox.”


    “True,” Pat admitted, waving her free hand in front of her face and looking up. “There’s a leak in the roof. You’ve got no idea how hard we had to work to get it smelling even this good.” She directed a cerise index fingernail downward to indicate an empty metal bucket standing at an odd spot on the cracked linoleum. “Please, nobody move that, especially when it rains. We’ve got to keep the mildew out of here.” She unloaded her fabric burden on one of the tables.


    “What’s this for?” I asked, fingering the material. It was unbleached muslin.


    “These are rehearsal skirts. I ran ’em up last night, one for every woman in the company.” She held one up by the waistband. “The waist is stretchy, see?”


    “Rehearsal skirts?” I was still puzzled.


    Lily murmured, “We wear them during rehearsal so we’ll be accustomed to the length as we move. No use wearing out our costumes, which aren’t even finished yet, anyway.”


    It’ll make every one of us look like a sack of potatoes, I thought. Well, anyway, at least the costumes are going to be wonderful, if they turn out like the sketches on the bulletin board.


    In particular, there was a drawing of a gorgeous periwinkle blue creation featuring leg-o-mutton sleeves, a striped skirt with a bustle, and white trim, which I mentally claimed as mine. In the sketch, it even had a hat with a saucy little feather and a half-veil.


    “Did you design these?” I asked Pat.


    “I design all the costumes in the troupe.”


    “Wow!”


    I stepped forward to examine the picture more closely and nearly bumped into someone carrying a needle and thread, who shouldered past me and took one of the theatre seats. It was the new girl, again in the yellow dress. Pointedly ignoring me, she turned her attention to making stitches in the colorful garment she’d placed in her lap.


    “Oh, sorry,” I said.


    “This is, um—” Pat said, “Janey Johnson.”


    The girl stared at her work.


    “Hi.”


    The girl looked up for a second. She had strange eyes; no, it was her eyebrows. Most women I knew plucked their eyebrows to a thin line. Janey’s were thick and dark, unusual in a blonde, and arched as though she was in on some amusing secret. After glancing at us and giving a hesitant smile, she returned to her hand work.


    I pointed to a large, battered-looking trunk in the corner. “What’s this?”


    Suddenly Pat seemed to glow. I hadn’t seen her smile before, and I could now see why her husband had called her lovely. Her eyes crinkled, her well-shaped mouth revealed an even row of very white teeth, and a dimple peeked in and out of her right cheek.


    “That,” she said softly, proudly, “is my memory box. Want me to show you?”


    So this was the trunk Lily had mentioned before. Of course we did.


    The blonde girl continued to ignore us and sew diligently. Her long, straight hair formed a kind of curtain, so that I couldn’t see her expression.


    Fine, I thought, be that way.


    We three knelt around the trunk as Pat separated a key from the assortment on her key ring, turned it in the keyhole and carefully lifted the lid. Sitting atop a motley assortment of items was an overloaded scrapbook with the edges of paper sticking out on every page level. Pat opened it gently.


    “This used to belong to Terence’s mother. She saved everything. Isn’t this adorable?”


    There was an professional color picture of Terence, approximately age fourteen, looking a little incongruous in a bright green leprechaun suit and hat, a tall spangle-costumed adolescent standing next to—and towering over—similarly-dressed children.


    “That was at the dance school,” I blurted and pointed to a green spangled folded garment. “That must be the costume there.”


    Pat nodded. “Um hum. But look at this.”


    She turned a dozen heavily-pasted scrapbook pages that crackled their objection to being moved all at once to reveal an 8 x 10 glossy black-and-white picture of Terence in a leather jacket, sneering like Elvis, with his hair slicked back and a cigarette hanging from his twisted lip.


    “The Rockets, his first actual Broadway show.” Pat turned the page the reveal another photograph. “This is my favorite, though.”


    I leaned forward. “Oh my goodness, is that a moustache? He looks like that Theodore Roosevelt character in Arsenic and Old Lace. You know, he was always running up the stairs, yelling, ‘Charge!’ Is that padding around his middle?”


    Pat chuckled. “Yes. Terence has always been lean. He was playing Theodore Roosevelt, but this wasn’t Arsenic. It was a different play, San Juan Hill, about Teddy’s early years and leading up the Spanish -American War.”


    Lily reached into the trunk. “And check this out, Amelia.”


    She pulled out a glasses case. Inside were some funny-looking spectacles without the side hooks hanging from a narrow black grosgrain ribbon. She held them up.


    “He wore this in San Juan Hill. It’s a pince-nez. Look.”


    She opened the scrapbook to a page with a picture of Terence standing at attention in full old-fashioned uniform, looking just like a young Theodore Roosevelt, thin when compared with later photos of the president.


    “Be careful with that,” Pat cautioned. “Yes, that’s from the Roosevelt play and so is this.” She reached deep into the box, pulling back folded costumes and other odds and ends until she reached the bottom. “Here it is.”


    She held up a triangular, zippered leather case. “He bought this from the producer when the show was over. It’s real, but it’s never been actually used, at least not as long as we’ve had it.” She unzipped it and pulled out a long-barreled gun. A silver plate on the handle bore the initials “T. R.”


    “You say it’s real?” I asked. Even for a prop, it looked menacing. “Will it really shoot?”


    She nodded. “It’s supposed to. Don’t worry, it’s not loaded. It never was loaded in the play, either. It’s an antique, the same kind that Teddy Roosevelt really owned. Terence had the initials put on it.” She fished a small white cardboard jewelry box from a corner of the trunk and opened it. Three bullets rolled across the cotton. “These came with it.”


    She quickly replaced the lid and returned it to the depths of the memorabilia. “San Juan Hill was his first spoken role, you know. I was in the play too. That’s where we met. I played his niece, Eleanor Roosevelt.”


    I’d seen photos of Eleanor Roosevelt. She didn’t look anything like Pat. She must be a better actress than I thought. Or she had really good makeup.


    Pat replaced the gun in its pouch and began repacking the mementoes. She retrieved the key and re-locked the trunk. “I keep it here because it’s safer. Needless to say, it’s off limits when I’m not here.”


    We helped her push the heavy trunk back under the wide trestle table. “That was so cool, Pat.” I said, remembering my manners. “Thank you for showing it to us.”


    She rewarded me with another lovely smile and looked around. “Oo-kay, back to work. I’ve already started some of the costumes.” She gestured to several shapeless, sleeveless cotton garments hanging on a rolling garment rack. “We’ll alter them to fit. Now, which of you has sewing experience?”


    As a result of my dogged honesty, I was given ironing board duty instead of sewing. It could have been worse. I was to stand at the ready to press paper patterns, steam open seams and iron hems as it became necessary.


    We began work right away. “There’s no time to waste,” Pat pointed out. “We have to have more than thirty outfits ready to wear by dress rehearsal. That’s a week and a half.”


    Lily was put to work stitching seams by hand. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered to me through a mouthful of pins. “I should just take these all home and do ’em on Mom’s machine.”


    “Ask Pat about that.” I narrowly missed ironing my thumb. “I bet she wouldn’t mind.”


    She didn’t. “And if you can loan us a machine, please let me know,” she added hopefully. She glanced at her watch. “Well, gotta dash. Don’t forget, dance tryouts right after lunch. You girls keep up the good work.”


    We heard her wedge sandals clattering down the steps. There was a period of silence as we worked, but it didn’t last very long. We were young girls, after all.


    “So, Janey, are you from New York City like everybody else?” Lily asked.


    The girl stopped sewing, stared at the hand work in her lap for a few seconds, then looked up at us, her dark, expressive eyebrows arched. She gave a kind of shrug-nod combination and seemed to shrink into the theatre seat.


    “Are you in the chorus too?” I ventured.


    Another half-shrug, half nod. She resumed her stitching.


    Not one to waste time or effort on a lost cause, Lily slid an exasperated glance my way and turned the conversation back to our favorite subjects. “So, which one do you think is the cutest: Danny, Neil, or Elm?”


    “Oh, definitely Danny.”


    Lily acted shocked. “How can you say that when Neil is so. . . ”


    We proceeded to pretend Janey wasn’t there.


    The girl was a fast worker, if a silent one. She hemmed four skirts that morning, all without exchanging a word with us. Her perfect, even stitches looked like a machine had made them.


    “What a snob,” grumbled Lily later that day at lunch, as we sat at the counter at Vickery’s. She took a gargantuan bite of her egg-salad sandwich. “All those New York City girls are.”


    “Don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s gross. And I don’t think Janey’s a snob. She’s just shy.”


    I took the pickle chip from Lily’s plate and ate it. She hated pickles.


    “Not so shy with him.”


    Lily nodded in the direction of the entrance, where Chris Gold was holding the door open for Janey. With a little grin, she stopped and beckoned to him to bend down so she could whisper something in his ear. He nodded and broke into a smile, stroking his beard.


    Janey smiled back at him and imitated the gesture on her own chin. Chris’s guffaw filled the store.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    I dreaded the dance tryouts. Terence would be there and would probably chew me out for spying on him at Mason’s tire department. Which I hadn’t, I reminded myself as Lily and I consumed sandwiches at Vickery’s lunch counter. Not really. Okay, I was curious, but wouldn’t anybody have been? I mean, all that sobbing and pleading and everything.


    I longed to tell Lily all about it, but restrained myself.


    Terence didn’t wait for the tryouts to speak to me. When Lily and I pushed through the outer door into the lobby, he was there, standing by the ticket window.


    He uncrossed his arms and walked towards us. “Amelia, I need a word with you.”


    Lily’s eyes widened. She whispered, “Maybe he’s going to give you a bigger part! Good luck!” She patted my shoulder and hurried into the auditorium.


    “Come in the office.”


    He led the way. It was pretty Spartan, compared to the office my dad had out at the lumberyard. Just a large desk topped by a manual typewriter, three chairs, a telephone, and a filing cabinet, but the walls were covered with at least a dozen huge black-and-white photos of members of the cast in other plays.


    Every one of the professional performers was represented. There was even a larger version of what I thought of as Terence’s Elvis picture from The Rockets.


    At this moment his face didn’t look much friendlier than Elvis’. His rusty eyebrows were dipped in a deep frown and his dancer’s posture was hunched a bit, as if he was either sad or about to spring.


    “Sit down,” he ordered, taking the chair behind the desk.


    I sat. “Look, Mr. Jamison, I’m sorry about—”


    He held up his hand and shook his head. “I’m Terence, remember?” His tone of voice sounded friendlier, so I relaxed a little. “I wanted to personally ask you for a favor.”


    This wasn’t so terrible. I took a deep, relieved breath. “Anything.” I immediately regretted saying it.


    Anything, dummy? What if he’s one of those lecher people you hear about who prey on young girls? Could Lily’s mother be correct in her suspicions?


    I was suddenly grateful that the thick, sturdy desk stood between us and mentally calculated the distance to the door.


    “Let me explain, Amelia. It’s about what you overheard at Mason’s. No, no, wait!” Once again he interrupted my eager apology. “I know you meant no harm, but I must ask you, implore you, to keep whatever you heard strictly confidential.”


    I could do that. I nodded.


    “Okay.”


    “Would you mind telling me what it was you did hear?”


    “Sure, um, you met some girl at the tire department. She was scared, I could tell that.” I counted off what else I remembered on my fingers. “You said she was in danger and she should have stayed where she was, and . . . and . . . you were going to have to speak to Pat, and her name was Eileen. The girl’s, I mean, not Pat’s.”


    Terence heaved a deep sigh, leaned forward and rubbed a hand over his face. “Well, I guess you did hear pretty much all of it. Did you see us too?”


    “Well, you, not her. She was gone when I looked. But I know who it is. It’s that new girl, Janey, isn’t it? Why is she in danger? What did she do?”


    “Nothing. She just saw something. And heard something, a little bit like you.” His eyebrows lifted meaningfully.


    “But why did she have to come here? You said you owed her father a lot. Is that it?”


    Terence rolled his eyes. “You heard that too? Begad, girl, are you always this nosy?”


    I was offended. “I’m not nosy and I wasn’t spying. Lily and I were there first. You and Janey, Eileen—whatever her name is—came later. We were just taking turns using the restroom. I couldn’t help what I heard!” Realizing that I was raising my voice, I added, more quietly, “I wasn’t spying.”


    Terence glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get the tryouts started. Look, if you promise not to breathe a syllable of this to anyone, then I promise I’ll explain to you exactly what it’s all about later on. Can I trust you?”


    I nodded gravely. I thought about crossing my heart, but decided against it.


    He frowned. “Lives are at stake, Amelia. It really is life and death. And it depends on you.”


    I nodded again, feeling a heavy weight descend on me. It felt a little like fear.


    Suddenly, his expression totally changed. “Well then, let’s go to the dance tryouts! Are you trying out?” He rose from his seat and headed for the office door.


    “I-I was going to. I am.”


    He laughed and opened the door. “Why, of course you are. Why did I have to ask?”


    

    ~~~


    

    “I didn’t know anything about that secret stuff,” Gil remarked as we ate breakfast the next day.


    “Of course you didn’t. That’s why they call that kind of thing secret. Nobody else did, either. At least, not for a while.”


    He drained his orange juice and grimaced. “What is this stuff?”


    “It’s frozen. I wasn’t sure how many cans of water to use when I mixed it. Is it too thin or too thick?” I stood, ready to try to remedy the situation.


    He looked at the empty glass. “It’s just too—bad. Just dump it out, honey. This instant coffee is okay.” He lifted his cup. “Now, tell me about that dance tryout. I wasn’t there.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    “Do you know ‘The Waltz of the Flowers’?” I asked Irene Chavez, the dark-haired, long-boned pianist. “By Tchaikovsky,” I added for good measure.


    I’d made up my mind; I’d prove myself a performer of Broadway caliber. It was a rather desperate effort. The only dance routine I knew was one my sister did in her ballet recital, and mine was a pale imitation. Still, I was determined to give it a try. The Great White Way beckoned.


    “Certainly.”


    Irene nodded and struck an opening chord. Her large brown eyes contained just the slightest shade of patient amusement. Her long fingers immediately began pounding out the familiar tune. Of course she knew Tchaikovsky! Irene, apparently, knew and could play anything.


    Gritting my teeth, I strode to the center of the stage and started frolicking around to the music, bobbing, skipping, and twirling, raising my arms in approximations of the graceful ovals that Lily and my sister would often assume. I pointed my toes and took a running leap, landing on the side of my foot and collapsing with a loud thump on the boards. Waving for Irene to continue, I pulled myself quickly to my feet and began a series of wobbly turns.


    “Amelia! Amelia!” Terence called, laughing. “I applaud your fortitude, but I think we’ve seen enough. We can’t have you hurting yourself.” He made a throat-cutting motion for Irene. “You have a nice sense of rhythm and move gracefully. You’ll make a perfect swayer and reactor.”


    My heart sank. “Beg pardon?”


    Swayer didn’t sound very Broadway to me and reactor sounded sort of atomic. It didn’t bode well, I thought, using another expression from a Victorian novel I’d recently read.


    “You just sway to the music and react to the story. I know you’ll have no trouble with the latter.” He chuckled.


    I smiled half-heartedly and made my way off the stage. My sense of disappointment was eased somewhat when I passed Elm DeWitt, carrying a bag of tools backstage.


    He leaned down and murmured, “Don’t feel too bad. He had me try to dance, and then told me I belonged in a herd of buffalo.” He grinned, shrugged, and continued on his way.


    My eyes widened in amazement. Terence thought our star quarterback Elm, known all over Clinton County for his amazing footwork, was clumsy?


    I resumed my seat next to Lily.


    “Dierdre, DiNicco, onstage. Let’s see you do the opening dance,” Terence ordered.


    Irene struck the chords to the waltz that shows the Lover and Johnsie falling in love. I’d always thought the dance, which involved whirling in circles with the man’s arm around the girl’s tiny waist, to be incredibly romantic. This time was no exception.


    Danny’s muscular arms clasped Diedre ever tighter to him as they spun around the stage, gazing into each other’s eyes. It could have been my imagination, but Dierdre’s eyes seemed to widen more and more by the second. It also seemed to have grown suddenly quite warm in the theatre.


    All at once, Terence barked, “Thank you! That’ll do!” and the two stopped abruptly, breathing heavily. Dierdre’s pale, freckled complexion was crimson. She put both her hands to her cheeks.


    We applauded.


    Danny took Dierdre’s hand in his and bowed over it gallantly. Then he guided her gently offstage, still holding her hand in his.


    Either both of them were marvelous actors, or I’d just seen some heavy infatuation going on.


    Lily whispered to me, “Whew! Who knew the waltz could be so . . . so intense!”


    Terence handed his clipboard over to Chris Gold. “Take over, will you? I have some important calls to make.” He hurried up the theatre aisle, with Pat following close after him.


    “So, anybody else?”


    Chris Gold lifted a page on his clipboard. I heard movement behind us, and turned around.


    Janey Johnson had her hand raised.


    Chris stuck a pencil behind his ear and frowned. “Um, I don’t know. Are you sure?”


    But Janey, clad again in the cheap and surprisingly flattering sundress, was already striding down the aisle. Pausing to whisper in Irene’s ear, she then made her way onstage, and struck a graceful ballet-looking pose. As the opening chords of “Greenwich Montage” began, she turned slowly and surveyed an imaginary crowd. As the pace of the music quickened, she bustled around the stage, acting out the busy street scene in rhythmic pantomime.


    Before our eyes she became a coquette, catching the eye of a young swain, and shyly averting her gaze as she fluttered her eyelashes, making good use of her dark eyebrows, which were clearly visible, even at that distance. Moving to the music, she accepted his imaginary arm, and began to stroll along the street.


    Suddenly she began singing the verse to the show’s opening song: This isn’t Paris, nor is it much like Rome . . .


    It was a dance tryout, and she wasn’t supposed to sing, but Janey’s voice was lovely, light, bell-like, and perfect for the old-fashioned song. It was even better, I had to admit, than Dierdre’s.


    


    But there’s something here in the atmosphere


    That makes it feel like home . . .


    Greenwich Village,


    This is where I’ll bring my dream—


    


    “Thank you!” Chris interrupted, “Very nice. Wow!”


    The assembly burst into spontaneous applause as Janey bobbed a brief curtsey and moved down the stairs. For a split second I caught a glimpse of her dark, raised eyebrows and a self-satisfied expression on her face.


    She knows she’s good, really good. But she’s crazy to put herself forward like that, if she’s supposed to be in hiding.


    Chris called for a twenty-minute break. Lily and I stood, but instead of heading out the entrance to the vending machines as usual, Lily began edging her way toward the side entrance.


    “Where’re you going?” I whispered. That was sotto voce, I said to myself proudly, remembering another theatre term.


    Lily rolled her eyes and tilted her head in the direction of the exit, where Neil Claussen stood waiting for her, cigarette pack and lighter in hand.


    I shrugged and went my own way. If she wanted to stand around out there sucking up other people’s cigarette smoke and ruining her singing voice, it was her business. I tried to ignore the pang of envy I felt. All the really cute boys were out there.


    There was only one person at the snack machine, a skinny hippie-looking kid sporting a short dark brown pony tail, with his back to me, dropping coins in the slot.


    

    ~~~


    

    “Hold it. Skinny? Hippie-looking? Is that how you saw me?” Gil gathered his breakfast dishes and carried them to the sink.


    “Well, you were, weren’t you?” I rinsed his juice glass and placed it in the dishwasher.


    “I thought I was cool. I was working on a beard and everything.”


    His wounded tone would have been more convincing if he hadn’t been trying so hard to keep a straight face.


    “As you may remember,” I pointed out, “you weren’t exactly Mr. Charm that day.”


    

    ~~~


    

    When his chocolate bar became wedged and refused to dislodge, he began to curse and pound the glass.


    “Wait, wait,” I said impulsively, “I think I can help.” I had been in this situation before.


    The boy turned around. “What do you mean?”


    “Gilly Dickensen! What are you doing here?”


    He crossed his arms and leaned against the machine. “That’s Gil to my friends and Mr. Dickensen to you, but I might ask you the same question, Prentice,” he said in a surprisingly deep voice. There were a few stray hairs on his chin and upper lip.


    I gathered all the dignity I could. “I’m in the play.”


    “Well, I’m doing sound for the play,” he answered, mocking my tone. Frowning, he pointed at the ceiling. “Upstairs, in the projection booth. But you said you could help me. How?”


    I noticed that there was a hole in the knee of his jeans. Was he in style or just short of money?


    “Like this. I’ll make my selection.” I deposited my coins and pressed the numbered buttons. “My crackers will knock your candy bar down, see?”


    As I explained the trick, my mind was racing. Gilly, that is, Mr. Dickensen was two years ahead of me in school. The boy had definitely changed. The last time I saw him was at a school concert. Then he had short hair and sang alto in the mixed chorus.


    I pulled the knob confidently, then a second time. My cheese-and-peanut-butter snack crackers moved forward, then stopped, poised over the precipice.


    “Doggone it!”


    I struck the glass with my fist. Gil’s candy bar wobbled and fell.


    “Voilà!”


    He hastened to retrieve it. “Thanks, Prentice.” He peeled back the wrapper and took a bite. “Bye.” He turned to leave.


    My crackers were still stuck. “Wait! Aren’t you going to—”


    “Sorry, too busy.”


    Chewing, he loped across the lobby and fled through the door to the upstairs, narrowly missing a hallway collision with Chris Gold, who entered the theatre office.


    I struck the glass of the snack machine again, a wasted effort. “I hate that boy!”


    I fished in my purse for more coins. My stomach was growling. With any luck, I could make this stupid machine yield something. The second time I tried it, my trick worked and the machine yielded two packs of crackers. An expensive snack, but hunger won out.


    

    ~~~


    

    “That’s not quite the way I remember it. As I recall, there was a giggly little girl making eyes at me and it was all I could do to peel her off and get back to work.” He sat back down at the table.


    “Oh, really? Trust me, you weren’t all that irresistible. To tell you the truth, I thought you were totally obnoxious.”


    Gil did an exaggerated double-take. “What? I thought of it as dry wit. I was cultivating a world-weary attitude suitable for a globe-trotting journalist.”


    “Is that right?”


    “Yep, but after the globe-trotting that I did experience . . . well, now I’m just glad to stay put.”


    I linked my fingers with his. The bantering mood was broken. Gil had seen action with the Army in the first Gulf War.


    “Was it that bad?”


    He patted my hand and kissed it. “Yes, no, maybe, and all of the above.” He shook himself. “Come on. What else do you remember?”


    

    ~~~


    

    Crackers in hand, I turned to go back into the theatre, but as I did, loud arguing came from behind the theatre office door.


    “She what?” It was Terence’s voice.


    Murmur, murmur.


    “Oh, no, she won’t! She can’t!”


    Murmur, murmur.


    “Go get her! Now!”


    I ducked into the nearby telephone booth a fraction of a second before Chris emerged from the office and headed into the auditorium.


    What’s happening?


    Within sixty seconds he returned through the lobby, pulling a reluctant Janey by the elbow into the office, followed by Pat. The door slammed shut.


    Once again, the voices were muffled. I couldn’t hear. Slowly I moved toward the door.


    “What’re you doing, Amelia Earhart?” somebody asked behind my back.


    I whirled.


    It was Dierdre and Danny, arms around each other.


    “I, um, I just got myself some, um, crackers.” I held the remaining package up as proof. Casually, I headed back towards the door to the auditorium.


    Meandering slowly, I watched them out of the corner of my eye. They moved to the snack machine, where Danny fished change from his pocket and bought Dierdre’s choice without the slightest mechanical problem. She giggled as she accepted it.


    Was I observing the blossoming of a relationship here? He hadn’t danced with me that way and the smouldering looks she gave him left little to the imagination. A familiar sinking feeling of disappointment began again. This summer was developing its own musical score in my mind. The melody floated in my head.


    


    Why are all the sweetest love songs


    Played for someone else, not me?


    


    I blinked. Hard. Get a grip, Amelia!


    Shaking off self-pity for more pressing issues, I tossed one more glance down the hall. The sounds from the office were impossible to discern at this distance.


    As I was about to open the auditorium door, Chris Gold emerged from the office, carrying the Mighty Clipboard. He strode past us rapidly, stone-faced, followed quickly by a smug-looking Janey, a frowning Pat, and a scowling Terence, who immediately spotted his sister.


    Gesturing the others to go on without him, he turned and beckoned to her. “Dierdre, come with me. We’ve got to talk.” With a puzzled glance at her brother and a wave at Danny, she obeyed.


    I tried to look casual as I slipped back into the nearby phone booth. Somewhere inside, my conscience was whispering, Aren’t you ashamed? You’re turning into Lily McIndrick. I ignored it and waited until the office door closed. Now the lobby was empty, and I was free to move nearer to listen better.


    Dierdre was not a happy camper. “What? Terence, no, no, no! You promised me that part! Why are you punishing me? Because Danny’s attracted to me?”


    “Come on, Dee! It’s got nothing to do with DiNicco. This is a win-win. The young Duchess part in Marinade is yours. It’s longer, has more songs, and it fits your voice better anyway.”


    “So what if it does? Why her all of a sudden? Eileen, Janey, whatever her name is. Out of the blue like that?”


    “I had to. She said she’d leave otherwise.”


    “So what? She shouldn’t be here anyway. And what about Danny? You know who his uncle is.”


    Who is Danny’s uncle?


    “Don’t worry about that. Pat has a plan.”


    Dierdre was whining now. “C’mon! We don’t need her! Let her go!”


    “You know I can’t do that. There’s no telling what would happen to her. You know the danger she’s in! If something happened to her, her father’d never forgive me. I’d never forgive myself. While she’s here I’ll work out something, and I swear she’ll be gone once Last Leaf is over.”


    I smiled to myself. I’ll be gone when the last leaf dies . . .


    “Oh, do whatever you want. But you owe me big time! And don’t think I’ll forget it.” Before I could react, she flounced out of the office, slamming the door.


    I whirled and headed in the direction of the phone booth again. Just as I sat down, Terence appeared at the booth door. “May I have another word with you, Amelia?”


    Could he tell by my expression that I’d heard anything?


    “Immediately?” He crooked his finger.


    I followed him into the office and took the seat in front of his desk. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, one of which had the open pack of crackers while the other contained a half-eaten one, all the while the strap of my purse was sliding down my shoulder.


    “Why am I always finding you in that telephone booth?”


    I popped the half-cracker in my mouth and chewed, stalling for time to come up with something. I swallowed.


    “My dad is kind of, um, overprotective.” It was true, as far as it went. “I call home sometimes.”


    “Oh, I see.” He sat behind the desk and folded his hands. Staring at his fingers, he said smoothly, “Amelia, have you kept your side of our agreement?”


    Nodding, I made the international tick-a-lock gesture on my pursed lips and threw the invisible key away.


    “That’s good. Keep it up. But remember,” he leaned forward and looked directly into my eyes, “if I learn that you have broken our . . . pact, Amelia, there will be consequences, ones that will not make you happy.” He articulated each word crisply. “Do we understand each other?”


    My mouth was dry. I blinked rapidly. Again I was glad that the big desk stood between us. I nodded once more.


    “All right.” He sat back and turned his gaze on one of the posters. “Here it is: You’ve probably heard that I’ve worked in the City—New York City—for the past few years.”


    “Pat showed us your trunk with all the pictures and things. It was amazing!” I said in a breathless voice. I wanted him to smile, to seem less threatening.


    My little ploy worked. He managed a faint smile. “Yes, well, she is my cheering section. Anyway, I made some friends when I first got there, and one of them was Eileen’s father.”


    “You said you owe him. Why?”


    His dark frown returned. “Where’d you hear that?”


    Where had I heard it? “In the, uh, tire department. You know.”


    “Look, Amelia, I told you I’d explain, because I need your cooperation, but not everything is fair game.”


    “You said lives are at stake. What did you mean?”


    He shook his head. He didn’t want to tell me.


    “You said she would be safe ‘out there.’ ” I crooked my fingers in quotes, the way my English teacher always hated. “Where’s out there? What did you mean? Where would she be safe?”


    “Keep your voice down!” he snapped, then whispered angrily, “She testified at a trial. Until the other day she was living out west. To get away from . . . the people she testified against. She should have stayed there. Instead she came here.”


    “She’s hiding out?”


    “In a manner of speaking.” He sighed. “The government has a program to protect witnesses, Witness Security, nicknamed WitSec. It’s supposed to be very effective. Eileen left the program, and now she’s become my responsibility.”


    “You mean s-somebody might kill her? Like gangsters or something?”


    He was silent.


    “But why—” I began.


    I wanted to ask if this was such a secret, why was he allowing her to be onstage, even giving her a starring role, but I quickly realized that then he’d definitely suspect eavesdropping. “Never mind. Of course, I’ll keep it a secret.”


    It was kind of thrilling. I was dealing with stuff Nancy Drew never even dreamed about!


    “I’m counting on you, Amelia.” He stood and tapped his watch. “Time for rehearsal. Let’s go.”


    I complied without another word, allowing him to open the doors for me. Terence was always a gentleman.


    I found a seat in the auditorium, but the rehearsal didn’t begin right away. As I munched the last of my crackers, a small true-life drama played out in a kind of pantomime before me.


    Terence laid his hand on Janey’s shoulder, whispered in her ear and handed her a script. She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him, turned and waved a greeting at Dierdre, who frowned and bent over a script of her own.


    I was so absorbed watching them that I only noticed Lily standing beside me when I smelled the ghost of cigarettes past. I waved my hand.


    “Whew, smoke! You stink!”


    “Well, you have crumbs all over your blouse, so there. Come on, they’re starting up again in a minute.”


    “Ladies and gentlemen, we have slightly reworked the casting,” Terence announced once we were all gathered in the front rows of the auditorium. “The part of Johnsie will be now played by Janey Johnson.”


    Everyone exchanged puzzled glances.


    Terence cleared his throat loudly. “Dierdre will sing all the soprano solos in the choral sections. And three and a half weeks from now, Dierdre will star as the young Duchess in The Merry Marinade.”


    Dierdre nodded graciously, as though already taking her bows.


    He clapped his hands once and barked, “All right, business taken care of. Scene three, people. Get up there, now!”


    Obediently, we allowed ourselves to be arranged in appropriate groups.


    Next to me Lily whispered, “What the heck is going on around here?”


    “Shhhh! Stay in character, people!” Terence ordered.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    “Let’s take that one more time.” Irene Chavez brought her long fingers down on the keyboard in a chord that took in all our opening notes. “Altos, remember that the descant comes in two beats after the melody.”


    She nodded, our signal to begin. Obediently we chimed in on the surprisingly complex choral parts that formed a musical background for the main characters’ singing.


    


    I’m doing this for you—ooo—ahhh—ooo—see you through, see you through . . .


    


    Despite having to compete with the din of pounding hammers onstage, I was beginning to get the hang of the harmony once I heard it several times.


    This was starting to be really fun. We sound like the Broadway album, I thought.


    Irene agreed with me. “Good!” she said. “That was just fine! I think you guys have got it down pat now.”


    “And how are my townspeople doing?” Terence emerged from behind the stage right curtain, clasping the Mighty Clipboard to his chest. He peered down at us, shading his eyes from the blindingly bright spotlights. The lighting crew had been noisily experimenting with various effects, which had added to the challenge of our task.


    Irene smiled benignly at her charges. “Not bad at all. They’ll be ready.”


    “That’s good to hear.” Terence sat down on the front edge of the stage. I reminded myself that it was called the apron. He swung his gaze along our group. “Where’s my sister?”


    With an evasive expression and a shrug, Irene said, “She’s not here. I think I saw her leave with Danny.” She glanced at her watch. “It was about a half-hour ago.”


    Terence scowled and muttered, “We’ll see about that.” He hopped down into the orchestra pit and proceeded up the center aisle.


    Irene called after him, “When you find her, tell her I need to go over her solos as soon as possible.” She returned her attention to us. “That’s all for now. Next music practice is at seven tonight. And remember, from tonight on, no books.”


    The group dispersed in various directions.


    “Let’s go, Amelia. Pat said we’re supposed to be working up in the costume department right now, remember?”


    “But how can we memorize all this by tonight, Lily?” I leafed through the pages of the musical score.


    “We can practice up there, while we’re doing other stuff. C’mon.” As Lily walked, she hummed the part we had just sung.


    I chimed in, “oo—ahhh—ooo.” We trudged up the steps to the rhythm of the song, pausing at the lingering last note.


    “I think you’re a bit flat, there at the end,” Lily observed as we entered the sewing room.


    “No, Lily, you’re too sharp.” I didn’t mean it, but she got on my nerves.


    Danny DiNicco emerged suddenly from behind the changing screen. “Maybe you balance each other out.” He sauntered jauntily out of the room, running a hand through his hair, which was a little bit mussed.


    It must have been at least a full minute that Lily and I stared at the empty door frame where he had passed. “I don’t know,” Lily said at last, “if there was a contest between him and Neil for dreaminess—um—”


    “A tie, for sure.” I sighed.


    Lily moved to the work table and sat down. A pile of skirts, ironed and pinned, awaited her stitching. I took my place at the ironing board where I was becoming ever more proficient at pressing hems for the more proficient seamstresses to sew.


    There was something comfortable and calming about the sewing room. Though music could be heard as well as the occasional thumps and shouts of the technical crew, the sounds were muffled.


    “I gotta admit, I’m enjoying this. Even this costume stuff is kind of fun. I mean, it’s theatre, but it’s different, you know? What I mean is, it’s different from Shakespeare, like Julius Caesar or MacBeth or one of those—”


    “Stop!” said a voice from the direction of the changing screen. “Shut up! Never say . . . that name!”


    The screen was shoved back roughly, and Dierdre Jamison stood there, her head tilted to one side, her fists parked at her waist. She waved her index finger at me.


    “Are you crazy? Never, never say that name! It’s bad luck! You always say ‘the Scottish play.’ ” Walking briskly to the door, she gave each one of us a challenging glare before she exited.


    We stared after her for a moment, then the two of us collapsed into giggles.


    “What on earth was all that about?” I asked as I came up for air.


    “Well, she was right about . . . um, that Shakespeare play. It is bad luck,” Lily said between gasps. “Didn’t I tell you? Theatre people are very superstitious.”


    “Oh, pooh, I don’t believe in that stuff. What was she doing back there?”


    “I’d say it was pretty obvious. Danny just left. Didn’t you notice her blouse? It was buttoned crooked.”


    I was shocked. “What do you mean? That’s the changing screen. She was just trying on her costume.” I walked over to where Dierdre’s exquisite Alice-blue puffed-sleeve dress was hanging behind the screen and brought it around as proof. “See? She wouldn’t . . . I mean, Danny wouldn’t—” I was floundering.


    Lily shrugged and took the dress, which was pinned for hemming. “Have it your own way. It’s just interesting,” she added blandly as she pulled a spool of maroon thread from the wall and settled in her seat. “So why do you think Terence switched the parts around?”


    I had made a promise. No way was I going to tell Lily.


    “Who knows?” I was down on the floor, plugging in the iron. “Janey is talented. She sings better than Dierdre and she’s a pretty good actress.” It was true, but I didn’t like admitting it.


    I jumped a little when Diedre stalked back into the room. I hoped she hadn’t heard what we’d said.


    “Where’s my costume? Did she take over that too?”


    I surmised that she was speaking of Janey.


    “I don’t think so.” Lily pointed her needle toward a rack hung with almost-finished dresses. “Check the tags.”


    “My beautiful blue dress,” Diedre muttered as she slid hangers across the pole. “If she took it, I’ll kill her with my bare hands.”


    She stopped and examined a card pinned to the dress. Her fuming died down.


    “Well, all right, it’s still mine. That skinny witch doesn’t have the curves to wear this anyway.” She held out the dress, admiring it.


    “I love the puffy sleeves,” I said.


    Dierdre nodded. “Makes my waist look tiny.” She hooked the hanger back on the rack and turned back to us. “She got my part and now she’s trying to get Danny, too, you know.”


    I thought the astonished expression Lily feigned was a little over the top. “Really?”


    Dierdre primped a little in the full-length mirror and adjusted a bra strap. “Yep, but she’s not going to, I can promise you that. Danny only has eyes for me. Besides, I could get rid of her like a shot if I really wanted to.” She snapped her fingers. “All it would take would be one little phone call,” she added in a singsong voice, almost under her breath, before turning back to us. “Well, I gotta run.” She was out the door.


    Inwardly, I mulled the thinly-veiled threat in her statement. She probably really could get rid of Janey if she wanted to. She knew what I knew.


    “I don’t know why Dierdre puts up with Janey. She’s the director’s sister, for goodness’ sake. In her shoes, I’d’ve slugged that--I won’t say it, I won’t say that word.” Lily squinted and thrust thread through the eye of a needle. “I might still slug her, though. She’s way too friendly with Neil, in my opinion.” She plunged the needle into the fabric. “Of course, she’s friendly with all the guys around here, I’ve noticed.”


    “You think so?”


    “I know so. She cozies up to every one of them.”


    “Maybe it’s so they’d protect her. Maybe she’s just kind of, I don’t know, kind of scared or something.” I dampened my finger and tested the iron.


    Lily slid me an impatient look. “Give me a cotton-pickin’ break! She’s not scared; she’s just full of herself. I bet it’s got something to do with money. I always thought Terence was rolling in it. I mean, he inherited that tavern from his father, didn’t he? But maybe he’s not. Maybe she’s got money. Maybe she’s an angel bankrolling the play.”


    “‘Angel?’ You mean those people who put money in a play? Where did you get that idea? Oh, wait a minute. I’ll bet you watched that movie on the oldies channel last night. What was the name of it? With Joan Crawford, I think.”


    “All right, yes. It was Dance Your Heart Out.” Lily shrugged. “It was about the theatre. I thought I could learn something.” She yawned. “What a stupid movie. I didn’t stay awake for all of it.”


    I’d seen the preview for Dance Your Heart Out. It was about show people and gangsters. Maybe I should have watched it. It’s probably closer to reality than we know, I thought, remembering Janey’s predicament.


    “There’s a flaw in your theory, Lily. Didn’t you notice: Janey’s wardrobe seems to consist of a pair of jeans, a couple of T-shirts, and that cheap dress from Vickery’s.”


    “Whatever.” She handed me a newly-hemmed skirt. “I’m done with this one. You’ll need to iron it.”


    “There,” I said a half hour later, “all the skirts are ironed and ready to go.” I picked up the musical score. “Let’s go over our parts again.”


    Lily sang with me as she stitched: “ . . . doing this for you, oo, oo, ah!” into a soaring crescendo. “Wait! Is it oo-oo—ah or oo—ah—ah?”


    I consulted the music. “The first one. Okay, let’s do it again. We need to have this down by tonight’s rehearsal.” I paced as we sang.


    Over and over, we crooned the parts, sounding better all the time, at least in our opinion. “Oo—ah—doing this, doing this, doing this for yoooooo—”


    A male voice sharply broke into our concert, “Okay, who took my wire strippers?”


    My back was to the door. I whirled.


    “I beg your par—”


    The cumbersome musical score I was carrying bumped the ironing board, knocking the iron to the floor, where it bounced off my sandal, leaving a small burn on my toe. I yelped, and in the ensuing chaos, landed unceremoniously on my rear end.


    “Well, gee, you didn’t have to jump like that.” The intruder was Gilly Dickensen. “You hurt?” he added belatedly. He knelt down and stared at my foot.


    Lily hurried to my aid. “What does it look like, you idiot?” Scowling furiously, she retrieved the iron, unplugged it, and replaced it on the ironing board.


    “I’m okay, I’m okay.”


    I picked up the music book and dusted it off carefully. The urge to burst into tears at the sudden unexpected pain was strong, but I fought it and only winced.


    “My toe is burned a little bit, though.” It didn’t look all that bad, but it was starting to really hurt.


    “Hold on—” Gilly jumped up and shot out of the room, returning immediately with a small tin box, which he handed to Lily. “There’s Band-Aids and ointment and stuff in there.” He glanced around. “I don’t suppose my wire strippers are in here after all.”


    “Who would want your old tools anyway?” Lily snapped.


    Gilly backed out of the room, shaking his head. “Sorry about, um, that.” He was gone.


    “Rotten kid.”


    I was in too much pain to remind Lily that the “kid” was a year older than she was. She proved to be a fair nurse, and in ten minutes I was back at my post, pressing hems and trying to ignore the pain and embarrassment of a kumquat-sized bandage around my big toe.


    “Does it hurt much?”


    “Not as badly now. That goo from Gilly’s first aid kit seems to help.” I held up my foot.


    “It was the least he could do after causing it all,” Lily said.


    

    ~~~


    

    “I remember that. I felt really bad about it.”


    I arched an eyebrow. “You hid your remorse quite well, as I recall.”


    He scratched his head. “Well, you know, a guy’s gotta be macho and all that. At least, that’s what I used to think,” he added, tenderly pushing a lock of hair off my forehead.


    


    

    ~~~


    

    “What’s going on here? Help me with this, please.” It was Pat Jamison, carrying a half-dozen bolts of cloth.


    Lily hastened to her aid. “She dropped the iron on her toe.”


    “My toe isn’t too bad, though.” I shrugged apologetically.


    “She’s not very good at this sewing stuff.”


    Lily was right.


    Pat sighed. “I’m beginning to realize that. I’m glad you’re okay, but please watch yourselves. We don’t have insurance for this sort of thing.”


    She pulled several paper patterns from a store sack hanging on her elbow. “We’re making the Lover’s vest out of that striped fabric and putting this around here as trim. And Amelia, here are some patterns that need ironing. And that bolt of cloth too.”


    I got to work, making an earnest effort to ignore the pain in my toe. It wasn’t easy. I’d been putting on a brave face.


    Pat cut out pattern pieces on the big table, and Lily sat at one of the machines and stitched some more.


    We worked quietly until finally Pat glanced at her watch. “Finish pinning and cutting those last three dresses, then you two be on stage in an hour for blocking rehearsal. I’ll take it from there.”


    When I had run the iron over the lengths of fabric that were needed, Lily set me to ironing more of the pattern pieces, which was pretty delicate work. If you pressed too hard, the tissue paper tore, and if the iron was too hot, it singed. Alternately, if the iron was too cool, my efforts did no good at all on the crumpled paper. It was an extended lesson in patience.


    “Where did everybody go?” I grumbled as a drop of perspiration landed on the tissue and hissed under the iron. “Janey’s a good seamstress. Wasn’t she supposed to help us in here?”


    “Yeah, but now that she’s a leading lady, she strolls around like she owns the place. I think she’s just a little too good to be true.” At my quizzical look she added, “I mean, look. Here she comes, taking over Dierdre’s part and acting like a diva all of a sudden. Who died and made her—whatever?”


    “You’re just mad because she was flirting with Neil.” For the hundredth time that hour, I dampened my forefinger and tested the iron.


    “I’ll admit I don’t like the fact that Neil does look at her an awful lot. But she doesn’t smoke.”


    I knew what Lily meant. Janey didn’t spend her breaks out in the alley, where Neil and other smoking members of the cast hung out.


    “You don’t have to smoke to go out there.”


    “I know. But it’s just so cool when he lights my cigarette.” Lily gestured with an imaginary one and sighed. “I gaze into his eyes, just like Bette Davis in that old movie. Sometimes he lights mine and his both, then hands one to me.” She sighed again and put several pins in her mouth.


    I shuddered. Sharing a cigarette? Yuk. Spit germs.


    “Mm mk fimm mm donno rr nn anee.”


    “What?”


    One by one, Lily removed the pins from her mouth, spearing each one into a pin cushion shaped like a ripe tomato. “One thing makes me feel a little better. Janey’s not that interested in Neil any more. She’s going after Danny. She just might get him, too.”


    “I don’t know.” I set the iron aside and lay the smoothed pattern piece on the table. “Do you really think so?”


    “Believe me, she’s gunning for him. Dierdre better watch her back. She’s already in over her head. She’s nuts about Danny and Danny . . . well, he’s a guy. I’ve seen the signs. Did you notice the way she looks at him? And that’s enough evidence right there.” She gestured significantly at the changing screen. “No telling what all they were doing back there.”


    I limped over to the stack on the table, picked up another pattern piece, and laid it on the ironing board. “Drop it, Lily. They didn’t come out at the same time.” I found the subject embarrassing.


    “All right, don’t believe me. Just you wait. I love saying I told you so.”


    I didn’t answer. Lily was right. She did love saying it.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    “What’s that walkie-talkie for?” Lily asked Neil in a whisper later as we huddled backstage. With the other denizens of Greenwich Village, we were listening to the music and waiting for our cue to stroll onstage, going about our daily nineteenth century errands.


    Before Neil could answer, said walkie-talkie emitted a scratchy whisper: “Cue cricket sounds. Three, two, one—now!”


    Chris Gold, sitting at a small table backstage left, punched a reel-to-reel tape player, and a shrill, rhythmic chirp began.


    “Greg can’t afford a fancy audio system,” Neil whispered to us. “He’s got that kid Gil upstairs watching the action from the projection booth with a script in his lap, cueing the sound effects on stage.”


    Clutching my prop basket, I grinned. So that was Gilly Dickensen’s important sound job. It seemed far less impressive than playing a townsperson or even ironing paper patterns.


    The walkie-talkie whispered again: “Fade cricket sounds, three, two, one, out.”


    “Here it comes. Now!” Neil gripped Lily’s hand and stepped out onstage with her.


    They walked arm-in-arm to the music, occasionally breaking into a little dance step. Meanwhile, I and the other non-dancing denizens strolled upstage to the rhythm, nodding and smiling to each other.


    “Rhubarb, people, rhubarb!” Terence called from the front row.


    Rhubarb? I threw a wide-eyed questioning glance at Lily, who rolled her eyes and kept moving, mouthing silent words. Oh, well, I’d have to wait and ask after rehearsal.


    


    This isn’t Paris, nor is it much like Rome . . . oo ahhh . . .


    


    The chorus chimed in with Janey, making the song into something full and rich. The harmonies sounded wonderful up on stage.


    I had been right: being a part of this . . . magic was truly as much fun as I’d always imagined. Nobody was really in costume, only the girls in their rehearsal skirts, but it really seemed we had gone back in time over a hundred years, walking the long-ago streets of New York’s artistic district. Janey sang the final verse.


    


    O, may my madcap, impish self


    Be never put upon a shelf


    But if I am, you can be sure


    I’m a fascinating tome.


    And if my art should fail to please,


    I’ll always have my memories . . .


    


    And the chorus joined in as the last notes lifted to the crescendo.


    


    Greenwich Village,


    You’re where my heart will always find


    Its true artistic home!


    


    We froze in the attitudes we had been instructed to hold at the end. The tableau was supposed to resemble a Currier and Ives print. We maintained our positions as the last notes faded and flowed into the next song.


    Terence stood up and gestured for Irene to stop playing. “Very nice for a first time through. Now remember, townspeople, immediately after the curtain closes, scurry, scurry, pick up your props. Put them where they belong backstage.”


    My quizzical expression and raised hand caught his attention. “Amelia? Question?”


    “You kept saying rhubarb. What’s rhubarb?” I knew from the context that it wasn’t something you put in a pie with apples.


    There was a collective groan, but Terence kindly ignored it.


    “It’s how you fake conversation in the background of a scene. Creates a kind of low-pitched murmur. We don’t want people listening to you instead of the lines of the play, y’see?”


    Somebody snickered.


    “Asking questions is how we learn, people. Have respect.” He pointed. “All right, Johnsie and Faithless Lover, you’re to be downstage, holding hands, as the curtain closes behind you, right?”


    Janie and Danny nodded and moved forward.


    “Irene? Next scene. Let’s go!” Terence gestured and took his seat.


    The piano music resumed. As previously directed, I rolled the flimsy flower-seller’s cart to its niche backstage, but returned to the wings to watch and listen to the gorgeous duet of the Ill-Fated Lovers. Their powerful voices blended beautifully. To the audience, they would look like a perfectly matched couple.


    Oh, if only Danny gazed into my eyes as he does into Janey’s! I sighed. Sometimes it was hard to be fifteen years old. Of course, I reminded myself, they are only acting.


    Unless Lily was right about Danny’s complicated and varied love life. I fervently hoped not.


    When the song ended with a kiss, Terence glanced at his wristwatch. “Okay.”


    The two lovers stepped apart and headed backstage.


    “Principals, you stay,” Terence instructed. “Everybody else, go home, study the script, get some sleep, be back here at ten sharp, music and lines memorized.”


    Murmuring my one line, I trudged resignedly up the aisle. “A tragedy, that’s what it is. ’Tis a real shame.”


    I’d said it so many times, it ceased to make any sense, but I had other troubles. Father had been adamant. If rehearsal concluded any time after dark, I was to call him so he could walk me home. Humiliating, but perhaps I could keep it a secret if Lily could be trusted to keep her mouth shut.


    Who was I kidding?


    I slid into the telephone booth in the lobby, carefully closed the folding door, dropped in a coin and dialed my home number. “Papa, I’m ready,” I said when he answered, and hung up immediately.


    I emerged to hear Gilly Dickensen chanting, “You’re where my heart will always find its true artistic home. Barf to the max! This show’s a bummer.” He confronted me accusingly. “How can you sing that rot with a straight face?”


    “At least I don’t have to do it on a walkie-talkie,” I said pointedly, hoping the remark would sting.


    Rather than appearing offended, he shrugged. “You use whatever equipment’s available. You headed home?”


    He glanced over one shoulder. Some of his hair had come loose from its ponytail. He wore a pair of ragged cutoffs and a stained T-shirt with the sleeves missing. The hair on his face still struggled to make its presence known. He looked a mess.


    Was he going to offer to walk with me? Barf to the max, indeed! Still, it was more grownup than having one’s father walk one home.


    “Not quite yet,” I lied. “Terence wanted me to practice, um, something else.”


    “Whatever. Later.” He tossed off a two-fingered V-sign. “Peace.” Jingling change in his pocket, Gilly wheeled and headed down the hall.


    

    ~~~


    

    “I really did want to walk you home, you know,” Gil said. “I liked you.”


    I took his hand. “I know that now. Wish I did then.”


    

    ~~~


    

    I sat back down in the booth and waited.


    “I don’t really know where she could be,” I heard Pat say as she emerged from the auditorium. “I’m sorry.”


    “Well, thank you, anyway,” said a familiar voice. “She didn’t mention where she’d wait for me. I’ll just keep looking.”


    “Good luck,” Pat replied cheerfully.


    I hunched back inside the booth. “Papa,” I called softly, “I’m here.”


    I heard his footsteps approaching. He smiled down at me. “You ready?”


    I nodded, but refused to smile back.


    He held the outside door for me, and we proceeded into the warm summer night. From where we were, you could look straight up my street and almost see my house, only two and a half blocks away, for goodness’ sake! The indignity of it was unbearable.


    There were large flying bugs circling a street light. I concentrated on them and hoped the sullen silence would speak for me.


    “You know,” Papa remarked pleasantly, “that Terence Jamison looks an awful lot like his dad. He seems like a pretty nice fellow, too.”


    “You didn’t actually talk to him, did you?”


    “Well, of course I did, Amelia. I wanted to get to know who you were spending the summer with.”


    “With whom I was spending the summer, Daddy,” I corrected, inadvertently using the affectionate name that I’d abandoned at age twelve.


    He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and laughed. “Thank you, my little English scholar. Come on, your mother and Barbara made ice cream tonight. We managed to save you some.”


    “I don’t want any ice cream,” I said petulantly to the man who had ruined my social life.


    “It’s peach.”


    “Well, maybe a little.”

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    Lily and I walked to rehearsal together the next morning. In retrospect, I was glad that she was with me to witness what went on between Neil and Danny.


    We’d met early in front of my house. There was plenty of time to get to rehearsal at ten sharp, so we went at a leisurely pace.


    When we got to the theater, Lily looked at her watch. “We’re way early; looks like nobody else is here. What do you want to do?”


    We elected to meander around the small downtown area, peeking in store windows and generally watching the local businesses get ready for the day. We inhaled the pleasant, alluring fragrance of coffee wafting from the Confectionary. We greeted Mrs. Turcotte, out in front of her Little Paris Dress Shop, sweeping the sidewalk. We drooled over a pair of platform shoes in Gordon’s window.


    We had almost forgotten our original plans when I grabbed Lily’s wrist. “Look! Now it’s late! We’ve only got four minutes.” We started to run.


    Lily pointed. “Let’s cut through the alley!”


    The alley along the back of the theatre was more of a side street. It was the shortest route from the boarding house where most of the New York cast lived and also where the smokers took their breaks. Lily turned into the alley and I followed, almost knocking both of us over when she stopped abruptly and pulled me back.


    “Look!” she whispered.


    I peered around the edge of the building and saw Danny and Neil, obviously engaged in a bitter argument.


    “Look, I had nothing to do with that,” Danny was saying. “Sometimes you just don’t get the part you try out for. It happens all the time.” Their words echoed down the alley.


    “That’s not what my agent said! He said it was in the bag until one of your people got involved.” Neil was looking up at him, and though his back was turned, we could see how furious he was by his aggressive stance. “Is that the way it is with you people? No Irish need apply?” He pulled back his fist and rammed it into Danny’s midsection.


    The taller man was momentarily taking by surprise, but recovered quickly, landing what my father called an “uppercut” punch to Neil’s jaw. The two men staggered around a little, then Neil did some kind of kick that caused Danny’s knees to buckle.


    He fell heavily to the pavement. Neil’s foot went up, as though he was preparing to stomp on his prostrate opponent.


    Lily and I gasped loudly.


    Neil glanced in our direction, realized that someone was watching, and began to back away, saying, “This isn’t the end of it, DiNicco. I know people in the city too. Plenty of ’em. Payback time will come, just remember that.” He disappeared into the back entrance of the theater.


    Clearly still stunned, Danny pulled himself up until he leaned against the building, shaking his head. He coughed, called Neil a shocking name, then squared his shoulders and followed his adversary inside. He either hadn’t noticed our presence or he was pointedly ignoring us.


    The two of us stood frozen to the spot. I suddenly felt sick.


    “What do we do? Are they going to start fighting again inside? Do we tell Terence?”


    Lily’s voice shook a little. “L-leave it alone. It’s none of our business. Come on, we’re late already.”


    

    ~~~


    

    Once inside, Lily and I looked around for the two men.


    “Where’d they go?”


    “Let’s just drop it for now. I’ll see what I can find out from Neil later.” Lily looked into the auditorium. “It looks like Irene and Terence are still having orchestra rehearsal. We’re not that late, after all. Let’s go get a candy bar or something.”


    “Oh look, there he is again,” I whispered to Lily as we approached the snack machines. “Mr. Gilly Dickensen. He’s doing sound, you know.” I crooked my fingers into quotation marks.


    Looking even scruffier than the last time I’d seen him, he was standing by the candy machine, waiting his turn as Janey Johnson deposited her coins. Predictably, the mechanism balked again, stubbornly refusing to release the Life Savers she’d selected.


    Janey struck the glass rather feebly.


    “Here, let me help you,” Gilly said. He deposited his coins in the slot and selected Life Savers again.


    “What are you doing?”


    He held up his hand. “Just watch.” He pulled the lever and two rolls of candy thunked into the bin.


    “Voila.” He presented the prize to Janey.


    “You do sound, don’t you?”


    He nodded and smiled.


    “Well, try to come in on time with the hoof beats in the second act. They’ve been late the last two times.” She turned and walked away without a word of thanks.


    Gilly muttered a derogative canine metaphor.


    Lily and I emerged from behind the telephone booth.


    Gilly held up the extra roll of Life Savers. “Either of you want this?”


    “Sure,” Lily said, and caught the tossed roll. “Thanks.”


    Looking at the door Janey had just gone through, he repeated the nasty expression and stalked off.


    “He used to be a nice kid.”


    “When was that?” I asked. “When he was a baby?”


    “I agree with what he called her,” Lily admitted, “but I’m too much of a lady to say it. I never use that word.”


    Imitating Bambi’s friend Thumper, I said nothing.


    “Hurry!” Terence chided as we filed down the center aisle a few minutes later. “We have much to do today.” He pointed to me and several others. “While the tech crew is working on the set, I want you tenderfeet to attend a little tutorial with Irene.”


    The pianist stood. She was carrying a large metal tackle box and a lumpy canvas bag.


    “Run along, now,” Terence instructed.


    I turned to Lily and whispered, “What’s this about?”


    “You’ll like it! C’mon, I’ll go with you!”


    A few minutes later we were under the stage in one of the dressing rooms, a dozen or so of us bunched together, prepared to learn about stage makeup.


    “Why are you putting that goop on your face first?” Adele Foster, one of the middle-aged chorus members asked. “I thought that was for taking makeup off.”


    Irene continued to dip her fingers into a large blue-and-white container and smear a thin coat of cream across her cheeks. Her dark hair had been pulled back into a pony tail and she wore a towel around her neck, fastened at the front with a hair clip.


    “It is. You see, putting this on your face now makes it easier to take the makeup off later. Pancake base can be stubborn stuff without it.”


    She picked up a white, round compact about the diameter of a doughnut and unscrewed the top, revealing a flat brownish surface. “You’re all going to need to buy your own one of these. Just make sure it’s Tan Number Two, like this.”


    She pulled a sponge from one of the little shelves in her big tackle box and dampened it with some water she’d put in a bowl. Leaning toward the mirror standing on the counter, she wiped the sponge on the Pan-cake and dabbed color on her face.


    “And you put it on like this.”


    “But it’s so dark,” Adele objected. “I usually wear a much lighter shade of foundation, called Nude Ivory.”


    Over my shoulder, I heard my high school classmate Ben Patchke snort and whisper, “She said nude!”


    Lily and I shot glances at each other. Boys!


    Irene shook her head slightly as she continued applying the makeup base. “The stage lights make the paler shades bleach right out. You’d look like a ghost onstage in that color.” She began dabbing the makeup around her chin and down her neck. “By the way, you also don’t want to use any orangey shades of lipstick. They don’t look right under the stage lights, either. Be sure to wear something like this.” She held up a tube. “Fire and Ice. It’s kind of a blue-red.”


    In the intervening years since this tutorial, the rate of my makeup consumption would have put Revlon and Maybelline out of business. But at this age, I was only allowed to wear a little light pink lipstick and a touch of powder, so the process fascinated me. I watched intently as Irene proceeded to show us how to line our eyes.


    “Guys, too?” Ben Patchke whined. “Do we hafta wear that stuff too?”


    Irene was performing a dangerous-looking application of red to the inside corner of her eye. It was supposed to intensify the white part of your eyes. When she was finished, she answered, “Yes, but a little bit more modified. You’ll definitely need base, rouge, eyeliner and eyebrows to define your features onstage. You can go light on the lipstick and not bother with the eye shadow.”


    “Gee, thanks,” Ben muttered.


    Lily and I giggled.


    Lily raised her hand, just as though we were in school. “I brought my own makeup kit from last year.” She held up a small tackle box, only one tier. “Can we practice?”


    “Great idea,” Irene agreed.


    Lily grabbed my arm. “Come on,” she said, “You can use mine until you get your own.”


    “My mother says it’s not a good idea to share makeup.”


    “D’you think I’ve got cooties?”


    “No. Germs, maybe, but not cooties.”


    “All right, then!” Lily pushed me down in a chair in front of the long dressing room mirror. I noticed it was just a series of cheap full-length mirrors mounted horizontally on the wall. “Let’s start with the cream.”


    “We look like clowns,” I said as we trudged out of the dressing room an hour later. “It feels all heavy on my face. Why do we need so much?”


    “We look like actors.” Lily twirled, ballet-style, just before we entered the door behind the stage. “You heard Irene. Our faces would fade in the lights without this makeup.”


    “Quiet in the wings!” a voice bellowed.


    Chastened, I whispered, pointing to a printed list we’d been given. “I can’t afford all this stuff.”


    Lily smiled condescendingly and whispered, “I’ll share with you. You get your own eyeliners and things, but we can both use the stuff like powder and—”


    “I believe I said QUIET!” the bellower interrupted. It was Terence.


    I put a finger to my lips and pointed to the stage exit. We sneaked up the side aisle, looking back at the activity onstage. Neil was there, dancing, and so was Danny. They were each with their own partners, and not paying much attention to each other. Lily and I exchanged significant looks.


    Terence was really putting the principal actors through a dance workout. “Turn, turn, arabesque, entrechat, now lift!” he called, keeping time by beating the end of a yardstick on the stage floor. “No, no, no, she’s not a sack of potatoes, man. Lift! That’s right!”


    The theatre doors closed behind us. We spoke softly, but the lobby echoed as Lily whispered, “At least they didn’t start knocking each other around on stage.”


    I was optimistic. “Maybe they made up.”


    Lily shook her head doubtfully. “I hope so, but I doubt it. Maybe they’re just too tired right now to fight. Did you see how Terence was working them? They were all dripping with sweat. Boy, I’m glad I’m just in the ensemble! You want to split a Hershey bar?” She held up some coins.


    “Sure,” I said glumly. “Candy. It’s what children like, isn’t it?”


    “Oh, yeah, right.” She put the money in the snack machine. “Is your dad coming to get you again tonight?”


    I heaved a huge sigh. “Yes. And it’s no use arguing with him about it.”


    “Wait till the rehearsals go until three in the morning. I bet he’ll give you a break.”


    “Are you kidding? That’s when he’s even more likely to show up. Protect me from vampires or something, I suppose.” I accepted the chocolate and took a big bite.


    “Well, hello, Clarabelle! Or is it Bozo?”


    I whirled to see Gilly Dickensen, lighting a cigarette.


    “You’re not supposed to be doing that in here!” I hissed. A speck of chocolate flew from my mouth.


    He smiled lazily, pocketed his matches and took a long drag. “Whatcha gonna do, report me?”


    “I might.” I would have said more, but my mouth was full.


    He shook his head and stroked his practically nonexistent beard. “No way they’d get rid of me. I’m the only one they’ve got to help with sound.”


    I chewed and swallowed. “Terence could find somebody else.”


    He tossed his head to get hair out of his eyes. “Not somebody who works for free. I’m a volunteer, just like you are. They’re operating this thing on a shoestring.”


    “Well, you’re too young to smoke. You look ridiculous.” I licked chocolate off my fingertips. It wasn’t proper etiquette, but who cared what Gilly Dickensen thought?


    He took a long drag and blew a stream of smoke in my direction. “This is coming from somebody who looks like a baby raccoon. Speaking of kids, did you finish the Lifesavers I gave you?” Before I could splutter a correction—he’d given the candy to Lily, not me—he raised his cigarette hand. “Gotta book it. Peace.” He strolled away.


    Lily was licking chocolate off her fingers too. “What a nerd.”


    “You could have backed me up just now.”


    “It’s a waste of time. He’s turned into a terminal nerd. Nothing you can do about boys like that.”


    

    ~~~


    

    “I remember that now,” Gil admitted with a grin. “You were always Little Miss Mind the Rules. I got a kick out of making you mad.”


    “And, may I say, you were good at it.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    Terence beamed at us as we all filed back into the theatre for rehearsal. Once we were assembled, he hopped easily onto the stage and scanned our faces.


    “People, I just received an important phone call and I have great news! We’re going on the road!”


    A murmur spread through the crowd. People looked at each other quizzically.


    Elm DeWitt stood. “ ’Scuse me, but where are we going? I can’t be gone very long. I’ve got classes I can’t cut.”


    Terence slapped his forehead. “Sorry, I should have made myself clearer. This is just a trial balloon, so to speak. We’re doing one performance,” he held up one finger, “just one, a matinee, Saturday after next at La Belle Colline Hotel in Lake Placid. If it goes as planned, they may want us to come back in the future. Does that sound better?”


    Elm smiled, nodded and folded his long legs back into a sitting position.


    “That’s a classy place,” Brenda Bernard whispered to Lily and me. “It’s where my aunt had her wedding reception. They have an indoor pool and everything.”


    “Since the hotel doesn’t have a stage,” Terence continued as if he’d heard Brenda, “we’ll be performing in the largest room they do have, by the indoor pool.”


    More murmurs, a few giggles.


    Hearing Ben Patchke snort, Terrence looked over at him. “I know how you guys are. Don’t even think about throwing anybody in the water. This is strictly business. It’s going to take extra work and some careful adjustments of the blocking, but remember, if we do well there, we’ll have repeat engagements. We’re a special treat for the hotel guests.”


    “This will be so cool!” Lily murmured.


    “We’ll be leaving at dawn, Saturday the twenty-sixth and coming back in the wee hours. No, we won’t spend the night. I’ve lined up two buses. The trip should take about three hours one way. As soon as we arrive, we’ll set up and rehearse, then have lunch, smooth out any rough spots, and give our performance at five o’clock in the afternoon. Got it? Mark your calendars, people, and make your plans.”


    He consulted his clipboard. “In the meantime, choral rehearsal is in here with Irene.” He pointed to the piano, then moved his arm upward. “And I want the principals to run lines in the balcony. We’ve got to get it perfected now, gang, because we open one week from tomorrow!”


    As I headed down the aisle to the seats near the orchestra pit, I saw Janey, clinging anxiously to Terence’s elbow. He leaned down.


    “Don’t worry about a thing. Pat and I have it all worked out. You’ll be perfectly safe.”


    Even if it was the ritziest hotel in the North Country, I could understand Janey’s anxiety. Lake Placid was a lot more public than our small town. They’d even held the Winter Olympics there—twice. I wondered what plan Terence and Pat had worked out.


    The next few days flew by in a whirl of singing, pinning, ironing, and blocking, which I learned meant plotting out one’s position on the stage. I was learning a lot about the theatre.


    “From the top, Irene,” Terence said as we stood in groups on the stage. “Da-da-da, da-dum, da-da-da. That’s right, you townspeople, start out by standing there, then move over there, bit by bit, two or three at a time. Don’t forget to sing! That’s right.”


    He waved his hands as if conducting. “Greenwich Village—da-da-da, dum-de! Hold it!” He jumped up on the stage and grabbed me by the shoulders from behind. “Amelia, you’re turning your back on your audience too much. That’s called the closed position. We want to see your lovely face! Angle your body thusly, open left.” He turned me toward the auditorium. “Now move downstage left. It works well if you keep your shoulders parallel to the—good! You’ve got it now!” He hopped down into the orchestra pit once more and picked up the Almighty Clipboard.


    “Now, people, when the music ends, I want lots and lots of rhubarb.”


    He stuck the Mighty Clipboard under one arm and clapped loudly. “Okay, take it from, ‘Where have you been?’ ”


    We gave him lots of rhubarb.


    It was fascinating to watch him. He was surprisingly patient with minor tantrums and confusion. He kept the company in order and the rules obeyed, for the most part.


    It was interesting and a little disheartening to observe the pairings that had formed in the group: Lily and Neil, Elm and Celia Hurley (though I was shocked, since she was at least three years older than he was), and Danny, still spending most of his time with an enraptured Dierdre, but occasionally gravitating towards Janey. I watched him with wistful eyes.


    I’m sure that if Terence had been on hand at that rehearsal two days before the opening, the second dramatic episode with Danny DiNicco would never have taken place. Unfortunately, Chris Gold, big and amiable but lacking an air of personal authority, had been temporarily left in charge.


    It was the end of Scene One and Danny, as the faithless Lover, was saying goodbye to Johnsie (Janey) in the form of a passionate kiss. The music swelled, the scene ended, and Chris called out, “And . . . curtain! Okay! Get to your places for the street scene!”


    The curtains closed, then immediately opened, revealing Danny and Janey still enthusiastically kissing. In fact, they seemed to be totally oblivious to the rest of us.


    “Um, cut!” Chris called out, clapping like Terence. Then, more sharply, he growled, “DiNicco! Break it up, DiNicco!”


    Abruptly, the couple parted and each one moved to the opposite side of the stage.


    “I’m all for method acting, but let’s not get carried away. You get me, folks?”


    Chris was as angry as I’d ever seen him. I was pretty sure that he had his own crush on Janey.


    As Lily and I tripped up the side steps to take our places in the wings, we heard Dierdre say loudly, “Are you out of your mind? Don’t you know who he is? Who his family is? He’s related to the Berninis! His uncle is a don! Do you have a death wish?”


    Stage right, next to a flimsy stage storefront, Dierdre held a wide-eyed Janey by the elbow. Janey yanked her arm away and fled to the dressing rooms below as the entire cast along with the three-piece orchestra—piano, drums and flute—froze in place, filled with embarrassment and uncertainty.


    “Dierdre, come out here, right now!” Chris bellowed.


    Before he could continue, Danny walked calmly out onto the middle of the stage and said in his finest stage voice, “If I could have everyone’s attention for just a moment?” He glanced over at Chris for tacit permission, who granted it with a puzzled expression. Turning to address the rest of us, he continued, “I’m not sure where Dierdre gets her information, but this isn’t the first time I’ve had to deal with this issue, and it probably won’t be the last.”


    He looked meaningfully over at Neil, who turned away frowning. Danny sighed and walked a few paces.


    Dierdre came out on stage, glowering. She crossed her arms and cocked her head. Standing where I was, I could see her eyes were filled with tears.


    “Yes, my uncle is Gino Bernini. And yes, he’s some kind of, um, mobster in New York. He’s my mother’s much older stepbrother, but I’ve never, ever even met the man. My family—and I mean my immediate family, mom, dad and me—have never had anything to do with him. My dad’s a pharmacist in Queens, my mom’s a housewife. We stay as far away from my mom’s family as possible.”


    He looked around. “If anybody else has a problem with that, talk to me, and we’ll work it out.” He surveyed our faces, then made a calm and dignified exit, ignoring Dierdre completely.


    Lily and I looked over at Neil, who had slumped into an auditorium seat and was scowling as he quietly rubbed his jaw. Nobody seemed to know what to do.


    “Okay, everybody, get onstage for the Greenwich Village reprise!” Chris yelled. “And tell me if you don’t have enough time for the costume changes.”


    After the rehearsal, I saw one or two people slap Danny on the back and heard another cast member invite him out for a beer. I think they wanted to make up for the embarrassment he’d suffered.


    Neil was not among them.


    Neither was Dierdre. The gossip network generally agreed that her motive for causing the scene was jealousy. While it had blown over for the most part, her outburst seemed to have accomplished the desired effect. I never spotted Janey and Danny being affectionate again, and her performance when they did share the stage was strangely furtive, as if she didn’t quite trust him. The emotional distance worked perfectly in the context of the story.


    On the other hand, Dierdre hadn’t done herself any favors. I later observed her try to take Danny’s hand and saw her wounded expression as he pulled it from her grasp and walked away.


    

    ~~~


    

    “That DiNicco was a real chick magnet,” Gil remarked. “I could never understand it.”


    “Now you sound just like Gilly at seventeen.”


    “We’re all seventeen inside.”


    “True. But the word chick is no longer a part of your vocabulary, at least in these politically correct times.”


    He grinned. “I think I’ll reinstate it.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    Under Lily’s tutelage, and with access to my parents’ charge account at the local drugstore, I was able to accumulate the suggested makeup items. When I arrived home with my bagful of cosmetic treasures, my mother had a surprise for me. She had emptied out the small metal box she used for buttons and glued a mirror in the lid.


    “See, there’s your name on it, too, in permanent Magic Marker. Now you’re just like the professionals.”


    My makeup case was gray with a handle on top, and I was proud to bring it to rehearsal until I entered the dressing room that evening and beheld the row of much larger and more spectacular tackle boxes that belonged to the Seasoned Broadway Professionals. I had already seen Irene’s box. It had two levels, but Celia Hurley’s, when opened, closely resembled an overcrowded theatre with multiple balconies. She let us examine it.


    “Look at the little compartments,” I said, “Wow, there must be thirty different pencils there, all sorts of different colors.”


    “What’s that thing?” Ben Patchke pointed to a small mechanical device.


    I felt smug. “An eyelash curler. My mother has one.” I’d always been a little too scared to try it.


    “Well, I’m keeping my tackle box for bait and hooks and stuff. This is my makeup kit, right here.” He held up a small plastic bag and walked away.


    I looked at the mound of sponges in the bottom of the case. “Do you really use all these things? What’s ‘clown white,’ anyway?” I’d spotted the name on a container.


    Celia smiled, “Yes, I really do, in one part or another. And to answer your other question, clown white is used for clowns, of course, but it’s also good for highlighting planes on your face you want to stand out, like cheekbones or noses.”


    I was heading for the restroom when I saw Chris Gold step into the hall and grab Danny by the arm. They moved into a nook near the telephone booths.


    “DiNicco, what did your dad say about calling in that prescription?”


    Danny looked quizzically at the stage manager, who seemed to be trembling. “I didn’t ask him. He wouldn’t do it, Chris. He doesn’t even know you.”


    “It’s just a little Prozac, man. Just maybe a week’s worth. I’ll pay you. It’d be no trouble for him at all. Druggists do it for each other all the time! Emergencies and stuff.” Chris’s whisper was getting louder. “Give me a break!”


    “Leave me alone. I said no.” Danny jerked his arm away.


    I scurried into the ladies’ room with Chris’s bitterly muttered curses ringing in my ears.


    Dress rehearsal required that we be in costume. My own costume hadn’t turned out to be quite as glamorous as I had hoped. As Maud Kelly the washerwoman, I wore a drab brown collarless dress with a long apron and I carried a laundry basket. I’d twisted my hair into a little knot on top.


    Pat looked us over. “I have an idea for your hair,” she said to me. She pulled a pencil from behind her ear and scratched a sketch on a scrap of paper. “Do you think you could do this tomorrow night? It’ll take a bit of teasing, but I think it would look prettier and more authentic.”


    I nodded enthusiastically. At least part of me would be a little bit glamorous.


    The dress rehearsal did not go smoothly.


    First of all, there was Janey’s transformation. Nobody had seen her in the dressing room as we got ready. I scanned the cast while they gathered for the performance, looking for a blonde head.


    “Places, people!”


    My heart was racing as we stood in the wings, ready. Listening carefully to the cues in the music, I plunged on stage, adhering carefully to my appointed path, but almost froze in place when Janey/Johnsie floated across the stage to meet her lover. They were to pantomime an awkward romantic meeting, and they did, but what brought me up short was Janey’s appearance.


    No longer was she a pale, diminutive and waif-like blonde. She was an auburn-haired beauty, with her hair piled high and long chestnut ringlets down the back, plus an impressive bosom that I was sure she had not grown overnight. She also wore strapped leather dancing shoes with heels that gave her at least three extra inches in height.


    I wasn’t the only one surprised by the transformation. Several of the cast glanced at one another and darted their eyes about meaningfully. Even the consummate professional Danny stumbled a bit upon first seeing her, which only enhanced the hesitant nature of their meeting. But I could tell this transformation had thrown him off.


    So this is the plan Terence and Pat came up with to keep Janey safe: Make her unrecognizable.


    The cast all understood, though, that we had no time to dwell on anomalies. We kept going.


    Two wobbly flats, four missed song cues, two tripped-and-fallen dancers, and one broken stage light later, we gathered in the auditorium for a post mortem. Terence tended to be optimistic.


    “Well, I’ve seen worse dress rehearsals. We know where things went wrong—the building crew is going to anchor those flats better and Chris will replace the light tomorrow morning. Singing villagers, be sure to give the dancers enough room in that market scene. Irene is going to go over your rough spots with the musicians tomorrow morning, so those of you who messed up, be there.”


    He gathered up his clipboard and sweater and turned toward the exit. “I know somebody is going to say it, so it might as well be me: Bad dress rehearsal, good performance, isn’t that how the saying goes? Don’t worry, everyone, it’ll be all right on the night. Now go take off your makeup—and Pat says, take good care of those costumes!”


    The group, mumbling, yawning and stretching, stood and began to move to the dressing rooms. Lily and I were among the first to get there.


    She wrinkled her nose. “Do you smell that? Yuk!”


    I sniffed. “Oh, yes! What is it? Something spoiled?”


    “Maybe something died in here,” Ben Patchke suggested with a smirk.


    “Let’s just get cleaned up so we can go,” I said, “That noisome smell makes me gag.” Noisome, offensive to the senses. Yet another word I’d recently added to my vocabulary.


    The room was filling up. I saw Danny walk over to his makeup tackle box. “Hey, I left this thing open. Who’s been messing with—” He pulled open the top and let out what I could only guess was an obscenity, because I’d never heard the word before.


    Immediately, the odor became stronger. “It’s fish,” I murmured to Lily. “That’s what the smell is.”


    Danny reached in the bottom of the tackle box and pulled out a parcel wrapped in newspaper. Slowly he unwrapped a small dead fish about eight inches long.


    “Which one of you thought this was funny?” He turned in a circle and stared into our faces, his voice hoarse and his face was dripping with perspiration. “A dead fish? Is this supposed to be a joke?”


    Nobody moved. A few of us exchanged puzzled and pitying glances.


    All at once he turned back to the tackle box, deposited the fish inside and slammed it shut, mumbling, “That does it. I quit.”


    I stepped forward. “But Danny, what—”


    He shoved me aside as he headed for the door. The tackle box was under his arm. “I quit!” he repeated loudly, then disappeared at a run up the stairs.


    I was shaking. I turned to Lily. “What just happened? I mean, it’s a terrible trick to play on somebody, but—”


    “In the mob, it means death, or something like that,” Brenda Bernard said in a gasping whisper, “Didn’t you see The Godfather?”


    “She wasn’t allowed,” Lily pointed out, further cementing my immaturity in the eyes of the group.


    I nudged her with my sandaled foot. Okay, I kicked her a little.


    Adele Foster’s eyes glinted. “Do you think there’s a contract out on him?” she asked Brenda.


    Irene said sharply, “Cut it out. It’s just somebody’s idea of a rotten prank, and if Terence finds out who did it, his behind is out of here.”


    I was worried. “But Danny quit! Does that mean the play is cancelled?”


    Irene shook her head. “I’ve known Danny DiNicco a long time, and he’s not going to bail on this play over something like this. He was just upset.” She looked around the room. “Everybody steer clear of him for a while. He’ll be back, I know it.”


    The next morning nothing at all was said about the prank. The only evidence that it had even happened was the fact that Danny’s tackle box stood empty in the dressing room. Obviously, it had been scrubbed out and the cosmetics discarded. Danny arrived on time and without fanfare, carrying a paper sack from the local drugstore.


    We went over the problem spots in the music with Irene. While Danny was onstage confirming his blocking, I saw Lily lean nonchalantly over the drugstore bag and peek inside.


    “He bought replacement makeup,” she whispered to me later. “Pancake and powder and face cream and some brown pencils. Stuff like that.”


    I sighed. “Poor Danny. Do you think he’s really in danger?”


    Lily shrugged. “If he is, we probably all are.” She shivered. “In that movie the other night, the gangsters carried their machine guns in violin cases. If you see anybody in a dark suit carrying something like that, duck down behind a seat and stay there. That’s what I’m going to do.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    Opening night, my mother ironed my costume for me before I left the house. No hat was included with my costume, but my hair, as designed by Pat, was impressive. It was pulled up into a big puff and anchored with a little knot in the middle, all achieved with the help of a can of hair spray and my enthusiastic sister.


    “Charles Dana Gibson,” my father said as I laid my plain gray dress on the back seat. “That’s what your hair reminds me of.” He opened the front car door for me.


    I frowned. “Who?” I didn’t want to look like anybody named Charles.


    “He was an illustrator back in the 1890’s. My grandmother had some of his drawings framed at her house. The women in them all had hairdos like that.” He pointed to my head. “It looks very nice.”


    I fingered a tendril at my neck. “Barbara copied Pat’s drawing pretty well. I feel kind of pretty, but it’s so tightly teased and it’s got so much hairspray in it that I don’t know how I’ll ever get it back to normal.”


    We pulled into a parking space in front of the theatre. I gathered my things and got out, feeling more nervous by the second.


    “Look for us in the front row tonight,” my father said as he began backing out. “We’re coming early to grab the best seats. Good luck!”


    I waved, sighing. My father didn’t know that it was considered bad luck to wish somebody good luck in the theatre. And real actors didn’t stare into the audience. It broke the Fourth Wall, the imaginary one that the audience looked through to observe the action. I’d learned that from one of Terence’s lectures, of course.


    “And there’ll be no peeking through the curtain to count the house,” he’d said firmly. “That only happens in cheesy Hollywood musicals. No hanging out in public areas in costume and makeup either.”


    There were two large cardboard cartons in seats in the last row of the theatre as I entered the auditorium. “Look, they’re the Last Leaf programs!” I eagerly pulled out one and handed another to Danny, who had just come through the door.


    “Where’s my name?” I scanned the list of names under Chorus. “It’s not there. How could they leave my name off the program?”


    “Here.” Danny pointed. “You’re up there in the cast because you have some dialogue. You’re listed as Washerwoman. Congratulations.”


    My first theatrical credit! I basked in the glow until I spotted something that confused me.


    “‘George Spelvin’? Who’s that? It says here he plays Max, but that’s not true. It’s you.”


    Danny laughed and dropped the program back into the carton. “Didn’t you know I had a twin brother, Amelia Earhart?” He headed down the aisle toward the stage.


    “What are you talking about?” I called after him. I knew he was laughing at me, but didn’t understand why.


    “Knock it off, DiNicco,” Chris said over his shoulder as he ambled up the aisle. He stopped in front of me. “Amelia, the name George Spelvin is a theatre tradition. It’s used when an actor plays two parts, or just when he wants to remain anonymous. Don’t let that two-bit tenor give you a hard time.” He continued on his way with the Almighty Clipboard under his arm.


    I found a brisk controlled chaos in the dressing rooms. The air was redolent with talcum powder, hastily-ironed cotton fabric, and the waxy smell of makeup. People conducted lively conversations or hummed snatches of music. In a corner, Celia Hurley was re-reading her script, gesturing and muttering to herself.


    Everyone seemed to know what they were supposed to do except me. I stood behind a chair for what seemed like ages, waiting my turn at a mirror until Lily tapped me on the shoulder.


    “Come on. I’ve got an idea.”


    Scurrying up the aisle of the empty theatre, we sneaked across the lobby and into the public restroom, where there were mirrors aplenty. “Just put your makeup on quick,” Lily cautioned.


    “Quick-ly,” I corrected.


    “Oh, shut up. And hurry up. Terence will kill us if we get caught here.”


    There was a flush from one of the stalls and Dierdre emerged, completely made up. She didn’t comment on our unauthorized presence there, just gave us a baleful glance while she washed her hands. Lily and I hurriedly rubbed cream on our faces and topped that layer with our shared Tan Number Two Pan-cake makeup.


    “Don’t forget your neck,” Dierdre advised and left, carrying her own vanity case.


    We completed our make up, gathered our things, and headed into the hallway.


    Gilly Dickensen was leaning against a wall, arms crossed. “I’m gonna tell,” he said in singsong.


    I froze. “Don’t, please!”


    “Okay, maybe if you get me a couple chocolate bars.” He gestured to the snack machine. “I’m out of change.”


    “Here, you creep!” Lily reached in her change purse and threw a dollar bill and a handful of coins on the floor of the lobby, then turned back to me. “Come on!”


    I hiked up my skirt and ran after her. Behind us I heard Gilly calling, “Hey, I was only kidding!”


    We arrived in the dressing room panting just as Chris Gold stuck his head in the door and called, “They’ve opened the box office. You have thirty minutes, people.”


    Since Lily and I were already dressed and made up, we had time to explore backstage. It was amazing what had been accomplished in such a short time. Elm and the other student stagehands had built an ingenious two-story brownstone, stage right, according to Terence’s specifications. The building itself was open to the audience rather like a doll house, and they could see the staircase and the people in both upstairs flats.


    Scene changes were accomplished by simply turning off the stage lights on the various rooms and aiming them at the foreground, which represented the street where Lily and I did our most of our performing. The sidewalk café that the artist Max frequented was represented by a tiny table-and-chair set and an awning, downstage left. The background flat depicted small trees and signs advertising a barber, milliner and butcher, and in the distance, the Washington Square Arch, all painted in sepia tones, as in old-fashioned daguerreotypes.


    The most dramatic part of the set was a huge ladder that was to be brought out towards the end of the play, next to a tall flat painted to resemble a brick wall. The dying vine was fastened to the wall with Velcro, so that portions could be pulled off discreetly between scenes to indicate its demise.


    In the story, Max the artist uses the ladder to paint the leaf on the wall outside the girls’ window. At the very end, he does a dramatic, carefully-choreographed descent representing his death from exposure.


    Especially interesting to us once again was the small wooden table behind the wings, manned by Chris, who was rubbing his forehead and squinting.


    “Are you okay?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “It’s nothing; just a headache.” He pulled an aspirin bottle from his shirt pocket, shook out two and chewed them, without water.


    “Ick. I don’t know how you can do that!” Lily said.


    He shrugged as he replaced the bottle in his pocket. His hand shook.


    “You do what you have to do. Are you girls all made up and dressed? Good.”


    Since we had time, he patiently showed us the motley assortment of noisemakers, including coconut shells for the clip-clop of horse’s hooves and even a doorbell. “It’s a make-do system,” he admitted. “I can hear the dialogue, but I can’t see the action.” He patted the walkie-talkie. “Hey, do me a favor, would ya, girls? Run upstairs and tell that kid Gil not to cue the cricket sounds tonight. We can’t use ’em. The stupid machine broke.” He indicated a reel-to-reel tape player banished to the floor beneath the table.


    “Sure, no crickets. Come on, Amelia.”


    We were on official business, but we still tried to avoid visual contact with potential audience members as we made our way to the balcony stairs.


    Gilly was hunched in the front row of the empty balcony, his back to us, with a script in his lap, looking through a pair of binoculars. When Lily tapped him on the shoulder, he jumped as though he’d been struck. When he saw us, he scowled.


    “Hey, look, I’m sorry about that stuff downstairs. I’ll give you your money back later. But you gotta get out of here now,” he said in a stage whisper. There were audience members making their way to their seats just below us.


    “But Chris said—” I began.


    “I don’t care what Chris says, you don’t belong up here! Go away!”


    “But—” Lily protested.


    He sputtered desperately, still whispering, “Quit bugging me! I don’t have time to mess with you! Get out!” He turned his back on us and resumed staring through the binoculars.


    I made one last effort. “Don’t you want to know—”


    His back still turned, he clapped his hands over his ears.


    Lily looked at me and shrugged. “Ah, well,” she said airily as we descended the stairs. “We tried.”


    We returned to the dressing room where the final zippings, pinnings and powderings were being completed. A sharp knock on the doorframe caused everybody to freeze.


    It was Terence, resplendent in dark suit and elegant tie. “Are ya day-sent?” he joked in a faux Irish brogue. He looked around at all of us approvingly. “That ya are! Break a leg, everybody!”


    Chris leaned his head in and also knocked sharply on the doorframe. “Overture in one minute, ladies. Places!”


    My heart began to pound as I grabbed my basket, tiptoed to my designated spot on the darkened stage and listened to the instrumental trio play snatches of the show’s many songs. There were only the three instruments, piano, drums and flute, but they skillfully captured the poignancy of the music. The overture ended and the audience applauded the musicians.


    This is it. I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath. It’s starting!


    All at once, the main curtain parted with a rattling sound, the stage lights blinked on and we began our musical stroll through Greenwich Village.


    When the music paused and the dialogue between Johnsie and the Lover began, we milled about in the background as instructed, murmuring “rhubarb” to each other with enthusiasm. Lily and I engaged in a brief pantomimed exchange accompanied by gestures involving the basket I carried. I was supposed to be giving her washing tips as music played in the background.


    To my surprise, the fact that there was an audience of several hundred people watching us didn’t unnerve me as much as I’d expected. It was exhilarating and every bit as magical as I had imagined.


    Between my scenes I stood in the wings, watching the carefully choreographed yet unseen activities of the stage crew. Elm had been given curtain-pulling duty. I watched his muscular arms with admiration as he yanked the ropes.


    Lily and I helped bring props onstage between scenes. While we bustled around behind the heavy red velvet traveler curtain, dressing the stage with the minutiae of a street vendor’s cart, the two sweethearts were out in front, taking a romantic stroll that was to culminate in the song “I’m Doing This for You” and the departure of the unfaithful Lover.


    “Hey, pick that up!” Lily whispered sternly.


    An artificial apple had fallen on the floor. I restored it to position, and we were finished. As we backed off the scene, we heard a disturbance in Chris Gold’s corner behind the cyclorama.


    It sounded like a small animal snarling. A group of us hurried silently to the spot, where we saw Chris, trying to communicate via walkie-talkie with Gilly Dickensen in the balcony. “The crickets!” the receiver was saying in a frantic whisper. “Cue the crickets!” Swear words alternated between the chant, “Thecricketsthecricketsthcrickets . . . ”


    Lily and I looked at each other in horror.


    Chris continued to press the send button, but to no avail. Exasperated, he turned off the walkie-talkie and scowled up at us. “Didn’t you tell him?”


    “I’m so sorry!” I whispered back.


    Lily raised her hands in a helpless gesture. “We tried. We really did. He wouldn’t listen.”


    “I hope your headache’s better,” I put in sympathetically.


    Chris scowled. “Scene Three’s coming up. Get busy!”


    Lily and I fled just in time to avoid running into Terence, who bent over the table to hear Chris’ explanation for the backstage disturbance. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the two men exchange a look, then both snorted with muffled laughter, which they quickly hid behind their hands.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    Aside from the cricket incident, the play went smoothly until the last scene. Terence was obviously delighted, grinning, darting in and out of the wings, helping move scenery, patting shoulders encouragingly, nodding in agreement at an appropriate reaction from the audience.


    After Dierdre came off the stage following her big vocal solo, he hugged her. He remembered the bit players too.


    “Very good,” he murmured to me briefly as I came offstage behind Dierdre. “That was excellent reacting.” He winked at me in the dim backstage light.


    The show really was magic. I floated on the cloud of music and color, watching enraptured from the wings when I wasn’t in the action. By now I knew every note, every word of this play. The final scene arrived all too soon.


    We were watching from the wings when Danny-as-Max mounted the ladder and began to pantomime the painting of the last leaf on the wall. Lighting played a role here by shifting and changing color to indicate the passage of time as Max’s singing became more and more labored, fainter and fainter, until at last he slumped, dying, and began his carefully choreographed half-fall, half-descent from the ladder.


    Tears gathered in my eyes. It’s beautiful!


    Once he reached the bottom of the ladder, a strolling policeman would discover him and the Greenwich Villagers would gather around the inert body.


    Here he comes, I thought.


    With each bar of the swelling music, Max descended a little bit more. All at once, there was a cracking sound and a gasp from the wings as a central rung tore loose, causing Danny to tumble much faster than intended. He landed on the floor of the stage with a terrible thud and remained motionless.


    Mike Bailey, playing the policeman, rushed onstage in an earlier-than-planned entrance and knelt by Danny’s still form. Frowning, he bent low, putting his face next to Danny’s. Then, he resumed his proper line, a mournful announcement.


    “This man is dead.”


    It was with paradoxical relief that we came onstage, shaking our heads in sadness, well aware that Mike had consulted with the inert Danny and that everything was all right.


    “A tragedy, that’s what it is. A real shame,” I piped up at just the right time. My only line, but I was thrilled and relieved to be saying it.


    As we sang the last few notes of “I’m Doing This for You,” the curtain closed slowly, but not before we heard a roar of applause from the auditorium.


    Emerging from the wings, Chris clapped his hands once. “Settle down. Everything’s okay. Places for curtain call, everybody.” He extended his hand to Danny and pulled him to his feet, apparently none the worse for his fall.


    We townspeople held hands in a line and, as the curtain opened again, advanced to the apron, gave a short bow, then backed up, making way for the secondary players, and, finally, Janey and Danny.


    The reaction was gratifying. Elm had to open the curtains four times before the clapping died down and people in the auditorium began shuffling around and heading for the exit.


    Once the curtains closed for good, a small crowd gathered around the ladder, examining the broken rung. I was among them.


    “It’s splintered,” Elm said, running his finger over the broken section, “I wonder how—”


    Terence and Chris interrupted, herding us offstage. “That’s enough, everybody. These accidents happen. We’ll get it fixed right away.”


    

    ~~~


    

    “I always thought it was Neil Claussen. He must have done something to the ladder. I remember seeing him hanging around there right before the performance.”


    “Really? How can you be sure, Gil? That’s pretty circumstantial. And it was a long time ago.”


    “Honey, you witnessed their fight. They obviously hated each other. DiNicco ruined the guy’s career or something.”


    “I’m not so sure. Chris Gold didn’t like Danny much either, did you know that?”


    

    ~~~


    

    Lily and were among the first to arrive back in the women’s dressing room. It was almost empty. and to my relief there was no fishy smell.


    “Well, what did you think? Aren’t you glad I made you try out?” Lily wiped her wrist across her perspiring forehead, causing her eyebrow to smudge. “Was it wonderful, or what?”


    “Yes,” I admitted with a sigh. “It was great!”


    I glanced at myself one of the mirrors. I looked about twenty years old. Cool!


    Lily reached for the jar of cream, scooped out a generous portion, and started smearing it on her face. “Told you so!”


    There it was. She really did love saying it.


    More members of the cast burst into the room, all talking at once. I stood uncertainly, wondering how I could get changed with all these men here. I turned quickly and bumped into a solid figure.


    “I’m sorry, Danny. Are you all right?”


    “Oh, sure.” He stepped back and rubbed his neck with a towel. “By the way, you did a fine job, Amelia Earhart.”


    I looked up into his deep, dark eyes. He was still wearing the aging Max makeup, with long wrinkles penciled down his cheeks and his hair streaked with spray-on silver, but all I saw was the dashing, handsome leading man I’d met on the first day.


    He’d used my pet name! All time stood still.


    “Thank you,” I breathed and continued looking up at him, rapt. “So did you!”


    Wait, is that a knot on his forehead, turning purple? Maybe he was really hurt, after all. Poor baby! I could put ice on it and nurse him back to health.


    “You sure did!” my dad’s voice chimed in, and my romantic mirage faded in an instant. “It was wonderful, Peanut! We’re so proud of you!”


    My mother and sister smiled at the various milling cast members.


    Peanut? I was mortified. My father shook hands with Danny, who shortly disappeared into the crowd.


    The room was filling up with my family members, and it was going to be almost impossible to herd them out of this place before they did something further to embarrass me.


    Terence stood on a chair and called for attention. “Well done, everyone!” All business, he continued, “All you cast members on the building crew, meet me in my office as soon as you get cleaned up. Don’t forget, we start rehearsing for The Merry Marinade tomorrow morning. All you Last Leaf people, check the call board for when to get here tomorrow afternoon. We’ll be preparing for our field trip. As for tonight, celebrate your fine job for just a little while, then get some rest. You’ll need it.”


    He looked around the crowd. “We appreciate all this wonderful enthusiasm, but our people have to change their clothes, and this is our ladies’ dressing room, so if you don’t mind, please wait for your friends out in the lobby.” The various audience members cheerily complied and the dressing room door closed.


    When my turn came behind the changing screen, I got back into my street clothes and carefully hung up my costume on a rolling rack placed there for this purpose. I noticed with dismay that the collar of my dress had makeup smudges, but took some comfort in noticing that the other costumes hanging there had the same thing. It was an occupational hazard.


    Lily was right behind me. “What was going on with that ladder tonight?” she asked as she hung up her costume.


    “I don’t know. Part of it broke all of a sudden and I saw Danny fall.” I lowered my voice. “Do you think somebody could really be after him?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe. Just don’t forget what I said about violin cases.”


    I finished buckling my sandal, gathered my things and joined her at the door. “As you probably saw, my folks are here. Want a ride home?”


    “Nope,” Lily said, wrinkling her nose. “I’m riding home with my parents.”


    She threw a longing glance up the steps at the knot of cast members making plans to celebrate at Clancy’s Tavern. Neil was in the center of them.


    “Ah, well, whatever,” she muttered as she left.


    When I emerged from below the stage, Barbara was laughing and nodding at our father. “Amelia,” he said, reaching out his hand and patting my cheek, “Mother and I are going on home. We’ll expect you girls within the hour.”


    Barbara watched them go, then came over to me with a smug look on her face. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”


    “Thank you?”


    “I got them to let you walk home with me.”


    “I guess. Thanks. But the damage has already been done. I am officially established as the baby of the company.”


    She helped me gather up my things. “And that’s bad, how?”


    I jerked my head toward Celia and Elm who walked hand in hand ahead of us.


    “Oh.” She nodded sagely. “Male attention. I see. But you’re too young to be dating, baby sister.”


    “Don’t baby sister me! Virtually everybody in my class is dating!” Okay, maybe it was a slight exaggeration. Maybe half or a third.


    Barbara didn’t reply. We walked in companionable silence for half a block. A thought occurred to me. I opened my mouth.


    “What I meant—”


    “Shh,” Barbara said, grabbing my elbow. “We’ve got company.”


    A shadowy male figure stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of us and stood in our way. Was he carrying a violin case? For a split second, I considered dropping my burdens and running.


    “I’m not speaking to you right now,” the shadow said.


    “Could’a fooled me,” Barbara murmured under her breath. “Hi, Gilly,” she said a little louder. “Why aren’t you speaking to us?”


    “I know what he’s talking about.” I stepped forward. “Gilly, I’m really sorry about the cricket thing. We tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen to us!”


    He seemed to slump a little. “You didn’t insist. You could have insisted. You should have.”


    Barbara put a hand on my elbow. “I see you guys have something to discuss. I’ll just go on ahead.”


    She indicated our house, only half a block away. With her back to Gilly, she gave me a broad wink, turned, and started jogging up the sidewalk.


    When I spoke of male attention, this isn’t what I meant! I wanted to shout at her. Instead, I decided to sympathize with the guy.


    “Did you get in trouble?” I fell into step beside him.


    He shrugged and put his hands in his pockets. “I lucked out with Terence. He and Chris just thought it was funny. He said not to lose my cool on the walkie-talkie anymore.”


    “That was nice of him.”


    “Yes, it was.”


    Coins jingled in his pockets. He pulled out a dollar bill and some change.


    “Look, would you give this back to Lily McIndrick? I really was kidding about the candy bar thing.”


    We’d reached my front yard. I put out my palm and received the money.


    “Sure.”


    “Thanks. Well . . . see ya.”


    He turned and sauntered away. The sole of one of his sneakers flapped a little at the back. There was something kind of sad about Gilly.


    “Bye.” I watched him stroll back down the street.


    I dropped the money in my makeup box. Reluctant to go inside, I took a seat on the porch steps and looked wistfully up into the sky.


    There was an almost-full moon shining down. Romance was in the air. Everybody else had paired off. Why not me?


    In the new Broadway musical Ivanhoe, I remembered from my original cast album, Rowena looks up at the moon and sings to her future love. Maybe my own future love was out there, looking up at the sky at this very same moment. I hummed to myself wistfully:


    


    My knight in shining armor, he sees the same bright moon . . .


    


    The front door opened. “Peanut! The mosquitoes will carry you off! Get in here! We’re making ice cream sundaes!”


    I jumped up and ran inside. For now, my Knight could wait. There was an ice cream sundae in my future, and I intended to have chocolate syrup and chopped walnuts on it.


    

    ~~~


    

    “Oh!” I said suddenly.


    “Amelia? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


    I shook my head. There was a catch in my throat.


    “No. I was just remembering that night after you left. I was sitting on the porch and staring up at the moon and dreaming about my Knight in Shining Armor. I even sang a little bit.”


    I hummed the melody under my breath.


    Tears began to pour down my cheeks.


    Gil gave me a skeptical look. “Your what? Come on, honey.”


    I slapped his chest. “Gil! You were him all along, and I didn’t even know it!”


    I laughed and hiccoughed. Then I sobbed a little more. It was just so sweet!


    “Oh, boy.” He handed me his handkerchief.


    I blew my nose. “Never mind; it’s a young girl thing.”


    He shook his head. “Amelia, I thought you were a little weird then, but you’re even weirder now. Come here.”


    He extended his arms and I snuggled into them.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    


    The next afternoon, as I took my seat in the auditorium, I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Look at his head,” Adele Foster murmured in my ear from her seat behind me. “He musta got hurt in that fall after all.” She nodded in the direction of Danny DiNicco, who had a bandage on his forehead.


    Ben Patchke was sitting next to her. “I saw that rung on the ladder. It broke right off.”


    “It might have been cut. Y’think somebody’s got it in for him? Maybe it’s those Mafia relatives of his,” Brenda Bernard speculated with a delighted frisson. “That fish could have been, you know, a warning or something.”


    She must have been talking to Lily, I surmised.


    “Nah,” Ben said, “it was just a freak accident with an old ladder. Terence chewed out the building crew, and then had Elm and me fix it last night. We used extra wood and nails; reinforced all the rungs. That kinda thing won’t happen again.”


    “That’s good,” I said.


    The memory of Danny’s fall gave me the same sick feeling I had had while watching him fight with Neil. He’s so brave to keep going despite his misfortune.


    Lily plopped down next to me, clearly unhappy.


    “What’s the matter?” I whispered.


    “I’m through with Mr. Neil Claussen forever!” she hissed in my ear.


    “Why?”


    “Not now. Tell you later.”


    Terence spent the next several hours with us, re-blocking the play to accommodate the unusual surroundings we’d encounter in Lake Placid using masking tape on the stage floor. “No, no, no—you just pirouetted right into the swimming pool!” he warned. “And remember, you’ll be performing practically in the laps of the audience. They’ll be that close, so be careful!”


    After all this, I was beginning to dread Lake Placid. If I had really known what was going to happen, dread would have been the mildest of my emotions.


    Finally we were given a half-hour break. Lily and I laid claim to two places in the back row of the auditorium and opened the bag of peanut butter sandwiches I’d brought from home.


    I took the opportunity to ask quietly, “Why are you finished with Neil? I saw you talking to him when we first got here.”


    “The rat. He refused to tell me what was going on with Danny out in the alley. Me! He wouldn’t trust me! If a relationship isn’t based on trust, what good is it?” She took a violent bite of sandwich.


    The sick feeling returned. “Oh, Lily! You told him that we saw? Did you tell him I was there too?” I was embarrassed and a little scared, although I couldn’t have told you why.


    She had the grace to look embarrassed. “Sorry. It slipped out when I was telling him why he owed me an explanation. And when I refused to—as he put it—keep my trap shut, he just walked away. Ignored me! The nerve! Ordering me around like a child, and then just leaving!”


    “Who’s a child?” It was Gilly Dickensen, draped over the back of the seat next to me.


    “Here.” Lily stood, handed me the remains of her sandwich, and snapped at Gilly, “Mind your own business!” She departed with as much dignity as she could manage, working her way sideways down the long row of seats.


    Gilly came around and sat one seat away from me. “Who put a burr under her saddle?”


    “Oh, she and Neil broke up, that’s all.”


    He propped his feet on seat in front of him. “Well, good for her. She’s better off.” He pointed to Lily’s abandoned half-eaten sandwich that I was re-wrapping. “D’you think she’s gonna want that?”


    “No, here. But why is Lily better off? They really seemed to like each other. I think it’s kind of sad.”


    He took a huge bite and shook his head mournfully as he chewed. “You young girls. So naïve. You know, guys talk different to each other than in front of you.”


    “Different-ly. Don’t chew with your mouth full.”


    “Yeah, whatever. What I mean is let’s just say Neil Claussen had a kind of bet with some of the other guys about . . . well, about Lily. I’m glad to see she messed it up for him.” He popped the last morsel of the sandwich in his mouth and wiped his hands on his jeans.


    “A bet?”


    “A bet, a wager, a gamble. That’s all I’m going to say on the subject. If you don’t understand it, I’m definitely not going to be the one to tell you.” He stood abruptly. “Whew! You are a baby, you know that?” He ambled off down the aisle, leaving me angry and outraged at the entire male sex. I’d understood exactly what Gilly was talking about.


    I had to find Lily right away.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    Ages ago, when all this stuff started, I had promised to be in only one play that summer. So, since I wasn’t going to be in The Merry Marinade, I now had my mornings free and spent them doing the job my parents had originally planned for me, filing and typing at the lumber yard office. It was a bit boring, but it was a way to earn a little extra money and pass the time until the evening performances of The Last Leaf.


    Lily had a small speaking part in Marinade, so I didn’t see much of her that last week. When I did, before the performances, she spent her time making snide comments about Neil Claussen’s every move and commenting on just how far gone Dierdre was over Danny.


    “I feel a little sorry for her. She follows him around like a sick puppy, but he won’t give her the time of day anymore.”


    “What happened to none of our business?” I asked her.


    “What can you do when it’s all happening right before your eyes? I can’t help it.”


    I loved being in The Last Leaf, but after a while, the songs became a constant noise in my head, especially when I tried to get to sleep at night.


    I’m doing this for you, your heart will see you through . . . blah, blah, blah.


    Gilly was right. The lyrics were insipid. I gradually became sick to death of them. I was both relieved and sad to see that the last performance, what Terence termed our field trip, was coming up the next day.


    It was a long trip to Lake Placid in the early morning hours. Dierdre had tried to grab a seat beside Danny on the rented bus, but he’d deftly managed to do a kind of doh-si-doh maneuver and plopped down beside plump, middle-aged Adele Foster.


    He probably regretted that move. Adele spent most of the trip whispering probing questions. If she thought she would get some kind of gossip scoop, she was disappointed. Danny shrugged and smiled wanly, slumped down in his seat and closed his eyes as if he was sleeping.


    Janey found a seat near the driver. The whole trip, she chewed her nails and gazed anxiously through the bus window at the slowly-awakening countryside.


    Lily pointedly ignored Neil. She’d claimed not to believe a word of what Gilly told me about the bet, but there was still a definite chill wind blowing in Neil’s direction.


    Fahrenheit-wise, things began to warm up as we walked in the side entrance of the Belle Colline Hotel.


    “Whew! Muggy in here,” Lily said to me, pulling her shirt away from her body. “I’m sweating already.” She picked up a hotel towel from a neat stack on a nearby table and mopped her forehead.


    “And that chlorine smell,” I added with a grimace. “I can’t stand chlorine.”


    The pool area of the hotel was luxurious, equipped with tropical-looking plants and beach-oriented furniture, but the humidity was undeniable. I had a strong aversion to that particular chemical.


    “Oh, yeah, that’s right, I remember why. You flunked the swimming test, didn’t you?” Lily’s tone was more sympathetic than my classmates’ had been at the time. “You do know, don’t you, that you have to pass that swimming test to graduate from high school?” She dropped her vanity case and her hanging bag on a nearby patio table and took a seat in a chair.


    I followed suit. “No, you don’t. I researched it. You just don’t get some little stamp thing on your diploma. Big deal.”


    So what if I couldn’t swim? My plunge to the bottom of the YMCA pool had been a source of much embarrassment, and I didn’t want to go back over it.


    “Is everybody here?” Terence stood near the edge of the pool and called the group to order. “All right. As you can see, this isn’t going to be the easiest job in the world, but we can do it.”


    The ensemble swept their collective gaze balefully around the large, rectangular, high-ceilinged room, half occupied by a beautiful blue swimming pool.


    At one end was the entrance to the hotel lobby and a flat expanse filled with reclining chairs and a few tables. This was where the audience chairs would be. At the other end was the pool, entrances to the men’s and women’s locker rooms and an exit to the parking lot.


    “It’s pretty simple,” Terence explained, waving his arms to take in everything. “This is exactly like a big gymnasium with a pool in one end of it. How hard can it be?”


    We all chuckled, but hesitantly. We had rehearsed this over and over, but how on earth could we change scenes, let alone dance, with all that water in the middle of everything?


    “The good news is that there’s adequate floor space on either side and in front of the pool. And fortunately, since there’s that thing up there,” he pointed to the aerial running track that encircled the room and the steps that led up to it, “we can set up Johnsie’s apartment on the stair landing, though we’ll have to change scenes in full view of the audience.”


    “Where do you want us?” Irene asked.


    She was carrying a large case containing an elaborate electronic keyboard. Gilly stood behind her with a cube-shaped speaker under each arm and miles of electric cord hanging around his neck. They were followed by the drummer, rolling his paraphernalia on a wheeled cart and the flute player bearing her tiny instrument case.


    “Well, that may be part of the bad news. We can’t have you too near the water, what with all the electronics, of course, so you’ll be stationed behind the audience.” He pointed to the hotel end of the pool enclosure, where a trolley containing perhaps a hundred folding chairs stood next to the wall. “We’ll need to set up the chairs to see where we can put you. Let’s get started, everybody.”


    I used enjoy the old Judy Garland movie where she said, “Come on, everybody; let’s put on a show!” and before you could say “unlikely,” a full-fledged musical in a barn was ready to raise the curtain. While our results weren’t quite so impressive, I really was reminded of Babes in Arms that morning. The male members of the troupe carried in several of the smaller flats, wrestling them through the parking lot entrance. The huge ladder that had literally been Danny’s downfall and played such an important part in Act Two had ridden with us in the aisle of the bus, tripping up anyone who tried to move from seat to seat. Once it was set up next to the stair landing and the landing itself was precariously furnished with a small chair and a tiny cot, things started coming together. The tall flat representing the ivy-covered brick wall stood next to the ladder.


    We spent two hours re-blocking scenes to accommodate the pool and after a box lunch provided by the hotel, we did one more quick run-through and were dismissed to the men’s and women’s locker rooms to get ready for the early evening performance.


    At least as far as costumes are concerned, it’s good that this will be the last performance, I thought as I stepped into my washerwoman’s skirt and buttoned the waistband. I’d brought my costume home four times during the two-week run, and after each washing and ironing, it looked a little more ragged. Mine wasn’t the only outfit to show the strain. Buttons on Janey’s overburdened bodice had popped off twice, and the shirt of Danny’s Lover costume had torn at the shoulder. Lily and Pat had repaired everything by hand.


    Over the past two weeks, we’d learned that Janey herself had dyed her hair reddish brown, and the credit for her enhanced bosom went to whoever manufactured foam rubber inserts.


    “Her Highness sure is edgy today,” Lily whispered to me as we applied our Tan #2 in front of the long bank of mirrors in the locker room. “Look, her hand’s shaking. That’s the second time she’s put on her eyeliner.”


    As if to confirm Lily’s observation, Celia dropped a hairbrush on the floor, and Janey jumped in surprised alarm at the clatter.


    “Don’t do that again!” she said sharply, as if it had happened on purpose. Celia just shook her head and retrieved her brush.


    “Oh, shut up,” Dierdre snapped. “You’re not the only one getting ready here!”


    “Sheesh!” Lily leaned closer and whispered, “Two prima donnas in one show. We better stay out of their way!”


    We could hear the overture beginning, even from inside the locker rooms. “Showtime, ladies,” Chris said, sticking his head in the door. “Take your places.”


    Since we didn’t have a curtain to delineate the scenes, we were required to bring in props, set up and hit our marks in a kind of semi-darkness. As we moved to our designated places, I remembered what Terence had said about the audience being on the same level as the cast. It was a little unnerving to see all those peoples’ eyes watching us in the dim light, and when the lights went up and our first number began, actors and audience were far closer than was comfortable.


    Just don’t think about it, I reminded myself, maintain the Fourth Wall.


    The overture faded, the Lover stepped forward, took Johnsie’s hand, said, “Do you think you could paint my portrait?” and we were off, just as we had been for the past twelve performances.


    There were no problems during the first act. Nobody fell in the pool. Nobody tripped during the dances and the singing went well, though it was a little difficult to hear the band, situated as they were behind the audience.


    The Belle Colline’s guests made an appreciative audience, even better than the ones at the Adirondack Bijou. They laughed at all the right places and clapped longer after the songs. Being so close to them, I could tell when someone was looking at me. To my relief, more people followed Janey and Danny with their eyes than anybody else. There was one elderly man in the front row who seemed especially enraptured. When the first act ended, the audience stood as they clapped, then milled around, talking to each other. Waiters entered from the lobby to take orders for refreshments.


    We had thirty minutes before Act Two. The intermission was longer than usual, but the Belle Colline wanted to give the guests extra time to order beverages, Terence had told us.


    Back in the dressing room, Lily powdered her forehead. “I’m starving. That box lunch was pretty measly.” She pulled some coins from her purse. “Go tell that hippie to get us some candy bars. I think there’s a machine in the lobby.”


    “Oh, Lily, I don’t know—” I began, but I was hungry, too, so I sidled out of the locker room, hid behind a flat and tried to hail Gilly. During Act One, he’d turned music pages for Irene, and he continued to sit there behind the audience, having an apparently cordial conversation with her.


    “Psst!”


    He didn’t seem to hear me. It was a lost cause unless I wanted to walk out into the midst of the crowd in full costume and makeup.


    “I’m going to the bar for a smoke,” I heard an elderly man with an unlit cigar say to the smaller man sitting next to him. “Flo’s coming. You wanna come, too, Gino?”


    Though he, too, had an unlit cigar, the man named Gino shook his head. His friends moved through the crowd toward the lobby.


    I watched him from my hiding place. He was the one who’d been staring at Danny all through the play. He was short, maybe five-six in his deck shoes—no socks. He had the comb-over hairstyle of the balding and elderly. His seersucker pants were striped pale blue and he wore a sports shirt with an expensive logo over the heart.


    Suddenly, he looked around, stood and began walking resolutely along the side of the pool, headed toward the locker room. His stride was strong and confident. He passed the first stage flat and I followed, curious. He was now trespassing into cast-only territory.


    Without hesitation and before I could politely restrain him, Gino leaned his head into the men’s locker room and called loudly, “Daniel DiNicco? Is Daniel DiNicco in here?”


    When Danny emerged in costume with a towel around his neck and a puzzled expression on his face, the man embraced him.


    “Wh-what?”


    The old man reached up and patted Danny’s face. “I’d know that kisser anywhere! My boy, my nephew, my little sister’s only child!” said Gino with feeling. “I haven’t seen you since you was a baby, but I knew right away it was you!” He put his hand to his chest. “It’s your Uncle Gino!”


    Danny looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Um, hello.”


    Gino stepped back. “Let me look at you. Pretty good lookin’ fella, if you took off all that sissy makeup.”


    “Now, wait a minute—”


    Gino punched him in the arm. “I’m just kiddin’ ya. You got a gift. What a voice! What actin’! I’m proud o’ ya. You got definite talent, kid.”


    “Thank you.” Danny was a head taller than his uncle. “I’m glad you like it. About Mom—”


    “Oh, sure, I know what your mother says about me. Don’t pay attention to that. We’re blood, kid, blood! That means somethin’!” He slapped Danny on the chest, moved his inert cigar to his other hand and reached into his pocket. “I been followin’ your career with interest, so to speak. Puttin’ in a good word wherever I could.” He pulled a newspaper clipping out of his wallet and held it up. “See? I carry this with me everywhere. A rave review!” He poked Danny with his bony elbow and grinned. “I had a little somethin’ to do with that. I know a guy who knows a guy, and, well, you know . . . ”


    Danny’s eyes widened. He pointed back toward the dressing room. “I have to get ready for—”


    “Sure, sure, back to work. Don’t worry, kid, we’ll meet again.” He patted Danny on the cheek again, hard, and began to walk away.


    I heard a gasp. When I turned, I realized that Janey had been standing directly behind me, observing this strange reunion too. Feeling a little guilty about my spying, I turned my attention to her.


    “What’s the matter, Janey?” I whispered.


    She stood staring after Gino as he melted into the milling crowd. Tan number two couldn’t disguise her sudden pallor. All at once, she wheeled and ran back to the women’s locker room. I followed.


    “What is it? What’s the matter?”


    She ignored me as she ran into a stall and emerged, wearing the yellow sundress. Her beautiful costume lay on the floor of the stall, rumpled and abandoned.


    I wasn’t the only one who noticed her odd behavior. Dierdre stepped into her path.


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “What I have to.” Janey tossed her things into her vanity case, willy-nilly, and snapped it shut.


    “You can’t be leaving!”


    “Oh, yes, I can. And I am.” Janey thrust her purse under her arm and picked up her case. “Besides, what do you care? You’ll get to be Johnsie. You’ll get your precious Danny back!”


    She was trembling uncontrollably. Still in heavy makeup and elaborate hairdo, she shouldered her way rapidly through the shocked group of women and out of the locker room.


    I caught up with her at the side of the pool. She was headed directly for the exit.


    I stepped in front of her. “Janey, you can’t leave. Not in the middle of the play!” I tried to keep my voice down. “Not now, after all that Terence’s done for you!”


    “I can’t help it! Didn’t you see who that was? I’ve got to get outta here!” Her dark eyebrows had climbed almost to her hairline. “I knew this road trip was a mistake. I told Terence! He said the disguise would work, but I can’t take the chance!”


    “But where are you going?”


    Her eyes were wide. She looked around wildly.


    “I don’t know! I’ve got to think. I was stupid to come here.” She leaned close and whispered, “They’re after me; I know they are. I was supposed to be safe up here, but—” She straightened and looked over each shoulder. “Tell Terence I’m sorry.”


    I grabbed her arm and tried to spin her around. “You’re not going anywhere!” I pulled her along the edge of the pool, back toward the set. “It’s just wrong, what you’re—”


    With one desperate heave, she jerked her arm out of my admittedly inadequate grip and gave me a mighty push. I didn’t see her any more after that, because I staggered backward and fell into the deep end of the swimming pool with a resounding splash.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    


    It was the fiasco at the YMCA all over again: me, choking on chlorinated water with arms and legs uselessly going every which way. But this time I had the added weight of a wet costume.


    With a frantic flap of my arms, I managed to break the surface. The edge of the pool was just inches from my grasp. Underwater, my legs thrashed frenetically.


    Closer, closer, I almost have it . . .


    Suddenly there was another tremendous splash. Someone with an iron grip grabbed the neck of my costume from behind and yanked. Under the surface again, I gulped at least a quart of water and grabbed at the collar. I was being choked to death!


    Roughly my rescuer-disguised-as-attacker dragged me to the edge of the pool. Someone else pulled me clumsily over the edge and onto the tiles. Then I was on my face, coughing and gagging.


    “Does she need artificial respiration? Mouth to mouth or anything?” He sounded hopeful.


    “No, thank you, Gilly Dickensen,” I croaked. “I wasn’t drowning! I would have climbed out by myself.”


    I coughed again, expelling more water. With all the dignity I could muster, I managed to sit up.


    “Yeah,” he said with a snort, “we all know how well you swim.” He squeezed a sizable amount of water from his shirttail. His ponytail had come undone.


    “You look like a drowned rat yourself.”


    He shrugged and looked back at me with a smug smile. “Better than a drowned mushroom.” He gestured at my head.


    I touched my hair. A sopping, tangled mess. So much for Charles Dana Gibson.


    Terence appeared in the middle of the throng and squatted beside me. “Amelia, didn’t I tell you to keep away from the edge of the pool? You’re soaked. You’ll have to sit out Act Two in the locker room. Tell Lily to take your line.”


    He straightened up. “All right, everyone, it’s almost Second Act. Gil, you go to the men’s and dry off.” He looked around. “Remember, people, the entr’acte music starts in five minutes.”


    I scrambled to my feet and grabbed his arm. “Terence, I need to tell you something.” I steered him away from the others.


    He came, but reluctantly. “I don’t have time for this, little girl.”


    “It’s Janey; she’s gone. Ask them.”


    I gestured to the half-dozen female cast members who’d witnessed the frantic retreat. They nodded and pointed.


    “What are you talking about?”


    “There was some old man from the audience who came backstage and said he was Danny’s uncle. Janey freaked when she saw him.”


    Terence swiveled his head back and forth. “Where’s DiNicco?” he growled.


    “He’s in the men’s locker room, I think.” I grabbed his arm harder. “But Terence, I don’t think it’s Danny’s fault. He was really surprised to see the old man. Uncle Gino, the man called himself, but Danny didn’t seem to know him.”


    “Where’s that old guy now?” He squinted at the audience members as they returned to their seats, some with drinks in hand.


    I looked in the same direction. “I don’t see him. I think Janey and I were the only ones who noticed him talking to Danny.”


    “Did Janey say anything at all about where she was going?”


    I shook my head. “She . . . didn’t have time. And didn’t seem to know, really. She was scared to death. I—I tried to stop her, I really did! Then—”


    I started to cry. How embarrassing!


    “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . just everything that’s happened . . . ”


    I ran out of words and hung my head. I was dripping.


    “Don’t cry, Amelia. It’s not your fault. I’ve just got to think.”


    Gilly approached us, drying his hair with a towel. He handed me one.


    Terence pointed a finger at him. “Gil, go outside and see if you can spot Janey Johnson. If you do, grab her and don’t let her go. Bring her back here.”


    Without a word or question, his worn sneakers squishing with each step, Gilly began jogging toward the exit.


    Terence called over the stage manager over and explained the problem. “I’m going to look for her too. Chris, you find Dierdre and tell her she’s Johnsie for the second act.”


    Chris nodded. “Sure thing. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.”


    Terence ran out the door.


    I changed into my street clothes and cleaned my face in the locker room. There was nothing to be done for my hair. It would have to wait until I got home.


    When the time came, Chris stepped in front of the audience and explained that there was a substitution due to a sudden illness.


    I sat on the floor just inside the women’s locker room entrance, listening to Act Two.


    Dierdre’s voice sounded good, and if she flubbed a few lines, nobody noticed. The other sopranos took over the voice solos. In my opinion, Lily’s delivery of my line left much to be desired, but I’ve never told her that. When the play ended, there was enthusiastic applause. Lily trooped back in with the rest of the female members of the cast, looking tired.


    Pat stood at the door. “Let’s hurry up and get everything packed up and out of here. Maybe we can get home before midnight!”


    “How’d it go?” I asked Lily.


    “About like you’d expect. You left a big hole in the blocking. How did we sound?”


    “Really good. Hear any word about Janey?”


    “Nope. Gil and Terence came through the lobby door during the curtain call. They were shaking their heads. Terence looks really upset.”


    I remembered his reaction to what I’d told him. “He’s worried about her. She was really scared.”


    Lily turned away from the mirror where she was creaming her face. “Why?”


    I shrugged.


    I knew, but I’d promised Terence. I wasn’t sure my promised still stood once Janey was gone, but I didn’t want to take a chance.


    The troupe’s departure preparations were an example of controlled chaos, everyone doing their own job, noisily but efficiently. I had wrung out my poor, wrinkled, beat-up costume and hung it on a hanger. I wondered if it still could be used for something. Or maybe they’d want me to throw it away.


    “Have you seen Pat?” I asked Ben Patchke as I left the locker room.


    He was using a screwdriver to dismantle the village flat into portable pieces. He pointed it over his shoulder.


    “Her and Terence were headed out to the bus, just a second ago.”


    I ignored his terrible grammar. “Thanks.”


    It was still light outdoors. In the parking lot people were climbing in and out of the bus, chattering loudly. The big luggage hatch along the side was gaping open and Elm was helping to stow some of the props and scenery inside.


    “Have you seen Pat?” I asked him.


    He tried to shove a small table in among the other stuff. It wouldn’t fit. He muttered a swear word as he manipulated it, and suddenly seemed to notice me.


    “Oh. Sorry. Pat? I think I saw her with Terence and Danny, going over there.” He pointed across the empty parking lot, away from the bus.


    I should have left well enough alone, but I was one of those obnoxious children who needed to have every duck safely in a row for the sake of her own sanity. (I still am.) It was the very definition of a dilemma for me: throwing away the ruined costume might be wasteful and taking it home would be stealing. I needed permission to do one or the other.


    I walked toward a small, roofless outbuilding with the hotel’s logo emblazoned on the side. It had a big gate with a padlock. There was a faint odor. Elegant, expensive places like the Belle Colline made sure their trash was kept behind closed doors.


    As I approached, I could hear voices, and they didn’t sound happy.


    Terence yelled, “You called him, didn’t you? You called your uncle!”


    “Of course not!” Loudly, Danny called Terence an unrepeatable name. “You’re not pinning this on me!”


    “Don’t you dare!” I heard Pat scream in a hoarse voice.


    I glanced over my shoulder as I started running around the garbage enclosure. Nobody else had heard. It was up to me.


    

    ~~~


    

    “What were you going to do, Wonder Woman?” Gil asked, chuckling. “Smack the offender with a coat hanger?” He suited the action to the words, striking a fencing pose.


    I was folding and sorting laundry. I turned my back.


    “This is me, ignoring you.”


    I continued my narration.


    

    ~~~


    

    Terence himself couldn’t have blocked the scene any better. It was clearly a confrontation. Danny gripped a handful of Terence’s shirt and had his fist pulled back, ready to strike. Pat was reaching to restrain his punching arm. All three were obviously very, very angry.


    I skidded to a halt about ten feet away. My abrupt appearance caused them to become a frozen tableau, almost comic, with wide, wild eyes turned suddenly on me.


    “I—um—” I held up the costume, as if that would explain my presence.


    The tension immediately began to dissipate. Each one of the three dropped his arms and took a step back. The expression on each face softened just a little as they looked at me.


    Terence spoke first. His tone was determinedly calm. He spoke slowly.


    “Amelia, you need to go get on the bus. We’ll join you in a minute.”


    “You will without me.” His expression grim, Danny turned on his heel and began jogging back across the parking lot.


    I couldn’t help myself. I ran after him, catching up halfway to the hotel building.


    “What do you mean? Are you leaving? You can’t be leaving! What about Merry Marinade?”


    He had the male lead. I’d watched him rehearse. He was wonderful.


    “They know what they can do with their Marinade,” Danny growled. He stopped suddenly and turned toward me with a faint smile. “I’m sorry, Amelia Earhart. There’s no time to explain.”


    “Please don’t go! Please!”


    “I’m sorry.” He shook his head and started jogging again.


    I ran back to Pat and Terence. “He’s really leaving this time! Why are you letting him go?”


    Pat and Terence exchanged glances. “No need to get so upset, dear. It’s a business matter,” Pat said briskly. “Run along now. Hop on the bus.”


    I wanted to argue. But I was a good child and did as I was told. I was also still damp-haired and exhausted, too exhausted to put up resistance. It was none of my business, as Lily had said. Let them handle it.


    The ultimate fate of my bedraggled costume was totally forgotten as I carried it and my other paraphernalia onto the bus. Lily shared the seat and began to regale me with whispered accounts of how she’d snubbed Neil during the performance. I nodded but didn’t really hear much of it.


    Terence and Pat finally took their seats for the return trip, trying to act as if nothing had happened. Their faces seemed stiff as they went through all the motions.


    As he had predicted, Danny wasn’t on the bus. Nobody else said anything, though they exchanged puzzled glances. I couldn’t stop the questions in my mind: Where would he go? As far as I knew, he didn’t have a car, at least not in Lake Placid. Terence had accused him of calling his uncle. Would he actually do that now?


    I fell asleep on the bus and dreamed about Danny in a dark suit, carrying a violin case. In the dream, Lily was hiding under a table, eating spaghetti with Neil.


    I slept most of the way. My father was waiting, parked in the alley next to the theater when we arrived, rumpled and heavy-eyed. He helped me gather up my things and tucked me in the car.


    Three days later, our family drove to Florida and spent a week at Disney World.


    I forgot my costume on the bus. Now I rather wish I’d kept it as a souvenir, marking the end of my show business career.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    “Well, that wasn’t the end of my show biz career, you know. You probably don’t remember, but I stuck around for one more play. I worked on that Merry Marinade. It was even stupider than that Last Leaf monstrosity.”


    I frowned. “Don’t call it that. The play was sweet. And romantic.”


    Gil kissed the top of my head. “You would think that.”


    We were at home in our lake house, finishing a cleanup in the kitchen. “Anyway, I had to quit after that and get a real job.” He knelt to put cleaning products under the sink.


    “I know.”


    It was a painful memory for him. Gil’s mother had begun her final battle with cancer that fall. It took a huge toll on his family, especially his father, who took self-destructive refuge in alcohol.


    I changed the subject. “We had a good time in Florida, but I hated leaving town, even to go to Disney. I wanted to find out if Janey ever came back. When I asked people about it later, nobody seemed to know.”


    “Nope, not another sign of her, not while I was there. And Danny was long gone too.” Gil laughed. “Would you believe Terence Jamison took over his part in Marinade?”


    It had seemed so important at the time. Now it was just a long-ago information tidbit.


    “Really? How was he?”


    “Not bad, but not great. He wasn’t much of a singer, but he was a good dancer. He added a big dance number right in the middle of the big love scene. It was kind of lame, no pun intended.”


    “Janey was always a bit unstable, I could see her running away, but I was quite disappointed in Danny.”


    “Honey, the man’s dead now. Give him a break. As for Janey, judging by the news reports I’ve been seeing lately, she isn’t around either.” He stood and stretched.


    I had turned on the disposal. I turned it off abruptly.


    “She died?”


    “I know you get most of your news from Lily Burns, but surely you read about the mobster and his confession. It was Gino Bernini, didn’t you know that? He died last week, and his lawyer just released a public statement.”


    “The Gino Bernini? The uncle? The same fellow who accosted Danny in Lake Placid?”


    “That’s right.”


    I rinsed my hands under the faucet and grabbed a paper towel. “I can’t believe I didn’t know that! But I get so tired that I don’t pay much attention to news.” I finished drying my hands and threw the paper towel away. “Wow. That’s really interesting. What did the statement say?” I reached into a cupboard and pulled out a mug. “Want some coffee?”


    “Not if you’re making that decaf junk, thanks.” He sat at the kitchen counter and watched me put the cup of water into the microwave. “Anyway, the old guy, Bernini, must have been in his late nineties. The gist of the story was that he had only one regret in his long life: arranging a hit on three innocent people who’d testified against him in court. One was a young woman in show business. They didn’t give the name but, well, connect the dots.” Gil waved his hand. “After the murders, the bodies were buried somewhere up in the Adirondack Park. The police don’t know where. There’s a search going on now.”


    My knees grew weak. I came around the counter and sat down next to Gil.


    “Oh, no. Poor Janey. That poor, scared girl. And Lily and I gossiped so brutally about her!”


    The microwave dinged. “Okay, given. You and Lily didn’t like her much, but brutal is a relative term, honey.” Gil got up and brought me the cup of hot water, a spoon and the jar of instant decaf. “I think Bernini’s people knew more about that kind of thing than you did.”


    I reached across the counter and pulled the tabloid that had started all these memories toward me. I tapped the picture.


    “Do you think Danny’s murder had anything to do with this? Why would anybody want to kill him?”


    Gil shrugged. “Who knows? A lot of time has passed since we knew him. We’ll probably never find out.” He sat down on a nearby stool and wrapped his arms around me. “You need to stop thinking about this stuff. You and little what’s-her-name need to finish your nice cup of decaf and go take a nap.”


    I snuggled into him, feeling frustration fade into affection. The past was the past. Gil and the baby were my reality now.


    Could I be any more blessed?

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    The brisk knock on our front door the next morning was expected. Gil had already left for the newspaper office, and our friend Dr. Alexander Alexander had offered to give me a lift to Chez Prentice, where I would conduct my summer tutoring sessions.


    “Bonny!” he exclaimed when I opened the door. “That’s what ye are, m’dear, bonny!”


    I’d always wondered why Alec’s American English carried a decidedly Scots accent, but he wasn’t very forthcoming about his past and people in the North Country didn’t like to pry. At least, this person didn’t. He gazed down at me with unfeigned delight. Alec was a large man, kind of scruffy and barrel-chested, but a bit thinner in recent months. It was my opinion that his on-again, off-again relationship with my glamorous blonde friend Lily Burns, née McIndrick, had taken its toll.


    “Thank you, kind sir. I wish I felt bonny.” I picked up my satchel and house key from the hall table and pulled the door closed. “I’m getting impatient for this to be over.” I patted my rotund belly.


    He gallantly opened the car door for me. “I must confess I’m that eager to dandle your little one on m’knee.”


    “Dandling will probably have to wait until she’s a few months old,” I pointed out as he started the engine. “But I’ll make sure you have your turn rocking her. Speaking of bonny!” I waved my hand at him. Alec was dressed to the nines in the suit he’d worn at my wedding, complete with button-down dress shirt and necktie. “Is that cologne I smell?”


    He smiled shyly. “Forty-seven eleven. Lily likes it. In fact—” He broke off as he turned from our driveway onto the road.


    I waited. “In fact what, Alec?”


    “Ah, well, she’s bound to tell you straight away after, since you’re such good friends.” He frowned and stared at the road. “I’m popping the question this time, Amelia. I really am.”


    “Are you sure? You said that months ago, and I never heard another word.”


    He was right about one thing: Lily would have told me immediately, no matter what her answer was. She was still my friend, despite being a first-class gossip, after all these years. I was very fond of both of them and rather hoped she’d say yes.


    He nodded decisively. “I am sure. We’re neither of us getting any younger—don’t tell her I said that—and I make a good living. My government grants may be gone, but I still have my private industrial grants and my position at the college. And a quite good retirement plan; not that I plan to slow down for many years yet, mind you.”


    Alec taught at the local college, but his passion was searching for evidence of Lake Champlain’s own fabled version of the Loch Ness Monster.


    “When are you going to do this, this question popping?”


    He smiled at me. “Tonight. We’re going to an early dinner and later, I thought I might suggest we drive to Hogan’s Cliff to watch the sunset. An opportune moment, if I do say so m’self.”


    “A fine choice of scenery. It sounds as though you have it all planned out.” I felt an obligation to be honest with him. “The trouble is, Alec, you had it all planned out the last time too. What happened?”


    “Well, you’ll remember, I was going to cook for her that night. We had finished our meal and I went to fetch dessert. It was my mother’s recipe for strawberry shortcake. Well, I’d burned the cakes and so we bundled up—it was cold that night, you know—and we went into town to Candyland Restaurant for some pie instead. And by the time we finished having our coffee, Lily said she had an early morning the next day and was dead on her feet.” He smiled. “You can see that under the circumstances the timing wasn’t exactly right, and I haven’t found another moment since.”


    It occurred to me that Lily, as lovely-looking as she was, might be a rather formidable woman to propose to. Or to whom to propose, I reminded myself. When we’d had our falling out last winter, it had been quite an ordeal. Our friendship was patched up, thank heaven, but Alec’s case of nerves was certainly understandable.


    “I’ll be waiting eagerly to hear what happens.”


    To borrow my student Hardy Patchke’s expression, Lily’d been a little squirrely ever since her husband Duane died, over ten years ago. I approved of this match. Alec was thoroughly besotted with Lily, and Lily, for her part, needed a steadying influence. Alec had a way of calming her down that amazed me. Perhaps she loved him, too, in her own way.


    I said a prayer for Alec and Lily that night, though I wasn’t even sure what to pray for.


    Thy will be done.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    “Oh, good, you’re here.” Lily swept into the kitchen of Chez Prentice the next day and sat down next to me at the huge kitchen table. As usual, she looked cool and crisp in a sleeveless cotton dress with sandals in the exact same shade. Her blonde hair was perfect, of course, tousled just enough to be stylish and not messy.


    “I took a chance you’d be because I want to ask you a question. Amelia, just how old is Sam? I’ve got him out in the carrier in my car with the A/C on, so hurry up and tell me. I don’t want him to get kidnapped—or is it catnapped?” She waved her manicured hand toward the door. “Or my car stolen either. I’m taking him in to update his shots.”


    She smiled her thanks to Hester Swanson, who brought her a glass of iced tea, then spoiled the courteous gesture. “I’ll need a to-go cup for this.”


    Hester shrugged and nodded.


    “Fine, Lily, and how are you?” I took another sip of my milk. “I have no idea how old he is.”


    The Sam she asked about was Samuel de Champlain, my late mother’s elderly, beloved, and moderately obese cat. I had inherited him and recently passed him on to Lily, who was more of a cat-lover than I.


    “Mother found him as a kitten in the parking lot of the Grand Union supermarket ages ago. I don’t even remember when. It was quite a while after Barbara married, I know that.” My sister now resided in Florida with her husband and teenaged brood of four. “Does that help?” I added.


    Lily frowned. “Not particularly. Well, if you don’t remember, I guess I—”


    She reached for her iced tea, but Hester snatched it from in front of her, dumped the contents into a foam container, and snapped the top in place with a practiced air. “That do ya?” She tilted her head and parked fists on her ample hips.


    “Yes, thanks.”


    The Junoesque Hester, our housekeeper and cook, was one of the few people around who was able to hold her own with my friend.


    Lily wrinkled her nose. “The vet thinks he’s at the age when he needs to become an indoor cat, but Sam really hates it, I can tell. He’s taken to sharpening his claws on my tapestry settee and don’t get me started on what he’s done to the fabric blinds. I guess I’ll just have to let him have his freedom to do what comes naturally.” She shuddered as she gathered up her purse. “He brought me a bird the other day. It wasn’t dead. I picked it up with a spatula after he dropped it on the porch and the poor thing flew away. I wonder if Sam’s teeth are all right.”


    “Have you heard from Alec lately?” I interrupted casually.


    She glanced at me, momentarily diverted. “No, not for a few days. He had to break a dinner date with me last night. Why?”


    My heart sank. I shrugged.


    “No reason.”


    She grabbed her keys and snapped to. “Gotta fly. See you!” She was gone.


    I repaired to the office to fetch my tutoring materials. The B&B’s office was my father’s former study. Marie LeBow, our general manager, sat behind Papa’s big desk scanning a piece of paper. She glanced up as I entered.


    “Amelia? I have a question. I’ve been looking over our list of linens. Would you know if your mother had any extra-long tablecloths put away somewhere, maybe in the attic? I mean, ones that would fit when we put all the leaves in the dining room table?”


    I pulled open the file drawer marked “Amelia” and extracted two textbooks and a long legal pad. “I’m not sure. Perhaps. I only remember my folks using all three leaves one time, for a family reunion. You could check in the back of the big linen closet upstairs. What do you need it for?”


    I was well aware that I’d ended a sentence with a preposition. Sometimes it was just too difficult to constantly maintain proper grammar.


    Marie’s quizzical expression changed to an elated one. “We have a big, big event coming up, a retirement party for some kind of show-business person. We’ll be catering it too. They want dinner and a cake and everything, and there’ll be some family from out of town staying here. We’ll be full up—isn’t that great? It’ll help pay for replacing the front lawn next spring.”


    Ever since my business partners Marie and her husband Etienne had opened my old family home as a bed and breakfast, they’d been systematically sprucing up the place.


    She returned to the issue at hand. “But I was hoping I wouldn’t have to buy another tablecloth.”


    Marie was nothing if not practical.


    Lily stepped into the room. “You do, too, have one.”


    She must have been listening at the door. She strolled in as though she was part of the conversation and not just an eavesdropper. I should have realized she was there when the scent of Toujours Moi filled the room.


    “At least, you used to.”


    “Did you go to the veterinarian already? I know it’s not far, but you certainly were quick.”


    “They told me to leave him there. They had to do, um, various things. Better them than me. But as I was saying, I know you have one.”


    Marie and I spoke together. “Have what?”


    “A long tablecloth. My mother borrowed it from your mother once, Amelia. Cream-colored linen, with cutwork flowers in the corners. There used to be some napkins to go with it; about ten, I think. I’ll bet it’s up in the attic.” She raised her eyebrows and looked toward the ceiling.


    “Thanks, I’ll check it out,” Marie said.


    Lily crossed her arms and tilted her head. “But what about this show business person you mentioned? Anybody famous?”


    Marie shrugged. “I don’t think so. A woman named Dierdre Joseph is throwing the party. She’s planning it for her brother. Name’s Jamie something.”


    Lily and I looked at each other. “Not Jamison, is it?” I asked.


    “Yeah, that’s the one. Clarence, no, wait a minute, Terence Jamison, I think it is.”


    “And her name is Dierdre? His sister?”


    Marie nodded. “That’s right. She’s from Peru.”


    The Peru to which Marie referred was not the far-away South American country, but a small town, just twelve miles down the road. Their high school and our high school were bitter sports rivals.


    Lily smiled. “What do you know? Ol’ Dierdre Jamison’s been here all the time. Do you remember her, Amelia?”


    “Oh, yes.” It was uncanny. “I was just thinking about her the other day. Marie, could I use the computer for a while? I want to do a little research.”


    She stood and came around the desk. “Help yourself. I’m going upstairs.” She rolled up the sleeves of her blouse just before she went out the door. “If there’s an extra-long tablecloth in this house, I’m gonna find it.”


    Lily called after her, “Good luck.”


    I moved around the desk to take a seat at the computer.


    “Hold it. What do you think you’re doing?”


    “Getting ready to go online.”


    Lily shook her head. “Move aside. You might break this thing.”


    I was indignant, but I did give her access to Marie’s chair. “We have a computer at our house, you know.” I stood behind her, looking over her shoulder.


    Lily flexed her fingers over the keyboard. “I’ve seen that ancient thing. It’s strictly twentieth century. So are you, if we’re being honest. Don’t you remember telling me you wished they’d bring back the card catalog at the library?”


    “I liked the feeling of control,” I protested, knowing full well it was futile to argue.


    “Now, where do we want to begin? Terence or Dierdre? Let’s start with him.” She began typing.


    “How did you know what I planned to look up?”


    “Girlfriend, I can read you like a book. Tell me we weren’t both thinking the same thing.” A list of links appeared onscreen. “Okay, here we go! St. Terence, Terence Howard, Terence Hill, Terence Jamison . . . here he is.” She clicked the link and more lists appeared. “Look, here’s mention of Terence and Pat Jamison.”


    I leaned in, and we both read the screen. After the summer Lily and I had worked with them, Terence and Pat had gone back to New York and produced a series of films based on children’s books for public television.


    “I wouldn’t know much about that. I stopped watching kid’s shows when Scooby-Doo went off the air. Look at this.” Lily moved the mouse and clicked on another link.


    “Here’s a review of his nightclub act.” She read aloud, “ ‘Terence Jamison’s Lost Broadway Treasures just trots out old, obscure, unpopular songs. Strictly amateur hour.’ ”


    “I hope Terence hasn’t read this.”


    “If he did, it was so long ago, he’s probably forgotten it. Oh, boy, jackpot! Look at this!”


    On Wikipedia, there was an entire page about Terence’s iconic role as the Storybook Dragon, a character in the popular children’s show Grandma and the Dragon.


    “I’ve heard of it. A couple of my students wrote essays about the program. I can’t believe I didn’t know that was Terence. Look, Lily! Look who played Grandma.” I pointed to a caption beneath a black and white photo of a white-haired woman in a rocking chair with a big red book in her lap, looking up at the Dragon. “Pat Jamison. She must have worn a wig.”


    “Or maybe her hair really had turned white,” Lily said.


    Apparently, the program’s goal was to encourage third graders and older children to read chapter books on their own. The series lasted for about ten years before it was cancelled.


    Lily searched some more. “That’s it. That’s all I can find on them, but just out of curiosity . . . ” She began typing again: “Neil Claussen.”


    I leaned forward. “He has a website: NeilClaussenHeadliner.com.”


    “Had a website,” Lily said. “The last thing in here is over seven years old. I think the word headliner was just wishful thinking. Look over here.”


    She was right. According to another show business website, Neil had done some tiny walk-on roles in several long-ago sitcoms and appeared in a nightclub somewhere in Connecticut. The last thing was a mention of his starring in a dinner theatre production of the old musical Sherry in central Oklahoma about six years ago. There was nothing about being on Broadway.


    “Remember that fight in the alley right after he lost that part in a play? He blamed Danny. He was—or is—really talented, but it looks like his career never really got off the ground again.”


    “Maybe he was right about it being Danny’s fault. Or rather, his uncle’s fault,” I said. “They seemed to truly hate each other after that fight. And I remember what you said about violin cases?”


    “Oh, yeah.” Lily half smiled. “I’m kind of sorry I was so mean to him back then.”


    “You were a child, Lily. We both were.”


    “True.”


    “Besides, there was that betting thing.”


    Lily frowned. “I’m still not sure I believe that.”


    We looked up Dierdre Jamison Joseph, but all we found was her wedding announcement from a newspaper archive, dated fourteen years ago.


    “What about Danny? Let’s look him up.”


    “Haven’t you heard about that? He’s dead.” Sad as the news was, it was still a coup to know something Lily didn’t.


    “What? Oh, no, that gorgeous man! What happened? Where did you hear this?”


    “He was murdered. It was a terrible thing. I’ve got a newspaper article at home. I’ll let you read it. But look, Lily, I have to get going. I have a tutoring session in ten minutes.” I scooped up my materials.


    Lily glanced at her watch. “Oh yes, I’ve got to run too! I told them I’d pick up Sam about this time. They promised that after all those procedures, they’d give him a bath. He won’t be feeling himself.”


    As I bid Lily goodbye and waited for my pupil to arrive, I said a quick, silent prayer for the veterinarian.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    Several days later, Alec ambled over to the kitchen table at Chez Prentice, buttoned his sport coat, squared his shoulders, and placed his big hand on his burly chest, Napoleon-style. “Tell me, how do I look?”


    I regarded Alec over the rim my ubiquitous cup of decaf. “Very nice, Alec. I’ve always liked you in that suit. Do you have another date with Lily?” I said the last sentence slowly and with meaning, sending a knowing glance his way.


    He wouldn’t meet my eyes, only shook his shaggy head and took a seat. “Would that I did, m’dear. Nothing so pleasant, I assure you. I’m meeting with a board of directors on an important matter.”


    Gil drained his cup of what he called high-test java. “Sounds serious.”


    “Oh, aye, it is. These are the corporate people. They want to know about my progress before they advance me any further funds.” He stroked his spade-shaped beard nervously. “I’ve a feeling that they’re about to put an end to them.”


    “Oh, dear! What would that mean? Would you have to stop hunting for the creature?” Alec had already lost all of his government grants, due to budget cutbacks, and now this.


    “I don’t know, Amelia. Maybe, maybe not. It’s partly because of the Japanese, y’see.”


    Gil frowned. “The Japanese?”


    “It was a few years back. A scientific team from one of their finest universities came here. They had all the latest gear, boats, sonar, the lot. Charming fellows, really, and truly open minded, at first. They trolled the lake, end to end, and concluded that there’s something there, but it’s probably merely pike. Pike, I ask you! It’s brought up by the board every time we meet. So far I’ve managed to convince them that there’s far more to the story.”


    “But if they say no, you could lose the Sweet Afton!”


    Alec’s boat held a special place in my heart. It had been there when I needed it. But it was probably legally owned by the conglomerate that had been endowing his project all these years.


    “Now, now, don’t be upsetting the bairn,” He looked significantly at my pregnant middle and patted my hand. “And don’t go borrowin’ trouble, Amelia, not at a time like this. I prefer to err on the optimistic side. The Sweet Afton’s mine. That is, mine and the bank’s.”


    He spoke calmly, but the rolling r’s in his speech betrayed him. He was troubled.


    Hester Swanson placed a cup and saucer before him. “I know you like a cup of tea. Let me get you some of that English Breakfast stuff you like.”


    “Many thanks, but not now, dear lady. My appointment is at three.” He stood. “Just spare a wee prayer for me, would you?”


    That reminded me. “Have you a hymn for today?” I asked gently. Alec had an astounding memory for hymns.


    “‘Have Thine Own Way, Lord,’ ” he murmured with a faint smile.


    With everyone’s good wishes echoing after him, he left the kitchen and we heard Chez Prentice’s big front door close.


    Two hours later, Gil had repaired to the newspaper office. Young Serendipity Shea and I were going over her practice English Regents’ test when the front door at Chez Prentice opened and someone strode heavily through the foyer and into the dining room.


    I looked up. “Vern!” I yelped involuntarily. The last time I’d seen Gil’s nephew—my nephew now—was when he’d snubbed us in the supermarket parking lot.


    “Amelia and um . . . ” Vern waved vaguely at my student. He looked a little embarrassed as he dumped an armful of wadded-up quilted fabric on the opposite end of the dining room table. “I don’t need this now. I got some new stuff for my place.”


    “I told you all the linens were yours to keep.”


    I tried hard to hide the annoyance in my voice. Vern Thomas had lived in our spare bedroom at the lake house for several months until our falling out last winter. Apparently encounters with him were going to continue to be strained.


    He shook his large, blond, thick head. He needed a haircut, but it wasn’t my problem, nor was it my place to point it out.


    “Not that bedspread. Not my style. I thought maybe Marie and Etienne could use it in one of the guest rooms.”


    I couldn’t help it. “Just what is your style? Early Chaos?”


    I was remembering the way he’d maintained his room at our place. Vern was a brilliant graduate student but a total slob and had formerly been a good sport about my teasing. This time, however, I immediately regretted my crack. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, especially not now.


    He drew himself up to his full, six-foot-three height. “I’ve been told I have a good eye for color,” he informed me stiffly. I could sense a trace of pride in his voice.


    “And do you also have a good ear for Melody?”


    Melody Branch was his current girlfriend. I suspected she was redecorating his place.


    He blushed to the roots of his hair. There was the ghost of a smile, quickly followed by a disapproving scowl, but no answer to my jibe.


    I decided to offer hospitality. “Look, Serry and I are just finishing up here. Time we all took a break. Why don’t you go into the kitchen and ask Hester if she has any more of Valerie’s famous lemon cookies?”


    Vern shrugged. “Okay, but I can’t stay long.”


    He exited with a nod to my student. He could always manage to be civil when food was involved.


    Serendipity watched him leave. “That’s your nephew, huh?”


    I sighed. “For better or for worse. He’s Gil’s late sister’s son.”


    “Whatever.” She tucked a violet-streaked, blonde strand behind her ear. “I’ve seen him around town. He’s kind of cute.”


    “We all think so,” I replied dryly, then turned my attention back to her test. “You’re doing much better on these, Serry. If you keep on studying like this, your classes this fall won’t be hard at all.” I gathered the study materials and began replacing them in my book bag. “Let’s adjourn to the kitchen for a snack.”


    She shook her head. “Can’t. Daddy’ll be here any minute. We’re looking at cars. I’ll be sixteen next week, you know!”


    She smiled for the first time since she’d arrived for the tutoring session. She hauled the strap of her hot pink backpack over one shoulder and stood.


    “That guy Vern was right about this,” she said, fingering a corner the crumpled bedspread. “That pattern is gross.”


    Everybody’s a critic, I thought after I bid her farewell at the front door. Since the abrupt incarceration of her mother several months ago, Serry’s father had picked up the reins of parenthood and done much better that I’d expected, though he tended to continue spoiling her.


    I was turning away from the door and making mental plans to donate the bedspread to the local charity shop when I spotted a dejected figure trudging up the front walk. It was Alec, and from the looks of him, the news was not good.


    He brightened at the sight of me and allowed me to escort him to the kitchen, where he sat heavily. “Dear friends, t’was a debacle,” he announced.


    Vern, who had risen from the big round kitchen table, about to leave, sat back down again. He shot me a quizzical glance. What’s this all about?


    “Alec’s research grants. The corporate ones.”


    “They’re gone, done, finished.” Hester slid a cup of hot water and a teabag Alec’s way, and he accepted it with a nod of thanks.


    “Gone? You mean all of them?” Apparently Vern’s grudge didn’t extend to the professor, I was glad to notice.


    Alec’s hand shook as he dipped the teabag in the water. “All. Every blessed one. Times are truly hard. I can’t really blame them. I’m an expensive luxury, I suppose.”


    “But you are still teaching, right?”


    Alec ran a hand over his face and adjusted his shoulders. He took a deep breath.


    “Right you are, Amelia! ’Tis the saving grace. I still have young minds to mold and a living to earn. Mustn’t let discouragement get the better of me. It’s a tool of the enemy, you know.”


    He nodded sharply. It was what I’d always admired about this admittedly eccentric fellow. He was brave, in his own particular way.


    “Yeah, but—”


    As I had on other occasions, I kicked Vern gently under the table.


    He glanced at me but said no more.


    “I imagine this puts some of your plans on hold,” I said, looking at Alec significantly.


    He understood what I meant. “Aye, it does, indeed.”


    I could see a tear glistening in his eye. He blinked it away.


    “Still, I’m glad to have my dear friends about me when I read this.” He pulled a long envelope from an inside pocket. “I retrieved it from my box over at the post office. It’s from a law firm. Who knows what fresh . . . cataclysm it signals?”


    He spoke hesitantly, as though struggling for composure, before running his thumb under the envelope’s flap. He tore it open and extracted a two-page letter. Patting his pockets, he pulled out a pair of reading glasses and began to peruse the document, muttering to himself.


    The rest of us tactfully engaged ourselves in other things. Hester put a refilled plate of lemon cookies on the table and took a seat, stirring a mug of coffee. Vern went to the refrigerator and topped off his glass of milk. Carefully waiting my turn at the fridge, I followed suit and poured some orange juice. When we had all finished the milling around, attention returned to Alec, who was still whispering to himself as he read the last page of the letter. “Yours respectfully, Benjamin Deeming, et al, Attorneys at Law.” He took off his glasses and looked around the table with a sad smile. “Oh my.”


    Vern could stand it no longer. “What is it, Alec? Do you still have your boat?”


    “For the time being, it seems. This was a different matter entirely.” Slowly, Alec refolded the letter and replaced it in the envelope. “It’s sad news, but not totally unexpected. An old friend of mine has died and left me a little something that he made for me. I should receive a package in the near future.”


    We all made sympathetic murmurs. “Who was it?”


    “His name was Jacob Rabideau, but we all called him Nimrod.”


    Vern grimaced. “Nimrod? What kind of name is that?”


    Alec smiled slightly. “It’s from the Bible. Nimrod was called a mighty hunter before the Lord. Jacob took the name for himself and was a little embarrassed when he learned later that in the Bible Nimrod wasn’t such a reputable character. But it was too late. The name stuck like glue.”


    “How did you know him?” I asked. “Was he one of your students?”


    Alec chuckled sadly. “No, it was rather the other way ’round. I was just a young fellow, a college student, working in the summer at the general store downstate at Dunn’s Vale. He came into town from time to time to trade. The owner of the store, Mr. Dunn, would trade supplies for wood carvings the old man made.” He tapped the letter with his finger. “Seems he left me some of his handiwork.”


    “They must of been good carvings, then.”


    I cringed inwardly, but I never corrected Hester’s grammar. It would have, not of, hurt her feelings.


    “Oh, they were. Detailed and beautiful: animals, trees, flowers, all kinds of things. He was a hermit, kept to himself for the most part. He preferred to live alone in the woods, but he was by no means an uneducated man.”


    Alec drained his cup of tea and dabbed at his moustache with a paper napkin. “We became friends. He had a nickname for me: Double Al, because of my name, y’see. Mr. Dunn and I would hunt down used books for him in various places, library discards, yard sales, and the like. All kinds of books: Shakespeare, novels, philosophy, Bible commentary. I looked forward to his visits because he’d discuss what he’d read with me. I was a student then and just lapped up the knowledge. I was seeking my place in the world, y’understand. And he helped me find it.”


    “He did?” I peered eagerly through this tiny window into Alec’s mysterious past.


    “Oh, aye, he surely did. You must remind me to tell you the details sometime.” He looked around at our eager faces. “Forgive me, friends, but I must be off. I have many things to do, packing up, such things as that.”


    Vern rose. “Me too.” He looked down at Alec. “Sorry about your friend and, um, everything else.”


    “I’m grateful for your company and your kindness.”


    Vern walked out with him. I gathered my tutoring materials and headed for the office.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    I was in a thoughtful mood as I finished loading the dishwasher at home the next day, thinking about that long-ago summer.


    It’s strange, I thought, but sometimes when you come across a particular subject, it will start springing up again and again.


    So it was with Jamison’s Adirondack Summer Theatre. First Danny’s picture in the tabloid and reminiscing with Gil, then that computer session with Lily, and, of course, Dierdre’s party for Terence at Chez Prentice, of all places. It wasn’t a very important subject, really, but I found that thinking back over those times took my mind off my swollen ankles, heartburn, and all those restroom visits, as well as Alec’s unfortunate news.


    A knock on the door interrupted my reverie.


    It was Alec himself. Without any preliminary pleasantries, he walked in and plunked a cardboard carton down on the coffee table.


    “I’ve an appointment at my lawyer’s about the Sweet Afton shortly, but I had to stop by and show you what the UPS man brought me today. It’s from Nimrod’s lawyer. Look!”


    He pulled open the tabs. Atop a snow bank of Styrofoam peanuts sat a package swathed in great quantities of bubble wrap. Alec unrolled and unrolled until he revealed a brown wooden rectangle a little smaller than a cigar box.


    “Look! He made this. For me! Dear old fellow carved this himself!” He handed it over.


    I sat on the sofa and turned the box to examine all the sides. “Alec, it’s wonderful! All the little animals and plants. Look, there’s a fawn, and a raccoon! What a wonderful gift.” I handed it back.


    “Here’s my initials.” He turned it around and traced the initials AAA carved into the top. I could almost hear the lump in his throat. “That’s how I know he did it for me.”


    “A is your middle initial? I don’t think I ever heard your middle name.”


    He chuckled. “Well, it doesn’t stand for Automobile, as some might think. It’s for Artair, a form of Arthur. Means bear, I believe. That’s what my mother always told me.”


    I waited for more information about his mother, but none came.


    “Look,” I said, pointing again. “Those are bears right there.” The initials were framed by two standing bears, forming parentheses around the letters.


    Alec squinted at the carving. “Why, so they are!” He shook his head, pulled out a large handkerchief and blew his nose. “Oh my. Oh my. The dear old fellow.”


    I asked the obvious. “What’s inside?”


    He blinked rapidly. “Why, you know, I was so taken with the box itself, I never got around to looking. Let’s see.” A small leather loop, fastened to a tiny knob, held the thick top closed.


    Inside was a well-worn leather-bound book, bearing the embossed word Journal on the cover.


    “He probably made the box to fit this book!”


    “I believe you’re right, Amelia. The dear old fellow.” He gently pried the book out of the box and opened it. “Ah, yes, this is what I hoped it was; not very valuable, per se, but a treasure to me.” He turned the first page gently. “Listen to this: ‘I began my adventure a month ago, and I have decided make note of it in this book so people in the future will know how to live in the woods.’ ”


    “How fascinating! May I look at it?”


    Alec handed the book to me and I turned the pages carefully. Nimrod Rabideau had written with a slanted and loopy hand that took some concentration to read. Some of the entries were several pages long, some were just a few lines.


    Clearly, he hadn’t written in it every day. There were year-long gaps here and there, but every page of the book was covered with writing.


    “Alec,” I said, turning back to the last few pages, “this goes back more than forty years. Here’s a page labeled Recipes. ‘For rabbit stew: One large rabbit, skinned and cut up. Save entrails.’ ” I shuddered. “He really did live off the land, didn’t he?”


    “Aye.” Alec smiled gently. “He once said he would give me a recipe for pickled beaver tail, but I’m fairly sure it was a joke.” He took the book back and closed it with a kind of reverence. “He could be a humorous old gent sometimes.” He ran a finger under one eye and turned away for a few seconds. “As soon as I get all this rigmarole straightened out, I’ll take the time to sit down and read it straight through.”


    “You promised to tell me how Nimrod helped you find yourself.”


    “Oh, yes. It’ll take a few minutes. Could we sit?”


    We sat.


    “I may’ve told ye,” Alec said as he settled back into the sofa across from me, “that I spent a number of years at Dunn’s Vale, y’know, downstate, working at a general store.” He sighed. “It’s gone now, of course.”


    He hadn’t told me anything about his early life, but I didn’t want to interrupt the stream of thought, so I just said, “Go on.”


    The box balanced on one knee, he stroked the carvings with his fingers as he spoke. “I was between degrees, y’might say. I’d completed my bachelor’s in English literature, but I was still at loose ends—”


    “Literature?” I blurted. “I always thought you were more of a science major.”


    “Well, no, not truly. M’heart is still in stories and poems and the hymns, of course. I got my hymn habit from him, too, you know?”


    I shook my head.


    He laughed. “Oh, yes, Nimrod had a fine voice, and it carried, let me tell you. The hymns would float on the wind from the woods at night.”


    “I suppose some people complained.”


    “Well, there were a few dust-ups on the subject, though he was a true tenor, with an excellent sense of pitch. It’s not like he was caterwauling. His favorite was ‘A Mighty Fortress.’ I can still almost hear him: ‘A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing.’ ” Alec also had a fine voice. “Of course, the saw-playing didn’t help.”


    “Saw playing?” I laughed at the ludicrous mental picture.


    “Oh yes. He’d taken it up right before I met him. He ordered the whole kit and caboodle—a saw, a bow, and a music book—from a catalog and taught himself. I must admit, it was a little, well, shrill when he played it. And the sound did carry a long way, poor fellow.”


    For a moment, Alec was lost in his thoughts. He looked up and said, “He was a godly man too. Knew his Bible front to back.”


    “How old was he?”


    He scratched his head. “I’m not sure. He’d been in the woods more than thirty years when I met him, he told me, so I expect he was in his nineties, at least, when he died.”


    I remembered another question. “So why did you change from English to science?”


    “Oh, yes, therein lies the nubbin of the story, Amelia. He’s the one who told me about the creature in Lake Champlain!”


    “Really! And you were intrigued?”


    “Of course! To meet a real eyewitness—”


    “Wait! Eyewitness? Did he claim to have actually seen this creature?”


    Alec smiled and nodded. “He came to the store the day after, and he was still shaken up. He’d lost his fishing rod to the animal—”


    “He what?” I squeaked. “Was he fishing for the thing?”


    Alec chuckled. “No, of course not. He told me that’s how he lost the rod. The thing jerked it right of his hand.”


    “And you believed his story.”


    Alec’s broad, hairy face took on an earnest expression. “Oh yes. He was the most honest man I ever knew. He liked to quote the Bible: ‘God hates a proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood.’ ”


    For some reason, the image of Danny DiNicco’s bloodstained desk popped randomly into my mind. Innocent blood? Was Danny an innocent, or was he involved in something nefarious that destroyed him in the end? Had he, himself, shed innocent blood?


    I blinked to clear my mind of the thought. “Are you going to Nimrod’s funeral? I mean, is there going to be one?”


    “No. He requested to be buried with his family members. His lawyer told me Nimrod’s father owned a farm a little west of here, and there’s a small family cemetery. It’s been preserved, fenced off and all, but it’s in the middle of a housing development now. The lawyer will have to get permission to have him buried there. It doesn’t appear that he left enough funds to pay for a casket, but I’m not going to let him go without. I’ve a little put by, and if the family plot isn’t available, we’ll find another place to put him to rest.”


    I smiled at him. “You’re a good man, Alec.”


    “He was good to me. I owe him.” He sighed. “And I’d be grateful if you’d explain that to your friend, Miss Lily. She doesn’t understand my attachment to the old chap.”


    “I’ll try. He was your mentor, Alec. A father figure.”


    “That he was, m’dear.”


    I broached the subject we had been avoiding. “So the proposal plans are off, I take it?”


    He looked at me sadly. “I couldn’t possibly ask a woman like Lily to marry a pauper like m’self under such circumstances. The withdrawal of corporate funds put the last nail i’ the coffin of that vain dream.”


    “It’s shouldn’t matter, Alec. You love her.”


    “So I do. And you’re right, it shouldn’t matter, but it does.”


    There was an uncomfortable silence.


    He shot out his sleeve and glanced at his watch. “I have that lawyer’s appointment directly.” He began to wrap up the box in the bubble wrap.


    “Don’t you want to put the journal inside?”


    “Will ye hold onto it for the time being? I know you’ll take good care of it, and it might amuse ye while ye wait for the babe to arrive, so to speak.”


    What with my tutoring work and various B&B duties, I was hardly lying around munching bonbons all the livelong day, but Alec seemed to have forgotten that. We headed down the hall to the front door.


    “I’ll be glad to keep the book for you, Alec. Thank you for trusting me with it.”


    I was honored that Alec would let me examine his treasure, but I wasn’t looking forward to trying to read it. Nimrod’s spidery handwriting would be a real challenge to anybody.


    “I’m obliged to ye. It’ll gie me an excuse to visit as well.” Alec gave me a gruff hug with his free arm.


    “You know you don’t need one. Come back any time.”


    He gave me a melancholy smile and a wave as he drove away.


    I closed the door and returned to what passed for a living room in our little lake house. I picked up the journal with the idea of placing it safely in our overstuffed bookcase, but the leather cover slipped from my grasp and the book fell on its back, open to a densely-written page. As I stooped to pick it up, I spotted a curious word among all the curlicues: “Behemoth.”


    “What on earth?”


    Leaving the lunch dishes to soak in the sink, I sat on the sofa and began the arduous, eye-stinging job of reading Nimrod’s words.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    


    In the Bible, there’s something called a Behemoth, a mighty creature. (It’s in the Book of Job.) And now I know it’s real. It’s what old Champlain himself saw; the Indians too. At least they say so in their legends.


    I don’t often go all the way down the mountain to the lake (there’s a stream runs near my cabin), but my larder was getting bare and today I thought the fishing might be some better at the lake. I didn’t feel like digging night crawlers, so I used squares of bacon fat for bait. Double Al had said I could borrow his little boat anytime, so I did and started fishing within sight of the old Split Rock Lighthouse.


    There I sat, letting the bait sink deeper and deeper off my port side. I knew the big fish were likely on the bottom, so I wasn’t expecting an immediate hit. All of a sudden, there was this tremendous pull. I immediately set the drag on the reel as high as it would go because this fish was peeling line off the reel like nothing I have ever seen before. In a few seconds I was already into the backing and watching the last 100 yards disappear. At this rate I was afraid the rod would be pulled from my hands before whatever was on the hook could break the link.


    Then the fish came up out of the water and I saw it wasn’t a fish at all, but what looked like a great big snake with the hook in its mouth. It looked me in the eye. I’ll never forget those eyes, black and blank. I was so scared, I lost grip on my rod—the really nice one that Double Al’d sold me—and it slid away like sixty. I saw my rod skim over the water, and I saw that the snake had a huge body, like a lizard, about fifteen feet long, kind of going up and down in bumps before it went under the surface. I’d guess it was about twenty feet long, all told.


    I can hardly write this. I can’t seem to stop my hand from shaking.


    

    ~~~


    

    After some twenty minutes of running my fingernail along the lines, squinting at the page, I put the journal down. Though the scene the old man had described was a dramatic one, the sheer effort of trying to decipher the wobbly letters had drained away any sense of fear.


    I now had a new appreciation for Nimrod and his journal. Its arrival was downright providential, considering the setbacks Alec had recently experienced. Though he already knew about Nimrod’s sighting of the monster, surely this would give my friend a much-needed boost.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    


    


    Several days later, shortly after lunch, as I was meandering along the sidewalk on my way to the public library, I heard the gut-wrenching strains of an electronic rock song. The singer had a strangely metallic quality, if quality is the word I want here. Unfortunately, I could just barely make out the lyrics.


    


    Let’s you and I get wild tonight


    Wild child, wild child,


    Wild child, wild child, wild child,


    Don’t tell nobody . . .


    


    I was only guessing here, but I assumed that the title of the song was “Wild Child.” The so-called music grew louder and the strangest little car I’d ever seen pulled up to the curb beside me.


    “Hey, Miss Pre—I mean, Mrs. Dickensen, look what I got!”


    The car was abbreviated. I mean to say, it looked like a car, but not all of one. It was a shiny red with silver trim and, from what I could see, contained two people: a large, muscular young man and a pretty blonde driver. There wasn’t room for any more.


    They both smiled at me as I leaned down and peeked through the side window. I had to yell over the din. “Serry! Is this your new car?”


    The girl reached forward, snapped off the music and beamed at me. “Yeah, it’s called a SmartForTwo. It uses almost no gas and my dad had them add this sick sound system. What do you think? Awesome, right?”


    I nodded and smiled back. I knew what ‘sick’ meant. “Awesome, indeed. By the way, what exactly was that, um, song I just heard?”


    “It’s the FilthyDirtyBlokes. They’re Australian! I love their music! So edgy! They’re giving a concert at the armory this weekend. I can’t wait!”


    The young man smiled his agreement.


    Something occurred to me. “Are you supposed to be driving already? You just turned sixteen, didn’t you?”


    The answering laughter did my heart good. Not long ago, Serendipity Shea had been battling serious depression. While I’m not a big fan of conspicuous consumption, I was glad to see that the little car had cheered her up, at least temporarily.


    “I have a learner’s permit. There’s got to be a licensed driver in the car; that’s how it works. Daddy asked Jason to ride along with me while I practice.”


    Jason nodded at me. I recognized him as one of the rather shaggy, outdoorsy young clerks in Shea’s store. Some employees might be offended at being asked to do personal chores for the boss, but I could tell from his expression that this fellow had no objections whatsoever.


    “How is her driving, Jason?”


    He glanced over at pretty, blonde Serry and shrugged. “Not bad, ma’am. Grinds the gears a little bit and she does have kind of a lead foot.”


    “Oh, you!” Serry punched Jason’s muscular shoulder playfully. “I do not.”


    He made a pretense of flinching, but I could tell he was pleased.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement across the street. A small gray form was watching the traffic carefully, daintily raising a front paw in preparation for a mad dash to the other side. I’d seen Sam perform this maneuver before when the old cat lived with me. He was quite expert at it, and I’d long ago stopped worrying about him.


    There was a grinding of gears and Serry’s voice piping, “I’ll show you my lead foot, Jason!” With a jerk, the little car pulled away from the curb at the same time a gray blur headed toward it.


    I screamed, “Stop!”


    Sam screamed, too, as only injured cats can scream, and Serry’s brakes squealed as she came to a stop in the middle of the street.


    Samuel de Champlain, unmoving, lay beneath her left front wheel.


    My legs folded under me, and I landed in a heap on the grass.


    Jason was the first one out of the car. He came over to check on me first, and when I waved him away, ran around to the front of the ridiculous little car and knelt beside it.


    “Don’t worry,” he called to Serry, “it’s only a cat.”


    Serry emerged from the car, clearly shaken. “Thank goodness!”


    I crawled to my feet and made my way over to the scene of the catastrophe. “He’s not only a cat!” I said with a sob. “It’s my—I mean, it’s Lily Burns’s cat! He used to be my mother’s cat. Oh, Sam!”


    I knelt beside the car’s wheel and touched the soft fur of his paw. Some blood was seeping across the pavement. It was obvious that there was no hope for Sam. In fact, I believed—hoped—that death had been instantaneous.


    “Oh, no!” Serry said. “Oh, no, Miss Prentice! I’m so sorry!”


    “Back the car up, Serry.” Jason instructed, “We’ll take him to a vet.”


    I hiccoughed. “No use, Jason.”


    “Gimme the keys,” he said. He moved the car to the curb while a tearful Serry directed cars around the spot where Sam lay. I averted my eyes. I couldn’t stand to look at that poor clump of soft, blue-gray fur any more.


    “What should we do?” he asked me.


    There was something I could do. “I’ll go back to Chez Prentice and get help. You stay here.”


    The pair nodded mutely.


    As shakily I approached the B&B, I was relieved to see the truck belonging to Hester’s husband, Bert, sitting in the driveway. “Bert?” I called, coming through the front door, “Bert? I need to talk with you right away!”


    The burly handyman emerged from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel. He threw it over his shoulder as I explained the situation in a low voice.


    “Gimme a minute to grab a shovel and bring the truck around!”


    He had tears in his eyes as he patted my shoulder. I had been told that Bert had a soft spot in his heart for animals and here was proof.


    “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it.”


    As the door closed behind him, the voice I most dreaded hearing piped up from the kitchen. “Amelia? What on earth is it?” Lily emerged, coffee mug in hand. “What in the world would have you making such a racket?”


    A look of alarm crossed her face. She set the mug down on my grandmother’s Chippendale side table.


    “The baby isn’t coming, is it?”


    I picked up the mug and proceeded into the kitchen. Good. Hester was there. I could use some sympathetic backup.


    “No, but it’s, it’s something bad, Lily; I want you to sit down.”


    I went to the kitchen table and pulled out a chair. Tears were beginning to fill my own eyes.


    Lily complied slowly. “Is . . . is it . . . is it Alec?” she whispered. She relaxed visibly as I shook my head. “Then what is it? You sound so terrible.”


    Hester joined us at the table, concern wrinkling her usually cheery features. “Yeah, what’s going on?”


    “It’s Sam,” I began and continued speaking more rapidly as I saw the alarm beginning to spread across her face. “There was an accident. He was hit by a car, killed. You know how he always dashes across Jury Street. It was totally accidental . . . Lily!”


    My friend had risen from her seat. “Where is he? I want to see him! Get him to the vet! Why did you leave him, Amelia? Where is he?”


    She hunted around for her purse and knocked over the coffee mug, spilling a little of the contents on the table. Hester hastened to wipe it up.


    “Tell me where he is this very minute!”


    I explained that Bert was fetching Sam’s . . . I stopped quickly. I had almost said remains.


    “He’s retrieving Sam, Lily. He’s bringing him here. But you must be aware. There is no hope for him. I saw him. He’s already . . . g-gone.” That was when I broke down.


    As I knew she would, Hester stepped up to the plate. When she opened her arms Lily and I both moved into her soft embrace and cried like children. For me, this grief was partly guilt, because Sam and I had never been kindred spirits, and partly because he was a connection to my late, beloved mother.


    We remained like that for over a minute until we heard a faint tap at the doorframe. Bert stood, quietly pulling off his work gloves and shaking his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. The poor fellow didn’t have a chance.”


    Lily broke from our huddle. “Where is he, Bert?”


    “I got him in the back of my truck. In a box.” He shook his head again. “But you don’t want to see him. You really don’t.”


    Lily headed for the door, but Hester stepped forward and grabbed her elbow. “Don’t go out there, Miz Burns. I promise, you’ll always be sorry if you do. I sure am. I saw our little dog when they put him to sleep, and it broke my heart. And Flippy wasn’t even, um, injured, if you understand me.”


    Nodding, Lily sank back in one of the kitchen chairs and sighed. She grabbed one of the paper napkins Hester always kept in a rooster-shaped holder on the big round table and blew her nose.


    “The veterinarian told me to keep him inside, Amelia, remember? Oh, I should have listened.” For a moment she fingered the china cream pitcher decorated with violets, then looked up sharply. “Who was driving? Was it hit and run?” Anger began to replace guilt. “Who ran over Sam? Were they speeding? Cars are always speeding down Jury Street,” she added accusingly. “You said you saw what happened. Who was driving?”


    I was caught completely off guard. I hadn’t mentioned the identity of the driver because if my years of experience with Lily had told me anything, it was that no good could come from this knowledge.


    “It’s not important, Lily. It was one of those freak things nobody could have prevented.”


    My friend was nodding now. “Which means it was probably one of those slimy adolescents you love so much. Or was it Vern? Was it that stupid kid? I told you when he let Sam run away last winter that he—”


    This was getting out of hand. “No, Lily. It wasn’t Vern.” I looked at my watch. “I have another tutoring session in a few minutes. Why don’t you stay here and have something to eat, and Bert will help you, um, make arrangements for, um, Sam. Right, Bert?”


    Bert shrugged and signaled to his wife to bring him a mug of coffee. “Sure. The gutter repairs can wait a little bit.”


    I stepped out on the porch just in time to see Serendipity and Jason pull up to the curb. I hurried down the steps to intercept them.


    “Let’s skip the tutoring session for today, Serry. You run along and I’ll see you in a few days.”


    I felt sure that if Lily had seen the guilty expression on the girl’s face, she’d have guessed in an instant who the culprit was. This was information that could wait forever, as far as I was concerned.


    

    ~~~


    

    The next day, Lily was still in vengeful harpy mode.


    “I don’t care about your so-called scruples, Amelia! I demand you tell me who murdered my Sam.”


    The diatribe had gone on this way for a full five minutes. I should have hung up on her, but it would only exacerbate the situation.


    “Lily, we all cared about him, but he was a cat, not a child.”


    “Which is why I’m determined to get to the bottom of this myself. The police were no help at all. They didn’t exactly laugh in my face, but they said that it was low on the list of priorities. It did me no good whatsoever dropping Dennis O’Brien’s name, either.”


    “Lily, you didn’t! He’ll be furious.”


    “When it comes to my Sam, I’m pulling out the big guns. Why do you refuse to tell me the name of the miserable rat who ran him down? I thought we were friends!”


    “Lily, are you hearing yourself? What would you do with this information?”


    “I don’t know. Sue, maybe. Haul them into court or whatever. Definitely give them a piece of my mind in public and as loud as I could shout. Whoever it is shouldn’t get away with what they did. I’m surprised at your indifference.”


    “I resent that. I’m not indifferent. Remember, he was my cat before he was yours.”


    “Right. And you couldn’t wait to unload him on me.”


    “Lily, he was a gift. You loved each other. You belonged together.”


    I heard muffled crying. “Lily?”


    After a long pause, during which there was the sound of much moving around and clunking of the phone against something and the blowing of a nose, she said in a low voice, “Yes. We did belong together. And I mean to see that the one who did this is brought to justice, one way or another. You can’t protect him indefinitely, Amelia.”


    “‘Him?’ What do you mean?”


    “Oh, come on. I know exactly who it is you’re protecting. That nephew of Gil’s is going to pay, believe me. He’s going to pay big time.”


    “Lily, don’t be like this—”


    “Too late, Amelia. I already am.”


    She hung up.


    I called the Shea residence. Kevin Shea answered. I identified myself.


    “What’s goin’ on?” he demanded. “My little girl is moping around and looking over her shoulder and won’t tell me what’s going on!”


    Serendipity’s father was a man to be reckoned with as far as his daughter was concerned. I’d learned this to my sorrow a few months ago.


    I explained and heard his sigh of relief. “Oh, that’s all. A cat.”


    “I’m afraid I was a little emotional when it happened. Please tell her it’s all right. Tell her it’s an accident that could have happened to anyone.”


    “But Mrs. Burns, what does she say? It’s her cat, isn’t it?”


    “Well, I’m keeping the details of the incident quiet for now.”


    He understood. He was acquainted with Lily.


    “Good idea. She doesn’t need to know. Serry’s had enough in her life lately.” His voice was low, hoarse. “We all have.” There was a pause. “Thanks, Miss Prentice. You’re all right.”


    I didn’t correct him about my name.


    We said goodbye and I prayed, right then and there, Lord, please be in this situation. Let Your loving will be done. I didn’t give Him any suggestions. I had no idea how to work this out.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    


    I woke up that Saturday morning feeling better than I had in weeks.


    “Wow,” Gil said as he came into the kitchen, “French toast? And bacon.” He poured himself a cup of coffee and kissed the back of my neck as I stood at the stove. “Bring it on! I’m starved.”


    “What’s on your agenda today?”


    I set his breakfast plate before him. The bacon was definitely underdone, but I had made sure to thoroughly cook the French toast. It was Lily’s recipe, and I’d followed it to the letter, but somehow things hadn’t come out quite as planned.


    “Um, not going in this morning,” he said between sips of coffee. “Both the back-to-school/Labor Day supplements and the Halloween Parade insert are finished.” He counted his accomplishments on his fingers. “Furthermore, I’ve done six generic editorials in advance, so I’m giving myself a break. They can call me if they need me. I’m sticking around here.”


    I sat down to my own breakfast and murmured our blessing.


    “I know what you’re up to. Remember, the doctor said yesterday it’ll be a couple more weeks before the baby comes, so you can relax.” I flipped my French toast slice over to disguise the burned part and poured a light stream of syrup over it.


    Using his fingers, Gil deftly picked out the meaty parts of his bacon and left the translucent fat on his plate. “How about you? Any plans?”


    I sighed. “Not really. I don’t have any more tutoring sessions until Tuesday. I thought I might pack my overnight bag just in case.”


    “Good idea.”


    “I’m going to call Lily, too. She’s still pretty broken up about Sam’s death. No, make that angry, irate, and furious. She thinks Vern did it. That’s not fair. I’m going to have to find a way to tell her it was Serry.”


    Gil patted my hand. “All this has been pretty hard on you, too, honey.”


    “Well, yes, but I’ve accepted it. Did I tell you that Lily wants to bury Sam in the yard behind Chez Prentice?”


    “That doesn’t sound so bad. He could go in that corner by the back fence.”


    “She wants a headstone.”


    “Oh, brother. How is Etienne reacting?”


    “Not well, according to Marie. He doesn’t see the need. And that’s not all, Gil. Lily has decided that we must name the baby Samantha after the cat.”


    Gil had taken his plate to the sink, stopping to dump the remains of his bacon in the trash can. He turned on his heel at my comment.


    “Our baby’s middle name is already going to be Lillian. Isn’t that enough for her?”


    “Don’t worry. I’ve already drawn the line.” I sighed. “Sometimes I think this name thing has been the hardest part of the pregnancy. Everybody has an opinion.”


    Some months ago, Vern had suggested Uma. “It’s glamorous,” he’d insisted.


    Etienne and Marie had hinted that Marguerite would be a good choice, and the Professor had mentioned that Nicie was a fine old Scots name.


    “I must admit, I still like the name Anthea. It means flower.” I’d seen it in an old British children’s book.


    “Anthea, schmanthea. I don’t care if it means the whole botanical garden. Come on! She’d be cut to verbal ribbons in junior high with that moniker. She’s Janet, after your mother, and that’s that, and she’ll be here before we know it.” Gil walked over and patted my belly.


    “She can’t come soon enough for me! I have a closet floor full of shoes I’d like to be able to get back into, not to mention the blouses that won’t button over my chest.”


    He arched his eyebrows. “You know, that was a pregnancy plus I hadn’t anticipated.” He stepped back to avoid my playful swipe. “Well, if you’re sure you won’t need me, I could do some work on the newspaper’s website today. I’ll be back around four.” He kissed the top of my head and headed for the door. “If you feel up to it, maybe we can go to a movie later,” he called out over his shoulder.


    “Sounds good,” I said, “Find out what’s playing.”


    An hour and a half later, I’d washed the dishes, mopped the kitchen floor, cleaned out the refrigerator, and scrubbed the toilet. There were clothes spinning in the dryer, and I’d packed my little suitcase in preparation for my stay at the hospital. No matter what I did, though, a strange, restless feeling wouldn’t leave me alone.


    I made a lunch of chicken salad and toast and took it out onto the deck, where Gil had recently placed a small wrought iron table and two matching chairs. He’d bought this house right before we were married because he knew I liked it, and despite the haphazard building techniques and the seven-mile distance from town, I was very content here. Gil liked to accuse me of loving House, as he called it, more that I loved him, which was nonsense. Still, I felt at home here in my ramshackle lakeside cottage more than anywhere else, especially on our big weather-beaten deck that overlooked Lake Champlain.


    It was a gorgeous day on the lake, warm with a soft breeze. Summer, I reflected, was my favorite time of year here. Where my sister Barbara lived in Tampa, she had sunshine like this almost all the time, but along with it came humidity and the possibility of hurricanes.


    According to Lily, Florida was a hurricane magnet. “It’s just like mobile homes, Amelia. They’re tornado magnets,” was her none-too-scientific analysis.


    I polished off the salad and drained my glass of milk. I put my dishes in the dishwasher and returned to the deck in time to watch a flock of birds flying over. Lake Champlain is beautiful any time of year, but I especially liked it now, when everything was still green and warm. I slipped off my shoes and waded in the shallows that bordered our pebbly shoreline.


    “We’ll wade in this together when you’re big enough,” I told baby Janet. “Your daddy will teach you to swim, and I’ll teach you to . . . row,” I concluded dryly, remembering an occasion when I’d had to do a lot of rowing. “Uncle Alec will tell you about the history of the area and Aunt Lily will . . . ” I paused, mentally searching for Lily’s specialty, “ . . . teach you to cook. You mother is a terrible cook, sweetie. You might as well learn that now,” I admitted to my child.


    I couldn’t swim and was also lousy at sewing. What could I teach this baby? I could always correct her grammar, I suppose, but where was the fun in that?


    I sat on the deck steps. “I’ll just be your mommy,” I told her, patting my belly with one hand as I toweled off a bare foot with the other.


    I believe I’ve already noted that one becomes philosophical when one is pregnant; at least I did. This particular afternoon, my thoughts went back all those years ago when I so longed for someone of my own. Surely God had smiled at the little song I sang on the front porch when I had no way of knowing what He had in store for me.


    Of course, all this had been long in coming. I’d stayed at the house on Jury Street with my ageing parents while my sister Barbara married her airman and traveled with him all over the world. I’d taught school for decades, living in the old family home that my business partner Etienne had now converted into Chez Prentice. I’d nursed my parents through their terminal illnesses and had been prepared to spend my last several decades alone in the big old house, just me and Sam the cat. It wasn’t the future I’d planned as a teenager while sitting on my parents’ front porch, dreaming of a Prince Charming, but it was probably preferable to whatever had happened to what’s-her-name, Janey Johnson.


    What had happened to her? I wondered. The question gnawed at me as I remembered her desperation just before she disappeared into the night. I stared over the water and watched the ripples sparkle.


    Where had she gone? Had Bernini’s men followed her? Had they grabbed her off the street and stuffed her into the trunk as I’d seen on TV? Had she been shot like those poor men on St. Valentine’s Day?


    I shuddered, thinking of the terror she must have felt. I wondered if Diedre had ever heard anything from Janey. Now that I knew where Terence’s sister lived, I could ask her.


    The cell phone Alec had insisted I acquire was in the pocket of my sleeveless maternity smock. A pocket was this garment’s only virtue. In this massive piece of bunched cotton fabric, I felt like a hot-air balloon. The maternity Bermuda shorts with the stretchy tummy panel weren’t much better. How glad I’d be when I could wash it, iron it, and give it all away to charity!


    The restless energy I was feeling wouldn’t let me laze around the deck any longer. I had questions that needed answers and action was called for.


    On the cell phone, I pressed the button to call Chez Prentice. “Marie, would you give me Dierdre Joseph’s phone number? You know, the one throwing the retirement party?”


    Dierdre Joseph, née Jamison, was surprised to hear from me. Yes, she remembered who I was. No, she had never heard from Janey Johnson since that one summer. Yes, she’d heard the news that Danny DiNicco was dead. Wasn’t it sad?


    By the way, what an amazing coincidence that she’d booked the party at my house! Yes, her brother Terence was in town. As a matter of fact, he was staying with her and her family, but she wasn’t sure that he was interested in talking to anybody, she said with apology in her voice.


    “He hasn’t been well lately,” she confessed, “It’s the real reason he retired. It’s made him real depressed.”


    “Would it help if I came over there? We could reminisce about the summer theater days.”


    “That’s really sweet, but I don’t think so. Though, he always liked you, you know.”


    I hadn’t known. “Really?”


    “You made him laugh. You were a cute little thing, he said. You tried so hard.”


    I grimaced, unseen. “I guess I did, at that. Do you think perhaps he’d enjoy a chat on the phone, Dierdre?”


    “Oh, no, he’s not here right now. He’s out at our camp.”


    “The Joseph cabin? The little fishing cabin on the lake shore near the lighthouse? Of course! I know the place. It has the license plates nailed all over the walls, right?”


    “That’s it. My late father-in-law’s collection. It’s kind of rundown now.”


    “You say he’s out there? I could go see him or invite him over to my place for coffee.”


    “I don’t know, Amelia. He told me he wanted time to think, to be alone,” Dierdre said. “I gotta admit, things aren’t very quiet around our house, what with Luther’s kids and everything. Terence insisted I drive him out to the cabin and come back and pick him up just before dinner. He probably isn’t even there at the cabin. He sometimes likes to go out on the lake in my dad’s old boat.”


    “Maybe another time, then.”


    “Yeah, another time would be fine.” Dierdre sounded relieved as we said goodbye.


    I put the phone back in my pocket and stared out at the lake again. I paced a little, went into the kitchen and turned on the radio, turned it off, and went back out on the deck.


    So what if Terence was off riding in the boat? I could leave a note with my phone number, couldn’t I? There were things I wanted to know about that long-ago summer that only Terence could answer. At least, I hoped he could.


    I had made a decision. Eagerly looking forward to the task at hand, I changed out of my sandals and put on some sneakers. Some of the rocky lake shore was uneven ground, and I would need to watch my step.


    The sun was warm on my bare arms and legs as I walked in the direction of the lighthouse. I could just make it out above the tree line in the distance. I’d reach the Joseph cabin first.


    I extended my arms sideways to catch a little bit more sun. It would be nice to get just the tiniest bit of a tan before the baby came. They say you get vitamin D from sunshine. Not that I needed more vitamins after the horse pill I swallowed every morning.


    I slid the sunglasses up on my forehead and gazed out at a colorful sail in the distance. The summer’s annual sailboat races were now over, but from our vantage point on the deck, Gil and I had enjoyed observing the various boats moving as their crews swarmed, watching the action through his strong binoculars.


    I took a deep breath of the breeze that ruffled my hair and sent up a silent prayer of thanks for my life as it was. “All I have needed, Thy Hand hath provided,” I hummed, Alec-like, “Great is Thy faithfulness, Lord, unto me.”


    I arrived at the old Joseph camp sooner than expected. There was no doubt that this was the one. The house itself was tiny, made of roughly-hewn wood with closed shutters and a slanted roof. One outer wall was bedecked with a large array of New York State license plates, ranging from the old orange-and-black rectangles to the more recent blue-and-white ones, all in various stages of rusty deterioration.


    I turned and saw the weathered dock where a small boat with a motor was tied up. Presumably, Terence had returned from his ride on the lake. I thought I saw smoke coming from the chimney.


    I made my way up from the shore, following the overgrown path to the door.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    


    “Terence?” I called hesitantly and knocked twice on the cabin door. I waited, then knocked again.


    No answer.


    The camp’s security was certainly loose. I pulled on the short, ragged rope latch and gently pushed the door open.


    It was dark as night inside. The shutters of the cabin’s one window were closed. Despite the warm day outside, a fire was dancing merrily in a small stone fireplace, providing the only light. I thought of our own cozy house. It had begun as a lakeside camp. Could it once have been as bleak as this?


    The floor was dirt, firmly packed. On my right, a rough wooden shelf held two dented aluminum pans, a coffeepot, and a five-pound Maxwell House can. An old metal folding chair, bearing evidence of many coats of paint, held a battered tackle box.


    “Terence?” I said again. I stepped into the gloomy cabin, and asked, “Remember me? It’s Amelia Prentice. Are ya day-sent?” I quoted with a light laugh.


    There was a sound behind me, a low laugh that turned into a cough.


    “Little Amelia, my drama queen, is it really you?” Terence Jamison stepped forward.


    In the firelight his cheekbones seemed distressingly prominent. His red mane was now a shining white. He was appallingly, painfully thin. There was a map of wrinkles all over his face. He was wearing a checked cotton shirt under a heavy cable-knit pullover, jeans, and deck shoes with thick socks. He still had the bearing and good posture of a dancer, but there was an unmistakable sense of the invalid about the man.


    “It is. Dierdre told me where you were. I should have tried calling you.”


    “You probably couldn’t get through anyway. The reception out here is rotten.”


    “Well, I came to see how you are.”


    I must have been silhouetted in the flames, because he took a look at my bulk and gestured in the direction in of the chair. “My, my, you’ve certainly, er, grown over the years. Please, take a load off.”


    “Thanks.”


    I transferred the tackle box to the floor and sat gratefully. The chair made a metallic groan. I redistributed my weight on the seat.


    “Aren’t you hot in here?”


    “Nope. I love a nice fire.”


    He held a stick in his left hand, which he thrust into the fireplace. The makeshift torch burst into flame. He held it up so it illuminated the whole cabin.


    “Tell me, Amelia, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” He tossed the stick into the fire.


    “Well, Dierdre told me you were here. We live about a mile in that direction.” I pointed. “When I called, she said you might enjoy talking.”


    He frowned, tossed the stick into the fire and coughed into an elbow. Suddenly I felt uncomfortable.


    “About what?”


    “You know, the summer theatre, The Last Leaf, things like that. I’d love to hear all about how you came to be the Storybook Dragon too.”


    “I see you’ve followed my career with interest, but the poor old Dragon faded from the picture quite some time ago. It’s not a very interesting story.”


    Obviously, cheering Terence up wasn’t going to be easy. I tried being whimsical again. “I’m just one of your humble subjects, come to see the Emperor.”


    He chuckled mirthlessly. “It’s been a long time since anyone called me that. The Emperor has gone the way of the Dragon, I’m afraid.” He stared into the flames. “And Dierdre thought this visit would cheer me up?”


    “Well, not in so many words. It was more my own idea.”


    “Hmm. Sweet and well-meaning of you, but . . . unnecessary.” He coughed again. “I don’t mean to be unwelcoming, but to tell you the truth, I’m not very good with company these days. I do humbly beg your pardon.”


    He wasn’t getting rid of me that easily. “It’s all right. I was just thinking about all the things that happened the summer I worked for you.”


    He leaned on the mantelpiece and talked into the wall. “Halcyon days.”


    “Yes, well, I enjoyed most of it. Except some of the stuff at the end. Especially that time when Danny fell off the ladder. Did you ever figure out how that happened? Or maybe who did it?”


    He shook his head and coughed again.


    He must be feeling roasted, standing so close to the fire.


    “My husband and I were talking about it the other day and decided that either Neil Claussen or Chris Gold fiddled somehow with one of the rungs.”


    His reply came out so low I almost didn’t hear him. He was nodding. “It might have been Chris Gold. He’s dead, you know—an overdose about ten years ago. Or it could have been Claussen. He couldn’t catch a break in New York after that summer, I know that much. DiNicco or his uncle probably put the word out on him. Or,” he said, turning around so I could see his saturnine expression highlighted in the firelight, “it could have been me.” He put his splayed hand on his thin chest.


    “I don’t believe that. Why you?”


    “Oh, Amelia, it’s such a long story, and I just don’t feel like telling it again.”


    He turned away once more. Clearly, he was in no mood to be cheered.


    I stood. “Well, we can get together another time. I can see you’d like to be alone. To tell you the truth, all I really wanted to do was ask you about that girl who disappeared.”


    “About who?”


    Whom, I thought.


    “About Janey Johnson. You know, the girl who—”


    “I know who you mean,” he snapped. “Eileen, that was her real name, remember?”


    Whom you mean, I thought. I couldn’t seem to turn off my inner teacher.


    “I always wondered where she went. That night, I mean. Did you ever hear from her again? I felt so bad for her. The way she talked that night, how scared she was. She seemed to think she was in real danger. I’ve always wondered if something happened to her.”


    Terence scratched the back of his neck. “Oh, yes,” he said grimly. “Something did. She’s dead. She’s been dead a long time.”


    “Oh.” I felt curiously deflated and sad. “And now so is Danny DiNicco. I can’t help but think there might have been a connection.”


    “She was such a little fool,” he said, more to himself than to me, it seemed. “I blame myself. If I’d known the danger, I’d have hopped in my car and driven her back out West the day she arrived.”


    He shook his head. “She thought she could get away from those . . . thugs. I told her it was dangerous, but I had no idea how bad it really was. They had—and still have—tentacles everywhere.” He smothered a cough.


    “Tentacles?”


    “Of course! Like some big—big—octopus.” He waved his hand. “The Mob.”


    “Mob? You don’t mean Danny DiNicco?”


    “Of course I mean DiNicco! Why else do you think that he—” He barked out the words and then stopped abruptly, frowning at me. He shrugged and finished his sentence. “—was killed?”


    And that’s the moment I saw the gun. The huge, shiny gun. It had been in a shadow on the crude and weathered mantelpiece. Now it was in his hand, only a few feet away from me.


    I sat back down. “Is that it?” I said in a small voice. “Is that what killed Danny?” Nausea rose in my throat.


    He looked down at it. “Yes.” He sighed. “This is the one. It was justified, though, his death. He murdered Eileen. Or as good as, poor girl.”


    “What do you mean murdered?”


    He looked at me pityingly and shook his head. “I looked for her that night, remember? I didn’t stop looking for her, even after the summer was over. I went to see her father downstate. He had no idea where she’d gone. I called him every few months to check. He never heard from her again. Obviously she was dead. And the evidence pointed straight at DiNicco. Don’t you read the papers? Or listen to the news? His miserable thug of an uncle admitted it. They buried her somewhere up in those woods where nobody can find her. I knew that’s what happened the minute I heard about it.”


    “But how could Danny be involved? I mean—”


    “He had to have told the old man where Eileen was hiding. Maybe he even caught up with her that night.”


    That was different from what I had imagined, and even more terrifying. A familiar face, a man who had danced with her, even kissed her passionately onstage (and perhaps seduced her offstage) suddenly turned killer? Despite the stifling heat of the cabin, I shivered.


    Terence stroked the gun. “I know I shouldn’t have kept this after, well, after everything, but I had a sort of sentimental attachment to it. Don’t you recognize it?” He turned it sideways so I could see the handle.


    The initials “T. R.” on the small silver plate were unmistakable.


    “The San Juan Hill gun! He was killed with the Teddy Roosevelt gun?”


    He scratched his forehead and his thick, white hair shifted on his head. Could Terence be wearing a wig?


    He shrugged. “It was kind of . . . ironic, wasn’t it?”


    That reminded me of something. “Where’s Pat? Patricia? Your wife?” Surely she wouldn’t have condoned this thing.


    His tone was sardonic. “Again, I’m aware of who you mean. She died of lung cancer, eight, no, eight and a half months ago. We went to one of those big treatment centers in the Midwest like you see on television? It cost almost all our savings. She fought right up until the end, wouldn’t quit, but she was too far gone. She died in my arms on Christmas Eve. I became a widower that day, imagine that.” He shook his head.


    “I loved her, I did. But now I’m glad she isn’t here to . . . well . . . and I’m not sorry Danny’s dead, though,” he added, staring across the cabin at a blank wall, “I know it’s a sin that I’m glad, but I’m beyond redemption anyway.”


    I was feeling distinctly uneasy, being in the same room as that enormous gun, but I couldn’t help saying, “No, you’re not, at least, not spiritually speaking. You grew up in the Church. You once said you were a good Catholic. Remember the thief on the cross? He wasn’t beyond it. And neither are you. If you repent and—”


    I was talking faster and faster, my apprehension growing.


    I should never have come here.


    He interrupted me. “I’m glad you still believe that stuff, Amelia. I can’t seem to any more.”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said sympathetically. To a murderer.


    Why was I always so polite? I tried to think of him as the Storybook Dragon, but it didn’t work. The expression in his watery blue eyes carried all the weight of the guilty world, plus a dash of ruthlessness. I didn’t like the speculative look on his face.


    “Hmm.” He turned a sad smile towards me. “What am I going to do with you, Amelia?” He laughed, and it sounded painful. “I remember your audition. You stood out. Cute little thing, but I’d never seen such over-acting in all my life. You’ve always been a handful, you know?”


    He took hold of my wrist and pulled me to my feet.


    “I know, Terence. I’m s-sorry.”


    “So’m I.” Using his free hand, he opened the round portion of the gun that presumably carried bullets, checked it, and snapped it shut with practiced ease.


    “Look, Terence—”


    “Hush now, dear.” He frowned and rubbed his nose with the wrist of his right hand. “I need to think. You pose a bit of a problem. I’m going to have to change my plans.”


    There was another volley of coughing. His grip on my wrist loosened a little, but quickly tightened again.


    “Just how sick are you, Terence?” The yellow coloring in his face was not only from the firelight.


    “Very sick,” he said absently. His eyes were darting all over the cabin. I wondered what he was thinking. “I was going to put an end to things today. To myself, you understand. But now I can’t leave things as they are.”


    Why not? I wanted to shout. Instead, I apologized again.


    “Oh, Terence, I’m so sorry.”


    And I was. I had once liked this puzzling man. I tried to strike an optimistic tone.


    “You could turn yourself in. I can help you. I know Dennis O’Brien—you know, the police detective? He’s a good friend of mine. He could—”


    “No.” Terence was swinging the gun hand up and down, his other hand still gripping my wrist. “I couldn’t do it to Dierdre. My sister’s giving me a retirement party, you know that? I’ve got family to consider here.”


    But so do I! Baby Janet ran a foot across the inside of my belly. My hand came up to feel the little heel through the layers of flesh and fabric. Relax, Sweetie. Your Mama’s here. Everything will be all right.


    I wished I believed it myself.


    “Be quiet now, Amelia. I must think.”


    I looked into Terence’s face, but he wasn’t seeing me. His eyes, jerking rapidly, were watching some long-ago scene. Or plotting out how he’d dispose of me—correction, us.


    All at once he seemed to make up his mind. “All right, come along now.” He jerked on my wrist and tried to pull me toward the entrance. “I said, come on!”


    I remained where I stood. His grip wasn’t very strong and I definitely outweighed him.


    “Why? What are you going to do?”


    Fear and stress certainly takes it out of a person. All at once my entire body was the definition of agony. Nausea, trembling, a twinge of abdominal pain.


    Lord, didn’t You hear me?


    My answer was what seemed to be an unusually violent kick from the baby. I grunted softly and grimaced from the pain.


    Terence’s expression hardened. He pressed the barrel of the gun into my chest.


    “I haven’t time for this. Come now or I—BEGAD, WOMAN!”


    He jumped back, letting go of my arm, and nearly dropping the gun. He scowled down at the floor.


    “You peed on my shoe!” The suede of his left loafer was black with wetness.


    “I did no such thing!” Outrage overtook my fear. “I would never—” I looked down, feeling with growing humiliation the moisture that was pouring down my right leg. “Oh, dear!”


    A wave of pain swept my abdomen. A force was pulling my insides down and out of my body. I sat, heavily, back down on the chair. It tilted, but held. I rocked helplessly, gripping my abdomen, until the pain subsided.


    “I didn’t pee,” I explained weakly. “My water broke. I’ve got to get to . . . ”


    “You’re pregnant?” Terence staggered back a step and directed his gaze at my middle. “Stupid, foolish girl! Why didn’t you tell me?” He thrust his fingers into his hair.


    “I didn’t think it would be so soon; they told me I probably had a couple of weeks left.”


    I savored the subsidence of the pain. In that short space of time, I had forgotten how good it felt not to hurt.


    “I don’t know why it’s happening now.” I had also forgotten the gun.


    He reached into his pocket and extracted a cell phone. “No bars!” he muttered and thrust it back inside. He looked around frantically.


    I pulled my own cell phone from my pocket and handed it to him. He opened it, shook his head and muttered, “What can we do? What can we do?”


    I clung to that “we.” When my water broke, I had no idea what Terence had been about to say, or—even more important—do. But he was all I had right now.


    Terence looked around the sparsely furnished hovel. “You can’t give birth here. It’s filthy! Where’s your car? I’ll drive you, if you promise not to tell.”


    Another wave of pain began. Before it engulfed me completely, I managed to croak, “No car. I walked. My house is just—aaaaaaah!”


    I gave myself over to the pain.


    As the tide of agony ebbed away again, I heard Terence cursing. “Dierdre won’t be coming for hours yet. Oh, wait, I know! Dr. Ridley has a camp a little bit further down the shore. We can head for there.”


    “But he’s a . . . a . . . urologist!” I objected, my awareness returning with the relief from pain. “He’s my husband’s doctor!”


    “What does it matter at this point! They all have to learn the plumbing, don’t they? Any old port, I always say!” He lifted his sweater, thrust the long barrel of the San Juan Hill gun into his belt, and pulled me to my feet. “We’ll take the old Joseph boat. Come on, go faster!”


    He gripped my elbow and tugged mightily, trying to propel me along. It was a useless effort. Terence, ravaged by some fearsome, fatal disease, was weaker than I.


    Nausea teased my body, but I managed to propel myself forward. “We’ll have to hurry,” I warned. “The pains—they’ll come back.”


    Waddling now, I made my way desperately to the door, where I leaned, panting, for a moment before proceeding into the cooler outdoor air. A mosquito with a one-inch wingspan landed on my bare upper arm. I swatted, hard, leaving a bloody smudge.


    Would a mosquito bite hurt the baby? my right brain wondered. Only if it carries malaria, wryly answered the left brain, causing speculation of a new menace to multiply like post-rain mushrooms on a lawn: Oh, no, malaria?


    The worry was rendered moot as the agony began again, forcing me to my knees on the rough, pebbled path, where I rocked and moaned, giving no thought to the unseemliness of it all.


    “Oh, Lord!” murmured Terence, uselessly stroking my shoulder. “Oh, please!” Whether he was directing his requests to me or heaven, only he knew.


    My eyes were level with Terence’s belt. And the gun that he’d stuffed in it. What if that thing went off?


    It’s already killed one man. And he’d been planning to kill himself.


    Another worry forced itself through the haze of pain. What if he accidentally hit the baby? I opened my mouth to ask him to be careful, but only a moan escaped.


    Finally, I gasped, “Let’s go.” I took Terence’s proffered arm, thin and delicate as a wishbone through the plaid cotton of his sleeve, and pulled myself to my feet once again.


    The boat sat bobbing at the end of the short weathered dock. It was sturdy enough to my eye, but not very stable.


    Terence hopped in with relative ease, making a hollow-sounding thump, and held out his hands. “Come on, get in.”


    I put a tentative foot on the edge of the boat, and it wobbled. I withdrew my foot.


    “Come on, Amelia, come on,” he chided, “we’ve got to get you aboard.”


    Moving slowly, I got down on all fours and slung a leg over the side. Clinging to the dock with a death grip, I slid clumsily into the boat, hoping I wasn’t mashing my little one in the process. As if in answer, the pains began their dreaded ascent.


    “Ohh, they’re starting again!”


    I slumped to the floor of the boat. It was a very tight fit.


    “Lie still.”


    Terence went to the end of the boat and started the engine, which sputtered tentatively. He muttered an oath. The engine sputtered, then started.


    “Wha-what’s wrong?” I asked between moans.


    “We’re low on fuel. Say a prayer!” he added grimly and swung the boat out onto the water.


    I said several, inwardly, and then outwardly, with great volume. After a bit, the pains subsided. An irrational talkativeness overtook me. I began a semi-yelled discourse, and once again, tended to be philosophical.


    “I didn’t know what to expect with labor. It’s painful, like they said, but not as bad as I expected. I mean, as an English teacher, Shakespeare and everything, one hears alarming things like . . . “from his mother’s womb untimely ripped,” and all that. What was that from Julius Caesar or MacBeth? Oh, I remember, that was MacDuff who—”


    “The Scottish play! The Scottish play! Amelia, please!” Terence yelled into the wind. “We’ve enough problems without adding bad luck to the mix.”


    “Oh, yes, I forgot. I’m sorry.” I felt better, and managed to crawl to an upright position and take a seat. The wind whipped my face, but I didn’t mind. I was a mess, literally, but soon, God willing, I’d meet little Janet . . .


    I smiled. A twinge signaled the beginnings of another round of labor pains.


    “Ohhh.” I slid back down onto the floor of the boat and rocked back and forth. “Ohhh!”


    “Hang on, dear,” Terence said over his shoulder.


    I did hang on. And I prayed. I thanked the Lord for this man who was helping me instead of—well, doing something else. I gave thanks for Gil and prayed for the good health of my little girl. And I prayed for the soul of this unlikely helper.


    “Here we are!” Terence yelled.


    We pulled up to a small dock. He jumped out, tied up the boat and reached a hand for me. “Can you walk?”


    I nodded. Clumsily I climbed onto the dock and with Terence holding my arm, I made my way toward the large house beyond. All at once, the pains began to grow again and I had to lie down on the broad wooden slats, where I writhed helplessly.


    “Stay here! I’ll get help from the house.”


    I floated in a sea of pain while Terence was gone. The pains were just subsiding when he returned, swearing violently.


    “Nobody home and it’s locked up tighter than a drum!”


    I wiped sweat from my forehead. “Alec’s place—no, wait, he’s probably still in town. Um, my place is not too far, in that direction.” I pointed across the lake from whence we had come. “I should get back in the boat and go with you. The pains are getting closer together.”


    “Your house better not be too far. I wasted most of my gas coming here.” He was out of breath. “Come on.”


    I don’t remember exactly how I got into the boat again or what happened in the next few minutes. The memory is all a blur. When I did come to my senses and the pain had stepped back for a few minutes, I realized that Terence was swearing again and leaning over the side of the boat with a paddle. His white hair lay in the bottom of the boat. He was completely bald, with freckles dotting his bare, round head. He glanced at me.


    “We’re almost . . . there,” he gasped. “Almost . . . ”


    “The gas?”


    “Gone. Gotta use . . . the paddle . . . ” He swore, then coughed.


    I lifted myself up on an elbow and looked to the shore. I could see my house clearly. The lights were on. Gil was home, praise God!


    I grabbed the wig, which was sliding under a seat, and held it tightly to my chest. Something dark and heavy slid past my hand, out of my reach, and thumped against the side of the boat. The gun? It didn’t matter now. Never mind, we were almost home! We had to be!


    “Terence?”


    “Yes?”


    “Back there in the cabin.”


    “What?”


    “What were you going to do?”


    He was as breathless as I was. “Don’t think . . . about it.” He continued paddling.


    “You’re not . . . a bad . . . man, Terence,” I concluded. “I know you wouldn’t have done it.” I was lying.


    “Whatever . . . you . . . say.”


    I recited the Lord’s Prayer aloud, and Terence joined me, timing the phrases with strokes of the paddles.


    “ . . . hallowed be Thy Name . . . Thy Kingdom, come . . . Thy will be done . . .


    “Ohhh!” The pains returned and I was lost in the terrible mist again.


    Whenever the pain subsided, my prayers were loud and insistent. “Oh Lord, have mercy on us! Please—”


    “And . . . add this thief on the cross, would you, dear?” a gasping voice interrupted me.


    “Of course,” I managed to groan.


    He continued to paddle.


    I couldn’t say another word aloud, but something in my spirit pled for this poor man. Forgive.


    At the end of an eternity, I heard Terence’s voice calling, as strongly as it ever had in the theatre, “Ahoy, the house! Ahoy, the house!”


    I looked up and observed him, standing in the boat, firmly pulling the wig back on his head before he cupped his hands and called again.


    That was the last time I ever saw Terence Jamison.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    


    As they say in Victorian novels, I will draw a veil over the next few hours and only point out that they involved a long and bumpy ride in an ambulance, being unceremoniously ushered into the hospital, bounced from one gurney to another and abruptly jabbed with a variety of needles.


    “The Storybook Dragon did it,” I told them, gasping from inside a world of pain. “He saved the day. He was a good guy after all.”


    “Whatever you say, ma’am.”


    “C-section,” I heard somebody say.


    That meant caesarean section. “Caesar wrote about Shakespeare,” I reminded them blearily, “But don’t ever say Julius Caesar. No, wait, it’s MacBeth! Say the Scottish play.”


    “She’s hallucinating. Better get her under right way.”


    “I am not! It makes perfectly good sense—okay, all right, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety-seven . . . ” I descended into a semi-dream.


    “Good job, Mama,” a voice said in the middle of my dream. “It’s a girl!”


    I regained my senses just in time to experience someone painfully kneading my abdomen.


    “I’m sorry. We have to do this,” the nurse said in answer to my groans. “Helps you get back to normal, you know.” She concluded her cruel work after an eon and consulted a clipboard. “Lucky lady, you didn’t need a C-section, after all. You were halfway out of it the whole time. Remember anything?”


    I ruminated a moment. “No.”


    “I must say, your husband got a kick out of all that Shakespeare stuff.”


    “What?”


    “You said something about Scotland—” She was interrupted by the man himself, wearing scrubs. “I’ll leave you folks to visit.” She drew the curtain closed.


    Gil looked exhausted, but he wore one of his radiant smiles. He kissed me on the forehead.


    “That was the most amazing experience I have ever had!”


    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said dryly.


    He took my hand. “And you were so brave.”


    “I don’t remember a thing. I’m sorry about the movie, though.”


    “Movie?”


    “You said we’d go see one.”


    He shrugged. “There’s nothing worth seeing, anyway. I checked with the entertainment editor.”


    He wobbled his left eyebrow. Gil was the entertainment editor. And the sports editor and the editorial page editor, too.


    “Thank him for me. Tell me, what about Shakespeare? The nurse said I was quoting Shakespeare?”


    He chuckled. “Not quoting. You were going on and on about not saying the word MacBeth. ‘Scottish play,’ you kept saying, ‘only the Scottish play,’ probably because we’d been talking about the summer theater stuff recently.”


    “Oh, I know what that was. It was because of Terence.” The memory of my strange back-and-forth interaction with the man suddenly came flooding back. “Oh, Gil, about Terence, he—”


    Wearing a frown, Gil sidled up to the bed, sat and took my hand in his. “Honey, I know, you wanted to thank him, but—”


    “Gil, he’s a mur—”


    “Amelia, he’s dead!”


    For once, I was shocked into silence. Tears sprang into my eyes.


    He handed me a scratchy, hospital-provided tissue. “Honey, I’m sorry I blurted it out like that. I was going to try to break it to you gently. When he got you to the house, I followed the ambulance to the hospital. He said he needed to get to town, so he rode with me. I noticed that he didn’t look very good, sweating and all out of breath, so when we got here, I grabbed somebody and asked them to take a look at him. Before they could, he collapsed. They couldn’t revive him. Heart attack, they think.”


    “Oh, Gil!” I blew my nose. “He died helping me!” New tears filled my eyes.


    “I know.” He shook his head. “I’ll always be grateful. Oh, honey, don’t cry. It’s going to be all right.”


    He climbed onto the bed and took me in his arms. He knew the drill. I needed time to exhaust my sobs before I could be cogent again. At last, I leaned back, sighed and made good use of half-a-dozen tissues.


    Gil slid off the bed. The front of his scrubs uniform was damp, but he didn’t seem to notice.


    “What were you saying before, I mean, before I interrupted you?”


    I couldn’t deal with it all. “Can I tell you about it later? Right now, I’m really tired. Is it okay if I take a nap?”


    Gil grinned. “Aren’t you forgetting somebody?”


    “Who? I mean, whom am I forgetting?”


    “Miss Janet Lillian Dickensen made her appearance at 11:51 p.m., weighing seven pounds, six ounces. If she could stand up, she’d be twenty-one inches tall. And she’s beautiful, Amelia. Not much hair, but gorgeous.”


    He smiled that hundred-watt grin again and I answered with my own, albeit weak, smile.


    I was horrified. “Oh, Gil, I forgot my own baby! How awful!” I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was five a.m. “It was probably the drugs they gave me. I’ll never forget her again, I promise.” I held up my hand. “When can I see her?”


    Once they moved me out of recovery and into a private room, they let Gil bring her to me, a tiny wrinkled bundle, eyes wide, squeaking like a kitten. A nurse followed him.


    “Is she all right?” I asked her as Gil placed Janet in my arms. “She isn’t very loud.” I stroked the tiny groping fingers and murmured soothing noises.


    “Give her time. She’s just not quite used to the outside world yet. And she’s hungry. It will be best for both you and her if you feed her now.”


    She proceeded to show me how to nurse my child. I expected difficulty, but all went well, and in a little while, our daughter was sleeping peacefully in Gil’s arms, her tummy satisfied. The nurse had gone, the doctor had visited, rapidly declared us healthy and left, and the door was standing open.


    A young man stood in the doorway. “Um, Miss Prentice? I mean—Mrs. . . . um . . . ”


    “That’s all right, Brian. People still call me that sometimes.” It was one of my former students, Brian Lake, sweetheart of the amiable, seventeen-year-old grocery store clerk, Kim Mallard, and father of her baby.


    He moved hesitantly into the room and handed me a copy of the tabloid newspaper Worldwide Buzz. “Well, um, Kim heard you were here. She told me to come find you and tell you we had a boy yesterday. And give you that. I got it in the gift shop. It’s a little old, but Kim remembered that you liked that paper. She’s gettin’ outta here tomorrow.” He stood up straight. “Elton Lake, we’re gonna call him, after my dad. He was a little bit early, but he’s okay.” He nodded reassuringly. “And we’re gettin’ married in about a month, ’cause I got a good job now, so . . . ”


    “Well, that’s great. I’m very happy for you, Brian.” I smiled at him and made a mental note to shop for a baby gift and a wedding gift as soon as I was able.


    There was a tiny, sleepy squeak from the rocker in the corner. Brian turned.


    “Oh, there’s your baby. I heard it’s a girl. Congrats, Grandpa,” he said to Gil, misinterpreting my husband’s gray hair. It would not be the last time someone did this. “I better get back to, um,” he pointed to the hall, “you know.” He waved as he moved away.


    “Tell Kim I said thanks for the newspaper!” I called after him. I looked over at Gil as he contentedly rocked the sleeping child and shrugged. “They’re getting married.”


    “Hello, Mrs. Dickensen!” This time, it was pretty, dark-haired Melody Branch at the door, wearing a nurse’s scrubs in a cheerful cartoon print. “Someone is here to see you.” She stepped into the hall and was heard coaxing someone into the room. “Come on, I mean it . . . ”


    A huge, pink, floppy-eared stuffed dog of indeterminate breed preceded Vern Thomas into the room.


    Melody remained, smiling and leaning on the doorframe with crossed arms.


    “Here.” Vern thrust the animal at me.


    “Who’s your friend?” Gil asked from the corner.


    “If you mean the student nurse turned busybody, that’s Melody, who dragged me over here at the crack of dawn.” He jerked his head toward the entrance, then held up the toy dog. “If you mean this, Melody picked her out, but I named her Uma, since you didn’t have any use for the name.” He tossed it on my bed.


    “How are you?” I refused to let tears once more fill my eyes. He looked thinner to me. “Are you all settled in your new place?” I pulled the dog to me and stroked its ears.


    “I better be since I’ve been there since February.”


    It hadn’t seemed that long. “Oh, yes. So you’re all right.”


    Melody pulled a pager from her pocket. “Oops, pediatrics calling. Gotta run.” She pointed a finger at Vern. “Be good!”


    “Yeah, I’m all right. I gotta go too.” He began moving toward the door.


    “Thank you for the gift.” I gestured toward the corner where Janet lay sleeping in her father’s arms. “Don’t you want to see the baby?”


    “Oh yeah.” Vern wheeled around and bent over Janet where she lay in Gil’s arms. He smiled. “Cute.” He turned back.


    “I had quite an adventure just before she was born, Vern,” I said invitingly. “Don’t you want to hear about it?”


    “I would, but there’s no time right now, sorry.” With a vague wave, he was gone.


    I heaved a huge sigh. “Oh, Gil.”


    A tear ran down my cheek. I was a mess. When were these soggy emotional reactions going to stop? I grabbed for the tissue box.


    Gil deposited Janet in the crib and came over to my bed. “I know, honey. He’s still peeved at us, the stupid kid.” He put took my hand and patted it.


    A few months ago, we’d help extricate Vern from a sticky situation, but not without stepping on his toes, or rather, his pride.


    “Will he ever forgive us?”


    Gil smiled ruefully. “For being right when he was wrong? If I were to guess, I’d say yes, judging by the hold that young lady has over him.” He resumed his seat next to the crib. “Meanwhile, I’m going to enjoy being a daddy. Not a grandpa, by the way,” he said with a rueful half-grin, “I’ve waited long enough for this.”


    Sinking back onto my pillow, I turned my attention to the tabloid Kim had sent me. It was dated the week before. One headline read: “Dying Mobster Confesses Decades-old Mob Hit Mystery! Who Are the Victims? And Where Are They?”


    I turned the pages until I found the article. It featured a slightly blurry but recognizable image of Gino Bernini, who had aged considerably since that day in Lake Placid.


    Gil squinted over at me and chuckled. “Really? Are you reading that? Again?”


    “Nobody brought me a copy of the Press Advertiser, so I make use of what I have at hand.”


    I read for a bit before commenting, “They say they can’t find the graves of those poor people. The woods are so thick and Bernini’s directions are vague. And the men who actually buried the bodies are long dead. Poor Janey, or rather, Eileen. I need to talk to Dennis as soon as possible,” I said, referring to Police Sergeant Dennis O’Brien, a family friend.


    “Can’t it wait, honey?”


    “I’m not sure it can. By the way, you never did ask how I ended up on the lake in a boat with Terence Jamison.”


    Gil tilted his head and looked at me. “Good point. How did you?”


    I folded the tabloid on my lap and began, “Well, I had all this energy yesterday, so . . . ”


    

    ~~~


    

    “ . . . and then you told me he died. I don’t know what to do.”


    “Listen, Amelia.” Gil hefted the precious sleeping burden he had been rocking and deposited her gently into the rolling hospital crib. “You’ve got enough to worry about. Let’s dump this whole thing in O’Brien’s lap and let him sort it out. It may not even be his job. DiNicco was killed in New York City. There are bound to be jurisdictional issues and whatnot.”


    “Knock, knock,” someone said at the door.


    “Speak of the—” Gil began.


    “Dennis!” I said. “And Dorothy! How sweet of you to come!”


    Dorothy O’Brien smiled. Her halo of red hair glowed in the intense hospital lights. Her daughter, a miniature of her mother, stepped out from behind her and thrust a package into my hand.


    “This is for you. We want to see the baby!” She looked around the room. “Is that her?” She pointed a small finger at the clear plastic crib.


    She. But I said nothing. Six-year-old Meaghan would learn proper grammar in due course.


    “Yes, that’s Janet.”


    “Not too close, sweetie,” Dorothy warned and said to me, “I’m not sure if it’s against the rules for her to be here, but nobody stopped us.”


    I tore open the package and thanked them profusely for a delicate pink blanket with a matching rattle.


    “We got it in the store downstairs,” Meaghan said before her mother could shush her.


    I laughed, beckoned Gil over close to me and whispered, “I need to tell Dennis what I told you.”


    He nodded and turned to our guests. “Look, the baby’s asleep. They’re both going to need their rest. Meaghan, would you like me to show you and your mom where the newborn nursery is? You can see all the babies through a window.”


    Meaghan nodded enthusiastically.


    “Dennis, would you hang around here with Amelia?” he said as they left.


    “Sure thing.” Police Sergeant Dennis O’Brien pulled the one straight chair closer to the bed and sat. “What is it? What’s going on? I can see you have something to tell me.”


    “You’re right.” Once again, I recounted my experience with Terence Jamison and his involvement in the death of Danny DiNicco. Before I finished the first few sentences, he’d pulled out his ubiquitous notepad and pen. When the narrative ended, Dennis frowned.


    “And he had a gun, you say?”


    I shuddered. “Oh, yes, a big old-fashioned one with a long sort of . . . barrel thing. Pat—his wife—told me years ago that it was authentic, the actual kind Teddy Roosevelt himself carried. It was the one Terence used in San Juan Hill. That was a short-lived play on Broad—”


    Dennis waved away Broadway. “I don’t care about that part. I just care that he had a gun. Did he take it with him when you guys got in the boat?”


    I closed my eyes. “I think so. I know I saw him put it in his belt, but there was a lot of activity going on and I was kind of—”


    Dennis scowled sympathetically and waved his pen. “Yeah, you were in pain and stuff.”


    “The gun should be in the boat. I’m pretty sure I saw it sliding around on the floor, or bottom of the boat, or hull, or whatever you call it. I don’t know if he brought it with him up to the house. My memory is pretty hazy about then.”


    “We’ll look into it.” He tapped his pad. “And this Terence guy got sick and died at the hospital right after you got there?”


    I nodded. “Heart attack, I think. His sister told me he was sick. Terence told me the same thing. Gil was with him when he collapsed. Gil called for help, but it was too late,” I said sadly.


    Terence was a complicated man, but there was something about him that I had liked. Perhaps it was the memory of happier times.


    I had a thought. “Wouldn’t the hospital have reported a gun or something if they found it on him?”


    He nodded. “Probably. I’m pretty sure we’d have already been informed if they did, but I’ll check with them before I go. And I better call the police in New York. I heard about that murder, but never thought there was a connection here.” He snapped the pad shut and tucked in his pocket. “I’ll need to talk to your husband too. Maybe he saw the gun.”


    “I don’t think so. He would have told me, I’m sure.”


    A high voice interrupted our conversation, “Daddy! They had seventeen babies in the nursery; nine girls and eight boys!”


    As Dorothy shushed her daughter, Dennis said, “That’s great, honey.”


    “But Janet is prettier than any of ’em!” She walked over to the crib in the corner and smiled down at the sleeping baby.


    “I think so, too, Meaghan.”


    I saw Gil exchange a word with Dennis before they bid us goodbye.


    “I’m seeing him later at the office,” Gil told me, kissing my forehead. “Right now, I’m heading out to the paper. Be back soon, after I’ve announced our great news to the world and finished my special editorial for tomorrow. Anything else you need?”


    I was suddenly exhausted. “No, I’ll go to sleep now. Oh, would you call Marie and Etienne and tell them how much I appreciate the flowers?” I looked over at the ornate arrangement perched on the windowsill that had been delivered while I was talking to Dennis.


    Another thought struck me. “Oh, no! Poor Dierdre! She was going to give her brother a retirement party next week!” I started to cry again softly. “If it wasn’t for me, he’d—”


    “Have died all alone out in that dirty old cabin,” Gil finished. “Don’t take this burden on yourself, Amelia. If he’s guilty, he at least went out saving a life—excuse me—saving two lives. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”


    “But he wasn’t sorry. I don’t think he was sorry at all for killing Danny. I think he thought of himself as carrying out a sentence. That’s just wrong. Or maybe he was sorry,” I added, as a memory came to me. “I think I remember his saying something about the thief on the cross.” I blew my nose. “I’ll have to tell Dierdre. It might bring her some comfort.”


    Gil took my hand and kissed it. “Honey, cut it out. You can’t fix this.”


    A thin squawk erupted from the little crib.


    “But you can fix that,” he said brightly.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    


    Terence’s funeral took place two days after I was released from the hospital.


    “You go, Amelia,” Gil insisted, “Janet and I will be here at Chez Prentice. I want to spend my day off getting to know my little princess better.”


    In the intervening days, Gil’s little princess had stopped making tiny squeaking noises and had graduated to full-throated infant arias. I was getting used to her rhythms, but it was a relief to have even an hour of grownup time. I accepted gratefully.


    The proceedings were conducted in the chapel of the town’s most prestigious funeral home. Father Frontenac performed the service with great dignity, adding a vague reference that Terence had “done a great kindness in the last hours of his life,” but very few people knew the facts. There was a large gathering in the facility’s social hall, which was conveniently located on Jury Street, just a few blocks from Chez Prentice. I had been able to walk there.


    Outside the building, Dierdre’s glad-handing CPA husband, Lester Joseph, had gathered with several other men in the driveway, where they were admiring a huge, shiny, green and white vintage car with large fins. “It’s a ’58 Cadillac Deville,” I heard him say proudly. “Took a lot of coins and elbow grease to get it this way, I can tell you.” He patted the hood. “Still having a little trouble with the muffler.”


    Dierdre met the mourners at the door, receiving hugs, as several female relatives handed out coffee and other refreshments. People stood around in groups and talked in hushed tones.


    “Thanks for coming,” Dierdre said. “The flowers arrangement you sent was really nice.”


    The woman didn’t look well, as might be expected under the circumstances. Her strawberry blonde hair was heavily threaded with gray, and her young-girl freckles had faded, leaving behind bone-white skin that housed a rather thin body. The resemblance to Terence was even more noticeable than when I first met her.


    “It was the least we could do after the way he helped me.”


    Her voice subsided to a desperate, almost-whisper, “Sergeant O’Brien explained to me about how Terence helped you. But the other stuff, well, I don’t want to believe it. How could Terence do something like that? It could have been a mob hit. That’s what I told the police: It was probably a mob hit, a shooting like that. I don’t like to think my brother could do that, do you?” She was whispering faster and faster and seemed almost surprised at herself when she suddenly stopped.


    I shook my head, remembering that she was in the throes of grief. I changed the subject.


    “Did you retrieve the boat he used? I saw it was gone from our dock.”


    She fingered her sleeve and plucked off a bit of lint. “Oh yeah, my father-in-law’s old boat. Lester took our boat over there to tow it back. I suppose the police will want to look it over for fingerprints or whatever.” She waved her hands vaguely. “Sergeant O’Brien’s talked with the New York City police and he’s sending a file or something down there to be checked out.” She laid a hand on my arm and began whispering urgently again, “I mean, Terence actually told you he did it? He really said he did it?”


    “He definitely gave me that impression.”


    As I spoke, the statement sounded hollow to me. There was something that didn’t add up, something floating in the back of my mind . . .


    “Well, maybe he did do it, but I don’t want to believe it, y’know?”


    “That’s . . . understandable.” I decided then not to tell her that Terence had mentioned suicide.


    She glanced over her shoulder, but nobody else was listening. “He was very sick, you know, sick as in terminal.”


    Tears filled her eyes. She pulled a tissue from her pocket.


    “He was a good brother. After our parents died, he took care of me. I had some bad times in the past, gave him a lot of trouble, but he always took care of me. I tried to take care of him . . . you know, recently.”


    “I’m sure you did, Dierdre,” I said automatically.


    An elderly relative stepped forward and Dierdre moved away.


    There was something I was forgetting, some detail. What was it? Why did I feel as though something was unfinished?


    

    ~~~


    

    I was back at Chez Prentice, sitting in a rocking chair in one of the empty guest rooms upstairs nursing Janet, when there was a knock at the door. Draping the shawl in a more modest position, I called, “Who is it?”


    “Hello, family, I’m back.” Gil entered, smiling. “Lunchtime?”


    I sighed. “No, an after-lunch mid-afternoon snack in preparation for the late afternoon snack. Honestly, Gil, this child acts like she’s starving!”


    He sat down on the bed. “Keep in mind, it’s one of the few times in her life that a girl’s glad to gain weight.”


    I pulled back the light shawl and looked at the incredibly sweet little head at my breast. “I suppose so.” I stroked her feathery hair.


    “Listen, Amelia, did you get a look at that journal Alec inherited?”


    “Yes, and it’s fascinating, even if it’s a huge pain to try to decipher. You’d love it. I meant to tell you, but things have been so hectic, I forgot. The book’s an heirloom, Gil. I don’t feel right keeping it so long. We probably should return it to him.”


    “I asked Alec, and he insisted we keep it a little longer. He’s busy downsizing right now.”


    “It’s definitely of historical interest. This man was quite influential in Alec’s life. He gave him the idea to hunt for the Lake Champlain monster, you know.”


    “Say, that might make a good article for the paper. Mind if I read it, too?”


    Janet was finished. I handed her over to Gil and buttoned up my blouse. “Of course not. It’s in the drawer of the bedside table back at the house.”


    Marie poked her head in the door. “The policeman is here to see you in the front parlor.”


    Gil was carrying a wide-awake Janet in his arms when we descended the stairs.


    Wearing his official persona instead of that of a former student, Dennis stood at our approach. Sliding his eyes in the direction of another B&B guest who was peering over his newspaper at us, he said quietly, “Amelia, this is rather confidential. Maybe we could go in the kitchen or the dining room?”


    We moved into the entry hall and looked around.


    “In here.” Marie leaned out of the door of her office. “It’s nice and quiet.”


    We accepted her offer. Dennis turned and said over his shoulder, “Gil, you should join us. Um, your daughter is welcome too. I assume she can keep a secret.”


    Gil turned to his daughter and animatedly put a finger to his lips. “Shhh!”


    Once we were settled in the comfortable chairs in the B&B office, Dennis said, “I just have a few more questions for you about the other evening, Amelia.” He placed a tiny device on the desk. “If it’s okay, I’ll record our conversation this time.”


    I nodded.


    Gil put a clean cloth diaper and the baby over his shoulder and gently rubbed her back as he listened.


    “Amelia, would you go over the events as you remember them? And please don’t leave out any detail, no matter how small.”


    “Well, I was feeling pretty energetic that afternoon. I’d cleaned the whole house . . . ” I proceeded to re-live everything, including wading in the water, the telephone call to Dierdre and the leisurely walk along the lake shore. I described the little cabin with its distinctive collection of license plates and how grubby it had seemed inside. I reconstructed, as best I could, the conversation I’d had with Terence.


    Dennis flipped a page of his memo pad and pointed his pen at me. “Did Mr. Jamison confess to the murder of Daniel DiNicco? I mean, in so many words?”


    I nodded. “I think so. He even showed me the gun that was used. It was a real one that had been a prop in one of his early plays.”


    “Can you describe it again?”


    “I don’t know much about guns. It was really big, a silver color, with a long barrel and the initials T. R. on a little plaque on the handle, which was black—is it called a handle?—The initials stood for Theodore Roosevelt. Terence had been Teddy Roosevelt in the play, you see.”


    “You’re sure he said he’d committed the murder? I mean, you were in labor and everything.”


    I felt myself blushing. I didn’t want to mention the ‘peeing’ incident if I didn’t have to.


    “That came a little later. Oh, wait! He must have confessed, because I offered to go with him so he could turn himself in. I told him I knew you and—”


    “But he declined?” Dennis made a note.


    “Yes. He said he couldn’t do that to his family.”


    Gil gave a disgusted snort.


    “Look, you two,” Dennis shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I apologize for having to go over this all over again. I’m being so insistent, Amelia, because it could help the NYPD close the Daniel diNicco case.”


    I nodded. Gil nodded.


    Dennis sat back in his seat and ran a finger down his notes. “So, let’s get back to when you were at the Joseph camp. Would you say he threatened you?”


    Gil leaned forward, frowning, still patting Janet steadily on the back.


    “I don’t know. It seemed like it. I mean, he said he didn’t know what to do with me, and that I was always a handful.”


    “What did he mean by that?”


    Gil put in sharply, “Yeah, what did he mean?”


    A huge burp burst forth.


    It broke the angry spell. We all chuckled. Gil held Janet in one arm while he wiped her mouth with the cloth. We could see that her eyelids were drooping.


    “She’s sleepy now. She’ll probably doze off.”


    “I wouldn’t have thought she had such a big, loud bubble in her,” Dennis said in a stage whisper and smiled, “but I remember Meaghan doing the same thing.”


    “Go ahead, talk normally,” I said. “Gil and I are trying to accustom her to sleeping with ambient noise.”


    “Okay, where were we?”


    Gil handed the baby over to me, where she nestled in my arms and sighed deeply, closed her eyes and began pursing her lips back and forth. It was how she put herself to sleep, we’d learned.


    “Terence was threatening to kill you,” Gil said darkly.


    “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure he really did. He just seemed unsure as to what to do.”


    Gil cracked his knuckles and looked around, annoyed. “I was feeling sorry for the guy, and here he was about to—”


    “Gil!” I said sharply, forgetting for the moment that we were being recorded, “Remember, he did help me. Help us, I mean.” I glanced down at Janet, and then turned back to Dennis. “As soon as he realized that I was going into labor, he became completely committed to getting me some medical help.” I explained our unsuccessful effort at the urologist’s camp.


    Gil smiled. “But Dr. Ridley’s not—”


    “That’s what I said, but Terence said something about plumbing. I can’t remember all of it. I was in pain then.”


    “That’s the problem. Some of your memory is a little clouded, I think.” Dennis leaned forward. “Let’s get back to the gun. Did you see what he did with it when you were going for help?”


    A tiny snore floated up from my lap. Janet was asleep.


    We all smiled fondly at her and I picked up the thread of the conversation again. I squinted, trying to think.


    “I remember being uneasy around it. But to tell the truth, I’m not even sure it was loaded. He did kind of open it up and spin that round middle thing around like you see in Westerns. Then he stuck it in his belt.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “I’m sure. Later, I remember being afraid it would go off or something. We were in the boat at the time. Oh, wait, yes! I just remembered. He said he’d been planning to kill himself out there. ‘Put an end to things.’ That’s how he put it. I can’t believe I forgot that until now.”


    Dennis nodded and made more notes. “Then it had to have been loaded. Could it have fallen out, say in the water, at any time?”


    I looked at him. “Are you saying you still haven’t found the gun?”


    Dennis reached over and clicked off the recorder. “Yes, I’m saying that—to you. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that that’s confidential information.”


    Gil and I nodded. Dennis turned on the recorder again.


    I closed my eyes and tried to remember. “It was pretty wild there for a while. We ran out of gas within sight of the house, I remember, and he was rowing for all he was worth.” I frowned. “Things were sliding all over the boat, I remember. I grabbed his wig. It got a little wet, I think.”


    Gil put in, “Yeah, I saw that he was wearing that at the hospital, just before he collapsed.”


    I kept my eyes closed. “Wait. There was something . . . heavy in the bottom of the boat. It could have been the gun. It slid out of reach under the seat. Did you look under the seats of the boat and everything?” I looked over at Dennis, who clicked the recorder off again.


    He sighed heavily. “Amelia, those downstaters might think we’re ignorant hillbillies around here, but we really do know our business. Our people have scoured the entire scene, including that filthy cabin, the boat, even in the water and under the dock. No luck.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “The NYPD has the bullet involved in the DiNicco murder.” He closed the pad. “But unless they can match it to a weapon, well . . . ” He shrugged, tucked the pad and pen in his jacket pocket, and picked up the recorder. “I think that’s enough for now.”


    Gil, Janet, and I walked him to the front door. He thanked me. “We’ll keep on it, don’t worry,” he assured us.


    Before he climbed into his car, Dennis waved to Bert and Etienne pulling up in Bert’s truck. Spotting us, Etienne jumped from the passenger seat and ran to the porch.


    “I have solved the problem!” he said so loudly that Janet started in my arms and began to cry. “Oh, ma petite!” Etienne crooned and stroked her hair. “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he clicked at her softly.


    Fascinated, Janet opened her still-damp eyes widely and stared.


    “Bien.”


    “What problem?” Gil asked.


    My enthusiastic business partner assumed a haughty demeanor. “Madame Lily wants to . . . er . . . enterrant . . . er . . . bury the cat ’ere, at Chez Prentice.” He rolled his dark eyes and shook his head. “I say non, and she says—well you know, Amelia, ’ow she is.”


    I nodded, jiggling Janet, who was entranced by Etienne’s dramatic recitation.


    “But today, un éclat!” He stuck his forehead with the heel of his hand. “It’s brilliant! Un jardin!—garden—with the flowers, the herbs! Et aussi, a little statue for the cat.” He tossed off the last statement quickly as an afterthought.


    His enthusiasm was contagious. I said, “Of course! That would be perfect! Mother always wanted to have a garden back there—with a gazebo.”


    Apparently Etienne hadn’t thought of this. “A gazebo? Of course! It’s a fine idea! Yes, we could have the garden weddings in summer!” Then, more to himself, he looked around and said, “So we will need the wood, the lumber. And plans . . . excuse me.” Lost in thought, he shouldered his way past us into the house.


    We followed him inside.


    “This one’s about out of it. Better tuck her in.” Gil touched the top of Janet’s head lightly. “This garden thing? Run that by me again.”


    I mounted the stairs and paused to explain. “Etienne has decided that it would be all right to bury Sam out in the backyard and mark the grave with some kind of statuary. But rather than make it morbid, we can have a nice garden with flowers and herbs. You heard about the gazebo. It really would be perfect for weddings.” I looked down fondly at the baby whose eyes were half-closed. “Maybe our little girl will be married there someday.”


    “Right.” Gil jingled change in his pocket and said dryly, “If the guy can get past me on the front porch—with a shotgun across my knees.”


    “I’ll remember that, Duck Commander.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY


    


    It was a relief to realize that the plans for the Chez Prentice garden had temporarily diverted Lily from her desire to avenge Sam’s death. Or at least I hoped so. So contagious was Etienne’s enthusiasm that she was willing to accompany him on a shopping trip to select an appropriate memorial piece for Sam.


    “It’s a cat,” she announced as she showed me a photo on her cell phone. “It’s sleeping, see? Curled up? They said they could put a little brass plaque on the base.”


    She stared at the picture in the telephone and ran a finger along the edge. I noted with horror that her nail polish was chipped. This had never happened, in all the years I’d known her. She really was in mourning.


    All at once, her expression changed. She turned to me and spoke in my ear.


    “I haven’t forgotten, you know,” she said in a low voice filled with venom, “and I’m going to get even. See if I don’t.”


    “Lily—”


    She was out the door before I could engage her in yet another fruitless disagreement over justice versus revenge.


    Alec was worried about her, too, despite having his own troubles. “I’ve never seen her like this, Amelia. When she’s not drowning in despair, she’s blazing with rage. Please forgive the mixed metaphor, m’dear,” he added, ever mindful of my sensibilities.


    “Think nothing of it, Alec.” We were side-by-side, pushing grocery buggies.


    He leaned over and peered at Janet, who was sleeping peacefully in the baby carrier I had strapped in the child seat of the cart. “So sweet. Amelia. By the way,” He straightened up and reached for a can of tomato soup, “I was just over at the animal shelter. They’ve a litter of the most cunning kittens. I found one that quite resembled—”


    “Alec, no!” I interrupted, “You never, ever try to replace someone’s pet with another one, at least not this soon. All the psychologists say so.”


    “But I thought if I surprised her with—”


    I turned away from the packets of instant gravy mix and glared at him. “Aren’t you listening to me? Alec, you’d only make matters worse! And I can’t imagine what Lily would be like if that happened!”


    He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re right. I just so wanted to help her, poor bairn. T’is breaking my heart.”


    Lily was considerably past her bairn days, but the tenderness in his voice touched me. I laid my hand on his arm.


    “I know you care, Alec. And you mean well. But trust me, I’ve known Lily longer than you have, and my advice is to just give her time.”


    “Thank you, m’dear. You’re kindness itself. Only a true friend would’ve brought me up short so.”


    “Please know I only want you to be happy. And Lily, too, of course.”


    “What bothers me,” he said, glancing over his shoulder, “is how she’s taking this.” He shook his head sadly. “The vindictiveness, it isn’t healthy, I’m afraid.”


    “You’re right. It would be terrible if she did find out who it was. Serry—I mean—the perpetrator has been through a lot this year. Oh, dear—you heard, didn’t you?—Alec, promise me you won’t breathe a word of this to Lily or anyone, for that matter.”


    “No need to worry, m’dear, though I feel quite sorry for that girl. I wish I could think of a way to solve this.” A sad smile lifted the edges of his mouth. “Ah, well, I’m off to the frozen section for waffles. Join me?”


    “I’ve already been there, thanks. I need disposable diapers.” I nodded in the direction of the baby supply aisle.


    “Well, farewell, then, and many thanks again for the advice.”


    

    ~~~


    

    Things had become so uncomfortable with Lily that I experienced a sinking feeling when I saw her enter Chez Prentice the next morning. She was dressed in a becoming black pantsuit and wearing her late mother’s pearls.


    “Bert has Sam’s coffin and the grave marker in the back of his truck,” she informed me coolly, leaning over the portable baby bed we had installed in the dining room to smile at Janet. “He’s bringing them around to the garden. We’ll be interring him in a minute, as soon as Alec gets here. If you’re interested, you can come.”


    “Coffin?” I tried to stifle a shudder.


    “Of course, coffin. I had Burt make it. He’s quite a good woodworker, you know. He gave it a hinged top and put a coat of shiny shellac on the outside. It looks just like the real thing. I mean, it is the real thing,” she corrected herself.


    “It sounds sweet, Lily, but if you don’t mind, I’m afraid it would just make me too sad. Besides, it’s time to feed Janet.”


    “Suit yourself. Here’s Alec.” They went out the back door together.


    I couldn’t resist peeping at the ceremony from an upstairs window. As Lily stood, head bowed, Alec and Bert gently lowered the little box into the hole. The three then stood together as Alec said something. When he finished, he put an arm around Lily’s waist and watched Bert as he began shoveling dirt over the little box.


    Janet wasn’t very hungry so our nursing session was short, and when I looked out the window again, Alec was helping Bert position the granite cat statue under Lily’s direction.


    When they returned to the house, Janet was sitting comfortably in her baby seat/stroller as I put finishing touches on the lesson plans for my tutoring students at the big round kitchen table.


    Lily was unusually quiet, perhaps being contemplative. She sat at the table with us, stared straight ahead and fingered the pearl necklace she wore.


    I heard the front door open. Serry Shea must have arrived for her scheduled lesson.


    Alec walked over to the kitchen counter and picked up a large box, labeled Local Produce. “I know you thought this contained the vegetables you asked me to pick up at the farmer’s market, Lily, but they’ll have to wait.” He pushed aside my stack of schoolbooks and gently set the box, which had large holes in the top, on the table before her.


    I looked at him warningly. “Alec, you didn’t!”


    He had the grace to look embarrassed. “No, Amelia, it was not I. Excuse me.” He stuck head out the kitchen door and called into the foyer. “You can come in now.”


    Serendipity Shea walked into the room.


    “It was this young lady.”


    “What’s this all about?” Lily was clearly puzzled.


    Serry stood before us ramrod straight, her whole body clenched, as if to prepare for a blow. “It was me, Mrs. Burns. It’s my fault. It was a terrible accident. I had no idea your poor cat was there, and I just—” She shrugged, sniffed, reached in her shorts pocket and extracted a handkerchief, which she held to her face, though I didn’t see any actual tears.


    Lily said nothing. The expression on her face was unreadable.


    “I want to make it up to you, honest.” Putting away her handkerchief, Serry moved to the box on the table. “Please let me try to make it up to you.” She pulled off the top of the box and reached inside, extracting a handful of long-haired, blue-gray kitten, which she gently held out to Lily.


    While Alec smiled at me, Lily Burns, whom I have known for years and years, proved me totally wrong in all my predictions.


    “Ohh, what is this? I mean, who is this?” she cooed. “Ohh, what a little darling!” She brought the kitten up to her cheek. “So soft! So sweet! She—” she held the kitten at arm’s length and glanced at its hindquarters, “rather, he is the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen! And he looks so much like my Sam!”


    “That was rather what we were going for,” Alec remarked with a wink at Serry. He had a smug expression as he turned and looked meaningfully at me. “All the psychologists say so.”


    “Please forgive me, Mrs. Burns. Say you forgive me. I’m so sorry.”


    Gently, Lily put the kitten back in the box, came around the table and took both Serry’s hands in her own.


    “I’ve had some time to think about it, and Amelia, though she wouldn’t tell me who did it, has assured me that it was an accident,” Lily said. “I’ve never been one to hold grudges,” she added, shooting a warning shut up glance my way. “I do forgive you.” She reached one hand into the box and stroked the kitten’s head. “I’m going to call him Sam Junior.”


    Serry nodded. “That’s real good. Listen, Mr., um, Dr. Alexander, I need to go. Jason’s outside waiting in the car.” She glanced at me. “He’s driving.”


    Alec nodded.


    “Aren’t you going to stay for your lesson?” I asked, interjecting reality into the celebratory atmosphere.


    She was all innocence. “Oh, was that today? Sorry, I can’t. Can we reschedule? How about tomorrow?”


    I sighed. “All right, the same time tomorrow.”


    A remarkably restored Serendipity walked out with a confident swing in her step.


    How much of her remorse had been genuine? I’d been thinking about actors and acting a great deal lately. Perhaps that’s what gave me the wry notion that Serry might just have a future on the stage.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    


    “The Professor called the house and set it all up with my dad,” Serry admitted the next afternoon as we were finishing up her tutoring session. “Then the three of us went down to the animal shelter and picked out a kitten that looked as much as possible like the dead cat. He said that Mrs. Burns was bound to find out who killed the cat eventually, so it was better to forestall disaster.”


    She crooked her fingers in quotation marks at that last phrase. In my opinion, Serry was beginning to sound like her old, smart-alecky self, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing.


    “Well, Sam was important to Lily. When you lose an important person—or thing, for instance, even a beloved cat—when they’re taken away, it’s hard,” I added, remembering the death of my mother just the year before. “It becomes a sad milestone in your life.”


    The phrase reverberated in the back of my mind. Why did it jump out at me?


    I had been trying to soften the image of a vengeful Lily, but I had the feeling that it applied elsewhere, too.


    “Yeah, I get it. We had to do something before she went ballistic. He sure must like her, huh—the Professor? I mean, to do all that. I mean, I guess old people can fall in love like regular people and stuff.” She gathered up her books.


    “Most certainly, just like regular people.”


    She seemed to sense my sarcasm. “Oh, I don’t mean you and Mr. Dickensen. You’re not really old-old.” She waved blue-polished fingernails at me.


    “Thank you, I appreciate that.” I neglected to inform her that Lily was only a year my senior. Time to change the subject. “How is your driving coming?”


    Heavy sigh. “I’m like totally grounded for a month and Jason’s in trouble with Daddy for letting me kill the cat. He’s not allowed to take me out in the car any more. Now Daddy’s the only one who can ride with me while I’ve got my learner’s permit. And he doesn’t have a lot of spare time. And even worse, he’s already scalped my FilthyDirtyBlokes concert tickets,” she added.


    “Unfortunate,” I remarked.


    “True dat.” Another heavy sigh. “It’s hard, all right.”


    True dat? I’m going to have to get Lily to look this one up on the Internet. I’d always made it a point to keep up with teenage slang.


    Serry glanced at her watch and suddenly began to act strangely. “Oh, gosh, I, um, Mrs. Dickensen, could we go over the lesson on sentence diagramming one more time?” She took another look at her wrist. “For about, um, about sixteen minutes, until five-thirty?” She sat back down and began leafing through the textbook. “It was here somewhere, I mean, something about the whatchamacallit, compound preposition or conjunction or something?”


    “Of course.” I wasn’t about to admit that I found sentence diagramming every bit as dreary as any of my students. If she wanted to learn for sixteen more minutes, who was I to deny her? I was being paid by the hour, so it only seemed right to fill out the time. Usually, Serry couldn’t wait to leave.


    Then again, it had been a little more difficult than usual to concentrate at Chez Prentice. Hester had informed me that she would be deep cleaning the house all afternoon and I was to expect a racket. She’d closed the doors to the dining room to block out the noise. Still, the thumps and bumps and furniture moving had definitely been annoying.


    “All right, here it is.” I pulled a piece of paper from my notebook and drew a straight line.


    As I explained the various aspects of the sentence diagram, it became ever clearer that the girl was stalling for some reason. She kept stealing surreptitious glances at her watch and asking me to repeat the most elementary of statements.


    “Look, Serry,” I said at last, “let’s dispense with this charade. What’s going on? Are you afraid to leave for some reason?”


    A teacher must always be alert to the pressures her students are under. Serry had, for all intents and purposes, lost her mother a few months ago and I witnessed the effect it had had on her.


    “You can tell me, you know. I’m on your side, dear.”


    “It’s nice of you and stuff, but I’m okay. I’m just . . . just . . . ”


    “Amelia!” Lily Burns burst into the room. “You’ve got to come quickly! Hurry! Into the parlor!”


    She turned and ran out of the dining room and across the foyer. By the time I followed, she had disappeared behind the heavy sliding pocket doors that separated what my grandmother had called the front room from the reception area of the house.


    Serry was right behind me. “Wait here,” I instructed her, “it might be something dangerous.”


    What could have happened? A fire? I couldn’t smell smoke. An injury? Lily looked able-bodied enough. I hadn’t seen her actually run since high school.


    Wait, where was Janet? Lily was supposed to be watching her upstairs! I exchanged speculation for action and pulled one of the pocket doors violently aside.


    “Surprise!” The shouts chorused loudly throughout the house. I believe the foundation actually shook.


    I stepped back, almost falling into Serry’s arms. “It’s a baby shower!” the girl informed me, loudly, in my ear.


    I looked around at the group, which included almost every woman I knew. “How did you do all this?” I asked. “And do it so quietly! I had no idea!”


    Marie said, “It wasn’t easy, let me tell you! And it wasn’t really quiet, was it?”


    I shook my head and laughed.


    “I’ve been hiding most of the goodies in the refrigerator at my house,” Lily said from behind a long folding table, which was resplendent with a lacy tablecloth, a punchbowl containing an inviting pink liquid, a large cake representing a baby carriage, two flower arrangements and various plates, cups, and utensils.


    Hester entered, carrying Janet. “We snuck everybody in through the back door,” she said. She turned to Serry. “This little gal did a good job keepin’ you busy.” The two slapped hands.


    I laughed as I reached for my daughter. “So that’s why you kept asking me to go over sentence diagramming.”


    “You didn’t really think I liked that stuff, did you? Gag me with a spoon! Hey, I want some of that punch.” Serry hurried over to the refreshment table.


    I turned to Hester. “And you weren’t really deep cleaning the kitchen and parlor?”


    She tilted her head. “What do you think? Don’t I deep clean this place every day? I’m surprised you fell for it!”


    The decibel level in the room was heading upward.


    I glanced over my shoulder and spotted an unexpected face. “Dierdre, I’m glad you could come!” And I was. My heart went out to her. She’d been very fond of her brother and grief was written all over her face.


    The woman in question advanced toward me, struggling to carry a large wrapped package and keep the strap of her huge purse slung over her shoulder at the same time. “For your baby,” she said in an expressionless voice, “I hope you like it.”


    Hester took it from her and put in one of our foldable temporary tables that had been decked out in varying shades of pink.


    “What beautiful wrapping!”


    I looked at Dierdre and could read the melancholy in her face. She’s had a sad milestone in her life, too, I thought.


    There it was again. All at once, the idea that had been dancing tantalizingly in the back of my mind pirouetted to center stage. I now knew what my subconscious meant by those words! Perhaps I could now ease Dierdre’s pain a little bit.


    I leaned closer and said quietly, “Dierdre, I’d like to talk to you later about Terence. I think he may be innocent. I think I know why he couldn’t have killed Danny.”


    “What? Really?” Her eyes widened and she managed a small smile. “Okay.”


    “I’ll call you after all this is finished. We can talk then.”


    “Come over here!” Lily called to me, indicating a wing chair in the corner, bedecked with crepe paper streamers.


    Before I could sit, Lily stepped forward and pinned a pink corsage to my shoulder.


    Melody, still in her nurse’s scrubs, held up her cell phone and snapped a picture of me. “Were you surprised?”


    “I certainly was! Who all is here?” I inquired, swiveling my neck around the room.


    “Who isn’t?” Melody countered with a giggle. The noise and excitement was simply too much for Janet, who started to wail.


    Courtney Gervais, one of my students, reached out. “Give her to me, Miss Prentice,” she said, making the mistake with my name that I had long ago learned to ignore. “Mrs. Burns hired me to babysit. We’ll be upstairs.”


    She took Janet in her arms, began to make cooing noises and was out the door before I could respond. I mentally filed away the valuable knowledge that she babysat for future reference.


    Marie pulled her sister Valerie over to my chair. “Hester’n her were planning to do this before you had the baby, but you kind of jumped the gun, y’know?”


    “That’s why you two were acting so weird in the kitchen that time!” I said.


    Marie laughed, Valerie nodded.


    Lily clapped her hands. “Quiet, everybody, it’s time to open presents.”


    “Aren’t we having games? I thought there was always games,” said Fleur LaBombard, dispatcher and Grande Dame of LaBombard Taxi Service.


    “Sorry, no games.” Lily’s cool but cheery tone brooked no resistance. “There will be no games,” she said firmly, repeating, “Right now, it’s time to open presents.”


    I wasn’t surprised. At my wedding shower, which was organized by Marie LeBow, there were many silly, somewhat embarrassing games, though the guests seemed to enjoy them.


    After that party, Lily had said in a disgusted voice, “So help me, Amelia, if I ever put on a shower that has games, please shoot me where I stand!”


    In the flurry of gift-gathering, Fleur leaned over to Hester and whispered loudly, “I always thought you had games at these things!”


    Hester responded with a roll of her eyes and a tilt of her head toward Lily. “What’re you gonna do? Her Highness is running this shindig. If she says no games, then no games.”


    There really wasn’t time to have games. I spent the next hour opening baby gifts as everyone oo’ed and ah’ed, talked and availed themselves of refreshments. When I finished, there were two large trash bags filled with wrapping paper and masses of useful and whimsical items covering the wide table erected for the purpose.


    The party thinned out a little as some of the women hugged me and made their exits. Only one tiny cloud on the horizon: By my figuring, I would have thirty-one thank you notes to write. I sent up a little prayer of thanks that Crystal, babysitter Courtney Gervais’ lovely twin, had taken down the names and gift descriptions for me.


    When the last guest departed, I started gathering punch cups and plates.


    “Cut it out,” Hester ordered. “You’re the guest of honor. We’ll finish cleaning up here.”


    Marie joined her. “She’s right, Amelia. You’re going to need to call the mister to help you haul this stuff home.” She gestured to the pile of colorful toys, tiny dresses and various infant appurtenances. “But I know you want to go upstairs and check on your baby first. Mrs. Burns is watching her.”


    I took their advice and nursed Janet in the quiet of one of the upstairs guest rooms while Lily regaled me with tales of her new kitten’s escapades. “He’s so much like Sam, I can’t believe it, Amelia. Remember how my Sam always just scrambled around the corner in my dining room when he heard the can opener? Well, this one does it, too,” she said with a decisive nod.


    “Amazing,” I said and leaned back. “Look at that. She’s asleep again. I don’t think this baby was very hungry.” I frowned and reached into my diaper bag.


    “What’s that?” Lily asked.


    “A weird, but handy little thing called a breast pump,” I explained.


    Minutes later, I had filled two small bottles.


    Lily elected to stay upstairs while Janet slept. She lay down on a nearby bed and closed her eyes. “Us two girls’ll get our beauty sleep. You go put those in the fridge and call Gil. Tell him to bring a moving truck,” she added with a sleepy wave.


    “We two girls,” I whispered over my shoulder.


    Downstairs, I retrieved my recently-acquired cell phone from my skirt pocket and punched in Gil’s number. Until recently, I had considered myself too old-fashioned for such modern technology when Alec originally insisted, but had to admit it was a very convenient item to have.


    “So how’d it go?” Gil answered.


    “So you knew all about this?”


    “Sure! Are you kidding? I’m planning to do a story on the party for tomorrow’s edition, photos and all.”


    There were definite drawbacks to having a newsman in the family. “Please don’t!”


    “Okay, I’ll just give it an oblique mention in an editorial, okay?”


    I smiled. “Okay. Can you come pick us up? I’m going to need some help. There are quite a number of gifts.”


    “A big haul, huh?”


    “Am I interrupting your work?”


    “No, I was just going over the Nimrod Rabideau journal. It’s fascinating, even if it is a bit illegible. It’ll be a while before I get there, anyway. I’m not at the office. I’m at the house.” Gil’s newspaper office was only a few blocks away, while the distance to our house was seven bumpy, curvy miles. “Have another glass of punch or something while you wait.”


    The thought of yet another ginger ale laced with lemonade made my stomach recoil. “No, thanks. I think I’ll just enjoy a little peace and quiet on the front porch swing.”


    While waiting I took in the sight of the bustling street in front of Chez Prentice and listened to the voices of Marie and Hester, exchanging laughing banter inside as they straightened up. How different things were from when I had lived here! So much had happened since a year and a half ago, when my mother was still alive, but dying by inches. She knew it, faced it bravely and prayed earnestly for my future. She hadn’t wanted me to be lonely.


    “Your prayers were answered, Mama,” I murmured as I rocked. “I’m certainly not lonely.”


    She and my father would have been thrilled at my marriage to Gil. They had always liked him, even back in his scruffy hippie days. And the thought of another grandchild would have pleased them even more.


    “I think she looks like you,” I told my mother’s memory. “She’s smart, too, Mama.” My mother had always said you could tell a baby was intelligent by looking in his eyes. “She has smart eyes.”


    I looked out into the dusk. The heat of the day was gradually diminishing and a welcome cool breeze signaled that fall wouldn’t be late this year.


    “You’d really like what Etienne and Marie have done with the house,” I added for good measure.


    I missed my parents, but my faith made it all so much easier to bear. I knew where they were and knew that I’d see them someday.


    I wondered if Dierdre had that comfort. Terence had spoken of repentance, but how seriously did he or his sister take their faith? Maybe I could talk to her about it. In addition, there was that idea about Terence that I needed to run past both Dierdre Jamison and Dennis O’Brien.


    I’ll call her as soon as I get home, I promised myself.


    I was spared the trouble.


    “You said you wanted to tell me something?” Dierdre said, trudging up the front steps. While I was reminiscing, she had returned, pulling her car into the driveway along the side of Chez Prentice.


    “Oh, yes, Dierdre, I’m glad to see you again. Please have a seat. Thank you for the lovely—” I searched my memory, “—stuffed animal.” It was a guess.


    She nodded. “Every kid should have a Winnie the Pooh doll. I loved those books. After my father died and my mother was so depressed, Terence would read them to me. My big brother took care of me.” She took a place at the other end of the porch swing, set her large, heavy purse on the floor beneath us and fingered the arm rest. “He always did.”


    “I know Janet will love it.”


    She turned her face my way. “What did you want to tell me?”


    I reached over and squeezed her hand. “Diedre, I think I know something that can help prove that Terence is innocent of Danny’s murder.”


    She withdrew her hand and looked out across the lawn. “Really? What is it?” She didn’t seem as pleased at the prospect as I’d expected.


    “I hadn’t made the connection until now. The other day, I was thinking about sad milestones.”


    “What?”


    “I mean, they happen in everyone’s life at one time or another, don’t they? And you never forget the circumstances. My parents’ dying was my sad milestone. Lily Burns recently suffered one with the death of Sam the cat. When Terence died, that was your own sad milestone, something that you’ll never forget.


    She nodded, staring at me blankly. “Okay. Yeah, so?”


    “What I forgot was that Terence also suffered a sad milestone: the death of his wife. He told me about it that day at the cabin.”


    Her gaze darted from my face to the yard to her purse and back to me. “I don’t see what this—”


    “Dierdre, if there’s anything I remember about Terence, it was that he adored Pat. When he talked about losing her, I could see that it had crushed him. It was especially sad, because he had spent so much money taking her to one of those cancer centers in the Midwest, though it was too late. And it was especially sad because she died in his arms on Christmas Eve. He told me so.”


    Diedre frowned at me, apparently not comprehending.


    “Christmas Eve? What’s your point?”


    “Don’t you see? Terence was with Pat at a cancer hospital in the Midwest when she died—on Christmas Eve. Danny was killed on December 24, Christmas Eve, in an office in Manhattan, a thousand miles away.”


    She sat silently.


    I hastened to enlighten her about the positive possibilities. “I know he could have taken a plane to New York or something, but how likely is that? And wouldn’t there be records of it? Couldn’t they check?”


    Dierdre took a long breath. “I don’t know, Amelia. I’d just started to get used to the idea that he killed Danny. Besides, I don’t know why everybody is so upset about Danny’s dying. It’s nowhere near the loss that my brother’s death is. Terence was a good man.” She looked at me. “You of all people should know that. He pretty much saved your life. And your baby’s.”


    “But justice is important—”


    “Justice?” she barked. Even in the dim light, I could see that her pale face had reddened. “Danny DiNicco got justice. Maybe you didn’t realize it, Amelia. You were pretty clueless back then, but Danny was evil. He was a predator.”


    “A predator?”


    Dierdre was trembling. “You were dense, but you had to have seen what he was doing to me and to Eileen, playing us against each other. It was horrible. They—the guys in the company—were betting on who could, well you know, who would be the first one to have their way with us!”


    “Dierdre, did you really—”


    “Of course I did,” she snapped. Tears filled her eyes. “I was in love. At least, I thought I was. But as soon as he got what he wanted, he told me we were through and wouldn’t go near me. I know I’m not the first girl to fall for a line, but Danny DiNicco ruined my life.”


    “What?”


    “But I fixed his wagon, all right. Remember that fish? And the broken ladder?” She chuckled.


    It was becoming more difficult to feel sympathy for her. “Was that you? But I can’t believe your life was really ruined, I mean—”


    “It’s true. It was! I was going to be an actress. I had talent, still do. Terence said he was going to help me, but after that summer, I couldn’t get a job anywhere in the City. The same thing happened to Neil. It was that uncle of Danny’s. He made sure that anybody in the Terence Jamison Company was blacklisted. Even Terence and Pat had to struggle for work after that.”


    “Oh, surely not.”


    She bent over and pulled her cavernous purse onto her lap. “Believe what you want. I know what I know.”


    I took a deep breath. All this bitterness was hard to digest.


    I tried to look on the bright side. “But, look, the good news is that we can prove Terence’s innocence. We can ask Dennis to check with the airlines for—”


    Unsnapping the fastening on her purse, Dierdre said, “No, I don’t think that I want them to do that.”


    “But of course you do! It would be a great relief to know that your brother—”


    She glanced over her shoulder and whispered fiercely, “Shut up! You’re going to ruin everything! He did it for me, don’t you understand? Terence gave me a dying gift. He took the blame for me.”


    “For you?” The light was dawning, but I decided that playing dumb was a good idea.


    “You really are an idiot, you know that?” She opened her purse wide and held it out to me. “If they look up who went where, they’ll find out that it was me who flew to New York that day.”


    The grammar imp in the back of my brain murmured, It was I.


    “Look. Look in there!”


    “Wh—what?” I directed my gaze into the dark depths of the huge purse. It contained the expected items: a wallet, a comb, several lipsticks, a compact.


    And, nestled among them on the bottom, the Teddy Roosevelt gun.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    


    “See it? You know what that is, don’t you?”


    I nodded. Now I knew where the gun had gone.


    “Okay, here’s how things are going to work: If you make a fuss, I’ll take it out of my purse and walk in there,” she gestured at the front door to Chez Prentice, “and shoot anybody I find. I don’t have a lot to lose, Amelia, and I might just get away with it.”


    Oh please, don’t let anybody come through that door! I prayed, picturing Lily drying dishes in the kitchen with Hester, Marie stacking the baby gifts on the hall table, and Courtney descending the stairs with Janet in her arms.


    “I won’t . . . won’t make a fuss.”


    “That’s good. Now, come with me.”


    She stood, her hand still plunged deep into her purse. She pushed me ahead of her down the steps of the B&B and across the yard to her car.


    Something like this had happened to me before. Keep her talking, I reminded myself, until you can find a way to escape.


    “But why would you kill Danny after all these years?” I asked as she escorted me to the front passenger seat.


    “Buckle up.”


    I obliged with shaking hands. It took several tries.


    “Why kill Danny?” I repeated as she climbed into the driver’s seat and placed the purse on her lap, her left hand still in it.


    She heaved a heavy, impatient sigh. “Don’t you read Variety?” She turned the key. “No, of course you don’t. Entertainment Weekly?”


    I shook my head.


    “Figures.” She started the ignition. The car sprang to life with a dull growl.


    “Danny, that creep, that rat, was about to make it! Variety said he was the one to watch, and New York Magazine put him on the city’s most eligible bachelor list! He was going to be famous, successful.” She backed out of the driveway rapidly, emerging on the street headed away from the town center. “It wasn’t right.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Never you mind.” She returned to the topic at hand. “I couldn’t stand it, Danny DiNicco making it big while I was—while we all were—washed up, going nowhere, and it was all his fault, him and his uncle. I read about him—Danny, not the uncle. I saw the pictures in the magazines. He now has—I mean, he had—a silver streak in his hair, did you know that?” She mumbled, “Just like a skunk.”


    I fumbled about in my mind for something to say. “But you have a home here, a family, children.” I thought of my own little family. “Why would you jeopardize that?”


    “Yeah, right, children. They’re not mine. Lester’s a widower. He needed somebody to look after his two kids and keep house. Those brats have never liked me, and the feeling’s mutual.”


    “But your husband—”


    “He hardly knows I’m there. He doesn’t love anything or anybody but his precious vintage cars.” She slapped the dashboard. “This here’s his real mistress. He’s spent a fortune on this crate, but when I asked him would he spring for one little cruise? Oh no!”


    She swerved a little, and my heart rate, which had slowed slightly, picked up speed.


    “Where are we going?” I asked again.


    “You don’t want to know,” she snarled.


    I stopped talking and began praying. Help me, Lord, please. Show me what to do, how to be. Please keep me safe for Janet and for Gil.


    “In everything, give thanks.”


    The phrase from Thessalonians—First or Second, I couldn’t remember—came floating into my mind as the beautiful Adirondack scenery flashed past. We were speeding into the country now, getting farther and farther away from potential help. Give thanks? Now? For this?


    “In everything, give thanks.”


    There it was again. Um, I thank You, Lord, for things as they are.


    There, I said it, or rather, thought it.


    I went on praying, Thank You for my life to this point, for the parents you gave me, for my sister and for the young people I’ve been blessed to teach.


    I felt a tear running down my cheeks. I wiped it away impatiently.


    Thank You for Gil and for Janet. For Lily and for Alec, dear, angry Vern and his sweet Melody. For Marie and Etienne and Hester and . . .


    “You’re being quiet. Plotting how to get away?”


    I said nothing, only prayed some more. Thank You for the love You’ve always shown me; the way You’ve always protected me . . .


    “Here we are.” Dierdre turned onto a gravel road.


    Thank You that You have prepared a place for me. Thank you that I can put all my trust in You and the blood of Your Son . . .


    Dierdre stopped the car and turned off the ignition. She pulled the gun from her purse and pointed it at me.


    “Unbuckle. Get out of the car.”


    With my hands shaking, I obeyed, looking around to determine our location. Maybe I could make a break for it, find something to hide behind. It was getting dark now, and I’d lost track of landmarks some time ago.


    “Where are we?”


    I could see her outline silhouetted indirectly by light from the car’s headlights. “Oh, just a place I know.”


    My eyes were becoming accustomed to the dimness and perceived a large sign: Hobson’s Point Scenic Overlook.


    I recognized it. It was the spot where, not so long ago, Vern and I had helped avert a tragedy. There was a high cliff, inadequately blocked off by a chain, overlooking a particularly scenic and deep part of Lake Champlain. Nearby was a parking lot where I knew that many of my high school students, well, parked.


    We were standing in a broad clearing just off the road. The Overlook was beyond a row of trees, about a hundred feet away.


    I saw fireflies dancing in the distance. It was such a beautiful place this time of year. Would there be anybody there? Could I get help from them?


    “I know what you’re thinking. There’s nobody here tonight. Maybe you heard about that big concert at the armory, you know, the FilthyDirtyBlokes? What a name! Kids today don’t have any taste! My stepkids have been talking about it for months. Every teenager in the county’ll be there. So it’s just you and me and Luther’s precious Deville out here.” She walked around to the back of the car and unfastened the trunk. “Get in,” she ordered abruptly.


    I backed away. “No.”


    “Doesn’t make any difference to me,” Dierdre said, waving the gun.


    Her voice was harsh in the soft night air. I could hear crickets singing in the distance.


    “If you don’t get in, I’ll shoot you where you stand, or you can make a break for it and I’ll shoot you in the back, your choice.”


    My knees were so wobbly, I could scarcely walk. I held onto one of the car’s fins, made my way around to the trunk, and looked inside. It was fairly roomy and relatively clean, with just the spare tire nestled in a depression at one end and some kind of tool off to one side. I’d have to kind of fold myself into it.


    “I’ll be taking this.” Dierdre reached inside and removed the tire iron. “Get in!”


    All at once, my skirt pocket started to vibrate. I knew right away what it was: my cell phone, which I’d muted during the baby shower.


    Please don’t let her hear it! I coughed and cleared my throat each time it buzzed.


    “Get in!” she repeated.


    I tried to figure out how without losing my phone. I was wearing a fitted a-line skirt, and hesitated to hike it up in order to lift my foot. Of course, I could turn around, sit on the edge and sort of swivel—


    Dierdre solved my dilemma. “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” She shoved me hard from behind and I fell face forward into the trunk with my fanny in the air. I slid painfully the rest of the way inside, scrambled around and assumed a cross-legged position, sitting up. I cupped my hand protectively over my pocket, thankful to still feel the vibration.


    “Get down!” She swung the gun at my head, and when I ducked, slammed the trunk shut.


    Now it was just me and the cell phone in the pocket underneath me. I squirmed and reached until I managed to open it. It was Gil.


    “Gil!” I said breathlessly.


    “Amelia!” he interrupted. “I’m sorry. I’m going to be late picking you up. I got to reading this journal, and you’ll never believe it!”


    “Gil!”


    “Just a second, honey. Listen, I know where those bodies are buried, at least Nimrod did. He saw it all and made a map to show—”


    “Gil, listen,” I said in a hoarse whisper, trying not to talk loudly enough to summon Dierdre, “I’m in the trunk of a car! Gil?” I realized all at once that I was talking to nobody. The connection had gone dead.


    By the lighting from the phone’s minute screen, I tried to call him back, but to no avail. I then tried calling 911, but it wouldn’t connect. I tilted the phone every which way, but the tiny smidgen of reception bar kept disappearing.


    “In everything, give thanks.”


    There it was again. Thank you, Lord, that I’m not dead—yet.


    That was what I prayed, but I had a fair idea of what Dierdre intended to do.


    There was a slight incline from the road to the cliff. It would be easy to put the car in gear and roll it down the gravel driveway, allowing it to pick up enough speed to roll easily off the cliff and into the water which, I had been told, was at least a hundred and fifty feet deep at that location.


    If all went according to Dierdre’s plan, neither Luther’s vintage car, nor I, would ever be found.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    


    “In everything, give thanks.”


    Thank You, Lord, that the car isn’t moving right now.


    In fact, everything was pretty quiet. I couldn’t hear anything moving around.


    Where could she be? I thought about the probable scenario: So as to not leave evidence of where the Cadillac had plunged into the abyss, she’d need to move that chain that stretched along the ledge. I tried to remember how it was fastened. Not with a snap hook like a dog’s leash. It was more permanent than that. It would probably be necessary for Dierdre to pull up the thick metal stakes holding the chain in place, then replace them . . . afterward. It would definitely require some digging. That had to be what was taking so much time.


    I can’t just lie here, I need to be pro-active, I thought. What does one do to escape the trunk of a car?


    New cars, I’d read, were equipped with latches that could be opened from the inside, but apparently no one had considered that an issue in 1958. Using the cell phone as a flashlight, I explored the trunk. It seemed to be lined with a kind of rough, felt-like carpeting. I tried pulling it up at the seams, but my short fingernails proved inadequate for the task.


    I needed a lever of some kind, and now knew why Dierdre had removed the tire iron. I’d heard that a trapped person had once smashed through a car’s tail lights and waved to nearby traffic, but getting through the wiring on the taillights would prove to be an equally daunting task because Luther had apparently fastened the lining of this space with a strong glue.


    It probably wouldn’t work, anyway. We were no longer in traffic. There would be no one to see me wave.


    I turned my attention to the idea of emerging from the trunk into the backseat. I’d seen cars where skis could be carried this way, but in the DeVille, the substantial spare tire was up against where the backseat would be located.


    Breathe, Amelia. Stay calm. You need to figure out a plan of some kind before Dierdre comes back.


    I lay there for what seemed a long time, thinking, waiting, giving thanks as best I could, trying to come up with something.


    Gradually, a sound began to make its way into my consciousness. It was music of a sort, and it seemed somehow familiar. Yes, I recognized the tune, that dear, nasty, tuneless example of poor grammar, blasting into the calm night air at approximately 100 decibels:


    


    Let’s you and I get wild tonight,


    Wild child, wild child…


    


    The FilthyDirtyBlokes! The base notes assaulted my midsection as they always did. Could it be? Could Serry possibly be here? I beat my fist against the lid of the trunk, but it my feeble pounding couldn’t begin to break through that wall of sound.


    There might be a chance. I felt around for my phone, found it nestled under my shoulder and opened it. Please, please, please!


    It was hard to move, but if I held it at an angle, I could get one thin bar on the little screen. I had to be quick the power indicated that, along with everything else, I was almost out of juice. I pressed Serry’s number.


    It rang.


    Oh, thank You, Lord!


    It rang again. Oh, no, couldn’t she hear it over that terrible song?


    “Hello?”


    “Serry, where are you? Are you at Hobson’s Point?”


    “Mrs. Dickensen? What? Me? No. I’m at home.”


    The echoes of wild child, wild child in the background told me she was lying. “Please, Serry, I know you’re here. Listen to me, it’s a matter of life and death!”


    “Who is it?” I heard a male voice say.


    “My teacher. The one who’s tutoring me. You remember her, don’t you? When I hit the cat?”


    I screamed into the cell phone. “Serry, listen! I know you’re at Hobson’s Point and I need your help!”


    “What are you talking about? I’m at home. Turn down the volume for a second, would you?”


    The pounding sound outside abated somewhat.


    I heard Jason’s voice say, “Look at that cool old Caddy. I wonder what it’s doing here. ”


    “Tell Jason I’m in the trunk of the Caddy,” I said.


    “You’re what? Oh my goodness! What are you doing there? You want us to let you out? Jason, turn the music off and listen. We got to go open the trunk of that car over there.”


    The relative silence was like a balm.


    “Let me out? Yes—no—wait!”


    It suddenly occurred to me that Dierdre might not take kindly to finding witnesses on the scene. And she had that gun. The gun that had killed Danny.


    “Look, she’ll be back any minute. Turn the car around right now, drive away and call the police. Now! Tell them I’m here.”


    “Waait a second, is this Corky? Are you doing your imitation of Miss Prentice again? You always fool me! You sound just like her!”


    I kicked the trunk lid, bruising my toe. “It’s not Corky! Please! Go, now!”


    “Who’ll be back any minute? Who’re you talking about? Who’s ‘she?’ ”


    Please, Lord!


    “Serry, if you ever trusted me, trust me this one more time and go—go right now! Please!” I was sobbing in frustration.


    “Oh, okay. Jason, turn around. But, Miss Prentice, you got to promise me you won’t tell my dad I snuck out.”


    “I promise! I promise! Just go!”


    “Because I’m supposed to be grounded. That’s why I’m not at the concert. Jason and me were just—”


    “Are you leaving?”


    “We’re almost back to the road now.”


    “Call the police!”


    “I gotta hang up first.”


    “Well then, goodbye.”


    I breathed a stuttering sigh. Thank you, Lord, that Serry and Jason are out of danger.


    Footsteps on gravel. I heard the Cadillac’s door open, then slam. Dierdre was starting the engine.


    And thank you that people will know what happened to me.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    


    Perhaps it was because I was listening from a different perspective, so to speak, but the car’s engine sounded louder than before as it roared to life.


    “Your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.”


    The scrap of Scripture that floated into my head seemed appropriate under the circumstances. It did seem that I was about to be devoured, not by a lion, but by the lake that I loved. I had nearly drowned several times in my life and had some idea of the process. When the car hit the water, would it fill immediately with water? Or would the impact knock me out? Either way, not a pleasant prospect. I curled myself tighter into a ball and closed my eyes.


    “Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor, nor . . . things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God.”


    What do you know? I thought. I remembered that verse that I’d memorized in Sunday school.


    “ . . . neither height, not depth, nor any other creature . . . height nor depth . . . height nor depth . . . ”


    The car began to move. The roaring was louder now. I curled up tighter. We were bumping over the uneven gravel drive, and shortly we’d pass the row of trees and emerge onto the small parking lot. From there, it was only a matter of about forty feet before we’d reach the edge.


    We were picking up speed.


    Soon Diedre would have to jump from the car and then I’d really be alone.


    Well, not totally alone.


    “Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.”


    More and more, the old beloved Bible verses were making themselves known to me once more. Jostled about in that dark box, I hugged them tightly to myself for comfort.


    “Neither height nor depth . . . nor depth . . . ”


    Faster and faster.


    “ . . . the Valley of the Shadow of Death, Thou art with me . . . ”


    Soon. It would be very soon . . .


    The door of the Deville squeaked loudly. Dierdre was making her escape, jumping clear.


    All at once, I heard a loud, unrepeatable oath.


    Then, “Noooooo!”


    A tremendous jolt slammed me up against the trunk door and out into the air.


    

    ~~~


    

    The FilthyDirtyBlokes were singing:


    


    Let’s you and I get wild tonight


    Wild child, wild child


    Don’t tell nobody


    And I will, too,


    Don’t tell nobody,


    What we’re gonna do . . .


    


    “Not again. Turn it down,” I moaned, “Too loud, too loud.”


    “Turn it off again, Jason.” The music stopped. “Miss Prentice! Are you okay?”


    I looked up into the face of Serendipity Shea. “I think so.”


    I was half-lying, half-sitting in the field of high grass, a few feet from the open car trunk. By the headlights of Serry’s car, I could see that the hood of the Cadillac was embracing the trunk of a large maple, and I could hear one of the front tires leaking air with a loud hissing sound. The driver’s door stood open.


    “What happened?” On hands and knees now, I pushed aside the tall fronds of grass and worked on an upright stance.


    Jason hastened to assist me. “We were going to ask you the same thing. Looks like the car zoomed off the path and crashed into that tree. The impact slammed the trunk open, lucky for you.”


    “Lucky?” I swayed a little and gripped the boy’s arm harder. “Not lucky. Miraculous. But you two shouldn’t have come back here.”


    “We had to. We couldn’t leave you here.” Serry followed with the obvious question. “Where’s that woman who locked you in the trunk?”


    How could I have forgotten her? “Dierdre? I—I don’t know. She was driving, I think. Maybe she’s in the car.”


    Jason shook his head. “I looked.”


    There was rustling in the grass a little way from the wreck. “Found it!” a hoarse but triumphant voice shouted.


    Serry pulled my arm in the direction of her SmartforTwo. “Come on, hurry, get in the car!”


    I turned gratefully in the direction of the tiny sedan, aware that it would be a tight fit for the three of us, but not caring.


    The tall grass rustled some more. There was a loud metallic click. We turned and saw a dark figure rising up, trudging towards us from out of the darkness. It disappeared for a moment, apparently tripping on the uneven ground. There was the sharp report of a gunshot. One of the car windows shattered. We heard an oath, and then a shout, “Hold it, right there!”


    Dierdre Jamison staggered onto the path, squinting into the halo of Serry’s headlights. I gasped. She gave new meaning to the word disheveled, with her hair going in every direction, a large smudge of dirt on one cheek and her left sleeve torn from elbow to shoulder. She was wearing one shoe, but I could hardly fault her for that. I had lost both of mine in the accident.


    She pointed the gun directly at the two young people and actually said, “Stick ’em up!”


    “Dierdre! Stop this nonsense!” I demanded. “You crashed the car. You’re probably hurt.”


    “Like you care. Shut up! Listen, people, I’ve got a gun, as I’m sure you’ve noticed!” Dierdre walked closer and gestured with long barrel of the Teddy Roosevelt pistol. “Get over there, the three of you.” She held out her hand to Jason. “I’m outta here. You, kid, toss me the keys to that dinky thing.”


    We all turned our gaze to the tall young man, waiting for him to comply. But instead, he crossed the ten-foot distance between them with a few long strides and easily wrenched the gun from Dierdre’s hand.


    With an animal growl of frustration, she lunged at him. Shoving the gun in the waistband at his back, he grabbed both her wrists and held her at arm’s length, out of reach of her kick. Though fierce and desperate, she wasn’t very big, at least not in comparison to Jason. With a move that appeared almost balletic, he twirled the struggling woman around and held her wrists together behind her back.


    “Go get that roll of duct tape in the glove box,” he said to Serry as we heard the sound of sirens in the distance.


    “Oh yeah, I almost forgot to tell you, Miss Prentice,” she said as she handed over the tape, “We called the cops like you said.”


    “Jason! What were you thinking grabbing the gun like that? She could have shot you!” I shuddered, though the night wasn’t at all cold.


    “No big deal.” He finished wrapping the tape around Dierdre’s wrists. “Hold still! First of all, didn’t you hear her cock it right before she fired? Well, I did, and I knew that she hadn’t cocked it again. She must’ve forgot to do it. An old piece like that has to be cocked first before you fire it.”


    He reached behind him and brought the gun in question around to be examined. I stepped back instinctively.


    “You learn a lot about guns ’n stuff at Shea’s. See, here’s another thing: If the barrel’s pointed toward you and the light is good—she was standing in the headlights, you know—you can tell if there’s a bullet in the chamber. And there wasn’t. A bullet, I mean. She must’ve used up her last one when she fell down and shot the window.” He gestured to the wreck of the Cadillac.


    “Hey, hold it! Not so fast, you!” He reached out a long arm and grabbed Dierdre’s shoulder. She had been trying to edge away from us into the darkness. “If the cops don’t get here quick, I’m going to have to tape up your feet too.”


    On cue, flashing blue lights illuminated the overgrown field, and there was a crunching sound as a police vehicle came to a slow stop nearby.


    Things weren’t resolved as quickly as I’d have liked because Dierdre kept claiming that we had kidnapped her and wrecked her car.


    “Thank goodness you came! I thought they were going to kill me! It was this woman and those two hoodlums!” she shrieked as the police cut the tape off her wrists. “They ruined my husband’s beautiful car! Luther’s going to be so upset. We’ll sue! For wrongful wreckage or something!” She waved an accusing finger at us.


    The police were especially wary of the gun, which Jason wisely handed over, handle toward them. “Who does this belong to?” one officer asked.


    To whom does this belong? I thought. Even under the circumstances, I was on automatic grammar pilot.


    Three of us pointed to Dierdre, who shook her head violently. “They’re lying! I’ve never seen it before! I mean, they used it on me, to kidnap me!”


    Another police car pulled up as the officer said, “We’ll just have to work this all out in town, people.”


    

    ~~~


    

    Three hours later, Gil was driving me home. “I about went crazy when I got to Chez Prentice and nobody knew where you were or where you’d gone. I tried calling you again, but kept getting voicemail.”


    “Where’s—”


    “Miss Janet’s having a sleepover at the B&B with her Aunt Lily,” Gil assured me, “At least half of her baby paraphernalia is there anyway, plus all those gifts. Lily said she won’t charge for babysitting if Marie doesn’t charge her for the room.”


    And she has those two bottles of milk in the fridge, I remembered.


    “So we have this night to ourselves.” I reached for his hand.


    “What’s left of it. Look at the clock. One-thirty.” He yawned.


    I reclined the passenger seat. “You’re right. I’ve been so keyed up through this, but now all of a sudden, I’m starting to feel like a limp rag.” I sighed.


    “You’ve definitely had a rough night, but relax. You’re all right, those kids are all right, the baby’s okay. It’s all going to be fine, honey.”


    “But Dierdre had a lawyer on the scene in no time flat. It’s a little bit worrying that they might believe her story. I mean, Jason was holding the gun when the police pulled up. They fingerprinted him and Serry and everything.”


    Gil chuckled as he turned into our driveway. “That was just standard procedure. Besides, you don’t need to worry your pretty little head about it,” he said in a mock-Southern accent. “I checked with the officers. They’ve towing the wrecked Cadillac into town as we speak, and tomorrow, the crime unit will be dusting the interior of the wrecked car for fingerprints. Which means—”


    I finished for him, “Which means that they won’t find Jason’s or Serry’s prints on the interior of the car, so they couldn’t have driven it!”


    “And what else, grasshopper?” Gil slid out of the driver’s seat and came around to open my door.


    “That my prints won’t be on the steering wheel either, only Dierdre’s.” I got out of the car, my mind running on high gear once again. “Oh, dear, I don’t know if there’ll be evidence of my being in the trunk. I don’t know where my cell phone is.” I patted my skirt pocket. “Perhaps that could prove it.”


    I sighed, slid my arms around my husband’s middle and laid my head on his chest. “I love you, Sensei!” I kissed his chin. “Now let’s go get some sleep.”


    “Just one thing before we do that,” he said, unlocking the front door. “I want to show you what I found in Nimrod Rabideau’s journal.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    


    I’m almost done. I finished carving the markers. I put them over the grave, drove them into the ground with the back of my axe. I didn’t know their names, so I carved the figure of a man on two of them and the other one was a woman’s. I’m not sure why I did it; it just seemed right. I sang a hymn, “It Is Well With My Soul,” and said the Lord’s Prayer. I hope that’s enough. They deserve more. They deserve better than to lie in the woods and nobody knows where they are.


    I’m not telling the police this time. They think I’m crazy anyway, and they might think I did it. I know I’m supposed to forgive, but I can’t stop remembering how they treated me about the singing. And the saw playing. If it wasn’t for Double Al, I’d still be in jail or maybe Dannemora Prison. So when the time comes, I’ll make sure he gets this, and then he can handle things.


    Okay, Al, here it is. I was out checking my traps last week and heard some gosh-awful crashing and talking in the woods. I snuck up on my belly, being careful to stay in the bushes. What it was was a couple big guys in dark suits. They had a white van thing, a Ford with a New York license plate. The number ended in 399, I remember that much.


    They were digging a big hole, real deep, and cussing all the time. They had nice shoes, city shoes. It was cold, you could see their breaths, and after a bit, both of them pulled off their jackets and hung them on a bush real near me. I could see they wore those holster things and had guns in them. After a bit one of them said the hole was deep enough. They opened the back doors of the van and pulled out a big thing wrapped in plastic that made a crackle sound. You could kind of see what it was through the plastic. It was a body, with a lot of blood on it.


    One of the guys rolled it across the ground over to the hole and pushed it in with his foot, like it was garbage or something and did the same thing with the second one. The other guy picked up the third one in his arms and carried it over to the hole and threw it in. He said, “There you go, sweetheart,” and laughed. I’ll always remember that. It made me want to take after them with my hunting knife. But they had those guns. They filled in the hole real quick and put on their coats and drove away.


    So there it is. I don’t know who those dead people were, but I know they deserved better that what they got. And I know that someday, those guys in the van will get what they deserve, even if it’s not in this life.


    The map I drew on the next page should help you find them.


    I’m done. It’s up to you, Double Al.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    


    The next morning, Gil dropped me off at Chez Prentice. “I’ll just tie up a few loose ends at the office and call Dennis O’Brien about what we found in the journal. You and Janet hang out here, and when I get back the three of us will go out to lunch. Maybe the diner?”


    “Oh, yes, please!” I loved the diner’s BLT sandwiches.


    I had just mounted the front porch steps when I saw a woman at the end of the B&B’s sidewalk, heading toward me. There was something familiar about her confident stride. I tried not to stare, but she walked right up to me on the porch.


    “Amelia?”


    “Yes?”


    She stared intently at my face. “Wow! You’re just the same.”


    Too startled to object, I looked back at her. She was attractive, but her features had that slight blurring that comes with weight gain and age. There were dark circles under her eyes. She wore costly-looking earrings and her brown hair was cut in a short, pixie style. A glance at her well-cut denim jacket and high-heeled boots told me that her clothes, too, were expensive.


    We looked at each other for some seconds before I realized that the eyebrows were exactly the same as they had always been, dark, arched and very expressive. I stumbled backward.


    “Janey Johnson? I mean, Eileen? Is it you? You’re alive!”


    “Oh, gee, I didn’t mean to scare you, but yes, it’s me. Wow, I can’t believe this.” She gestured towards the door. “I just got in late last night. Listen, this is where I’m staying. It’s a bed and breakfast and they have great cookies and things. Why don’t you come on in? We could have a cup of coffee, catch up on things.”


    “Coffee and cookies at Chez Prentice?” I emphasized the name, but she didn’t pick up on it. “I’d like that. Why are you here? Did you come for Terence’s funeral?”


    She scowled and shook her head. “Oh, I heard about that. No, it’s my dad’s funeral; it’s this afternoon. He lived most of his life downstate in the City, you know, but he was raised here.”


    “I’m so sorry to hear about your father, but—I’m glad to see you, um, I mean I’m glad you’re alive—Ja—I mean—”


    “Call me Zoe. I’m not Janey or even Eileen anymore.”


    “What?” Curiouser and curiouser.


    In the Chez Prentice kitchen Hester was delighted to brew a fresh pot. “Just made another batch of the lemon cookies too.” She put a loaded plate before us. “The little one is still upstairs with Mrs. Burns,” she said in answer to my mute question. “She’s puttin’ her down for another nap. You ladies know each other?” She pointed back and forth between us.


    “We used to,” I said.


    “A long time ago,” Janey/Eileen/what’s-her-name added.


    “Well, you just stay there and have a good talk and catch up and things. Excuse me, I got laundry to fold.”


    This somewhat familiar stranger settled easily at the big round kitchen table, opened up her leather purse, pulled out a compact and plucked at her hairdo in the mirror.


    There was a vaguely uncomfortable silence until the coffeemaker beeped and I stood to fetch the pot.


    She followed, hunting in various cupboards. “Mugs?”


    “Over there to your left. Please hand me that glass. I’m having milk. What’s your name again?” I blurted, “And where on earth have you been?”


    “Would you believe, Spelvin?” She laughed loudly. “No, I’m only kidding. I’m Zoe Patterson, have been for years. I didn’t like it at first, but it was what they gave me, so I had to get used to it. Later, I looked it up—the name Zoe. It means life. I liked that. Kind of ironic and hopeful at the same time, don’t you think? I’ve been living out West. I mean, waaay out West, in Nevada! I raised two kids—who are now away at college—outlived one husband and divorced another. I—”


    “Wait a minute. Let’s take it back to where—”


    Lily Burns walked through the door and set the portable baby monitor on the table. She seemed to be talking to herself. “Whew! She’s sound asleep, but it wasn’t easy. That child has the hearing of a young bat!”


    She noticed me for the first time. “You’ll be pleased to know that your daughter slept almost the entire night. Hello,” she said to Zoe Patterson. “Amelia, this lady is one of your guests. I met her in the hall earlier.”


    I smiled. “She doesn’t recognize you at all,” I said to Zoe.


    “Recognize who?” Lily walked to the cat carrier stationed on the floor at the back door and returned with Sam, Jr. in hand. “Do we know each other?”


    She made chirping noises and put the restless kitten on her shoulder. I was pretty sure it was against the rules to have the cat in the kitchen, but I decided to wait a while before pointing this out.


    “Look at her, Lily. Look at her face, her eyebrows.”


    Lily sat back in her chair, momentarily forgetting the kitten. “Eyebrows? What do you mean? Eyebrows!” Her eyes widened. “Of course! Janey Johnson! You’re not dead!” Her expression suddenly registered indignation, and she pointed an accusing finger across the table. “Where have you been?”


    The kitten took the opportunity to skitter quickly along Lily’s arm and jump onto the table, where he was promptly removed and returned to Lily’s shoulder. “No, you don’t, Little Sam.”


    Zoe looked down at the table. She picked up a spoon, stirred her coffee, and took a sip. She took a cookie and put it on a napkin. She broke off a piece, but didn’t eat it. She was stalling.


    “Okay, remember, this is in confidence. I was in witness protection, wit-sec, they call it. I had been in it earlier, but they sent me to New Mexico and I hated it there. It was hot and dry and no trees, or not many. I didn’t know anybody. They wouldn’t let me call my family, my dad, or anybody. I was supposed to just start life all over again. I was just twenty years old, and I couldn’t stand it. So I saved up my money and after a couple months, I had enough for a bus ticket east.”


    “And you came here? Why? Ow!”


    That last was in response, I surmised, to the tiny teeth that were now gnawing on Lily’s pinky. She removed her pinky, stood and carried the kitten back to the carrier.


    “We’ll work on your manners later,” she told the tiny occupant.


    Zoe spoke over her shoulder to Lily. “Well, my dad always said that Terence was his best friend in the world. They’d worked in the theatre together. He had a lot of respect for him. I read somewhere that Terence was going back to his home town to open a theatre, and I thought, what better place to hide than up in the boonies?”


    “Wait just a minute—” Lily was fiercely defensive of our town.


    “Relax, I know it was stupid, but I was just a kid back then. So were you, as I remember.”


    As she returned to her seat, Lily made a sound that might be spelled, “Hmph.” She picked up two cookies from the plate in the center of the table and popped one in her mouth.


    “Didn’t you realize that being in the play might call attention to you?” I said, “Especially in a starring role?”


    Zoe’s distinctive eyebrows arched. “Again, I was just a kid, okay? And I loved to perform. I couldn’t stay away from a stage. I never could.” Her expression smug, she picked a crumb off her jacket sleeve, then shrugged. “Cream rising to the top and all that. I do a lot of community theatre at home.”


    Lily said, only partly in jest, “I’ll have you know, you probably ruined my potential show business career. When you disappeared, my mother made me quit the theatre for fear of it happening to me. Thanks a lot!” Lily took a bite of the second cookie and spoke through the mouthful of crumbs. “So where’d you go after you ditched us?”


    “Look, I didn’t mean to ditch you, as you put it, but I had to leave, and fast. Danny was a gorgeous hunk, and for a while there, we had some good times.” Her eyebrows arched significantly. “I mean really good, if you get my drift. But that old guy, Danny’s uncle, scared me silly. All I could think to do was to go back and find the federal marshals. It felt weird, begging to get back into a program that I hated so much, but another girl, another witness who actually testified in the same case as mine, had gone missing after she refused to be relocated, so they agreed. This time they put me in Nevada.”


    She straightened up a little in her chair and took a sip of coffee. “Did you know that the wit-sec people have never lost anybody who has stayed in the program? I mean, nobody’s been killed. Not one. But only as long as they did what they were supposed to.”


    “Did you hear about what happened to Danny?” I asked.


    She put down her cup. “Yes! I read about it in the Worldwide Buzz! Wasn’t that terrible? It just goes to show—oh, I don’t know. Danny was a really fun guy and didn’t seem like a violent sort of person, even if his uncle was, you know. ” She shrugged again. “It was probably one of those mob types who killed him. Sad.”


    Now it was Lily’s eyebrows that were expressive. She doesn’t know, they said as she shot me a look.


    “Actually—”


    “Actually,” I interrupted quickly, “I find this subject really depressing, don’t you? I’m sorry I brought it up.” What good would it do to burden her with this knowledge?


    Zoe sighed and nodded. “It’s okay. We’ll probably never know anyway.” She dusted her hands of crumbs, gathered her purse and stood. “It’s been good seeing you gals after all this time, but I need to go to my room to get ready for the funeral this afternoon. I’ve decided to fly back to Nevada tomorrow. There’s a man there who wants to marry me. That would make husband number three.”


    Rather like that engaging, award-winning actress, Charlotte Yates, I thought to myself, remembering how all this business had started such a short time ago.


    I was in a philosophical mood after Zoe/Janey/Eileen ascended the staircase.


    “Earth to Amelia.” Lily tapped my forehead lightly. “Anybody at home in there?”


    “You’re mixing metaphors. What a waste. Poor Danny. Poor Terence. And poor Dierdre, for that matter.”


    “Poor him, poor her, poor everybody. Get over it.” Lily fetched the carrier containing Little Sam from the floor.


    The baby monitor erupted with a wail.


    “That’s your cue.” Lily headed for the front door. “My babysitting duties are over. I’m going home to catch up on my sleep. You’re on your own now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


    


    Throwing back the thick bedclothes, Dr. Alexander Alexander yawned and stretched his arms. Between the window blinds, sunshine cut across the bedroom in thin beams. A clock down the hall gave tinny evidence of the time: six o’clock. With a groan of resignation, Alec slid his feet into dingy bedroom slippers and pulled on his well-worn bathrobe, neglecting, as he always did, to tie the sash.


    Shuffling into the kitchen, he leaned over the sink, pulled up the elderly venetian blinds with a rattle and gazed at the reflection of the sunrise on the choppy waters of Lake Champlain.


    “This,” he said in a low, gruff whisper, “is the day that the Lord hath made.” The r’s rolled slightly. “I will rejoice and be glad in it.” It had been his morning benediction since childhood.


    “A fine day,” he told himself, nodding. “A bonny day at last.”


    He filled the kettle and put it on to boil, whistling a hymn faintly between his teeth. All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small . . .


    He was fumbling in the cupboard for the teabag tin when he heard the clank of the old ship’s bell that hung just outside the screened back porch and the distinctive squeak of the screen door as it opened. Then a crash.


    “Hello? Who’s there?”


    Surely not one of his friends. They always hallooed as they came through the door of his tiny lake house and tramped directly into the cozy keeping room, where they helped themselves to an oatmeal-raisin cookie from the jar on the rickety old coffee table. Alec’s mother’s recipe.


    Besides, it was six a.m. Nobody Alec knew came round at this hour.


    Slowly Alec moved through the back door onto the porch. He didn’t see it at first.


    His gaze immediately flew to the floor, where an upended flowerpot had dumped out most of its soil. All through the autumn, he’d been meaning to put daffodil bulbs in it, but he’d been so busy—


    His thoughts broke off suddenly.


    A strange kind of snake appeared to have slithered in through the still-ajar screened door and lay stretched along the outer wall. One end of the creature remained outdoors, while the other end was obscured behind the large, cracked flower pot.


    “Great Day!”


    Alec’s heart raced as confused thoughts flooded his mind: How on earth did one shoo away a snake this size? It was as big around as his arm. Was it poisonous? What was it anyway?


    A boa constrictor? Surely not. But what was it and how did it get here? Escaped from a zoo? A circus? Was he in danger, then? Could the creature crush him?


    Nervously, Alec tied his bathrobe sash and took a step backward. His eyes strayed to the shovel leaning against the house.


    What to do?


    The high whistle of the teakettle settled the question.


    In a fluid, rapid movement, the snake withdrew from behind the flowerpot, reared into the air, and Alec beheld its head: large, alligator-like, with dark, questioning eyes.


    This was no snake. This was the long, long neck and head of a . . . creature.


    The two stared at one another for one full second, and then the animal withdrew hastily, knocking aside an aluminum beach chair and struggling out of the grip of the screen door, which closed with a slam.


    Trembling, Alec flew to the screen and onto the stoop, where he could see, in the growing early morning light, a long, dinosaur-like creature wobbling clumsily but rapidly across the lawn and down to the lake shore where, stripped of all its cutting edge technology, the Sweet Afton lay rocking gently at anchor.


    Alec longed to follow, but he was trembling too hard. Ignoring the chill and the insistent whistle of the teakettle inside, he sat heavily on the back door stoop and took a long, deep breath.


    All creatures great and small, indeed. Tears filled his eyes.


    “Thank You,” he prayed aloud. “Oh, thank You!”

  


  
    PRESS RELEASE:


    


    Dauntless Books is proud to announce that their January release, Nimrod, a Woodsman’s Life, has made the New York Times’ bestseller list for the twelfth successive week. The journal of an Adirondack hermit and his connection to a twenty-year-old mob hit has piqued intense public interest. The book’s popularity shows little sign of waning.


    Jacob Rabideau, a self-styled lone woodsman who adopted the nickname Nimrod, lived for over sixty years in various locations in the densely-wooded Adirondack Park. He spent much of his time near the hamlet of Dunn’s Vale, where he established a reputation as a skilled woodcarver. Though generally considered a harmless eccentric by locals, Rabideau was twice cited by police for disturbing the peace with his loud singing and saw playing. Last winter, he sustained a tick bite and ultimately died of complications of pneumonia at the small community hospital. He left his journal to a friend, Dr. Alexander Alexander, who edited and published the book after it provided a vital clue in solving a decades-old murder.


    “He was a fine old fellow,” Alexander said, “I was blessed to know him, and now he’s blessing me all over again.” Next year, Alexander, a college professor, is planning to use proceeds from the sales of the book to launch the new Champlain Institute of Cryptozoology at an as yet unnamed location.


    To date, over 174,000 copies of Nimrod, a Woodsman’s Life have been sold.
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    A Miss Prentice Short Story


    

  


  
    Grammar Got Run Over by a Reindeer


    


    Professor Alec Alexander wouldn’t win any beauty contests. He had scruffy salt-and-pepper hair, a matching spade-shaped beard and an unkempt moustache. He was barrel-chested; what you might call a rotund presence. His gentle tenor voice, however, with its faint Scots accent, had real charm and his kind heart was unquestioned.


    My seven-month-old daughter Janet had recognized his sterling attributes from their first meeting, and when he walked into the Chez Prentice B&B this morning, she grinned widely, exposing a tiny bud of a tooth on her bottom gum. Additionally, she began what her daddy called “baby calisthenics,” involving flexing both her arms and legs simultaneously. It was her dance of joy at seeing her Grandpa Alec.


    He extended his arms. “Come to me, my wee angel!” Janet, still clad in her nighttime onesie, fairly leaped from my grasp to his broad chest and immediately began tugging on his beard. It had to be somewhat painful, but his only reaction was a hearty laugh that bounced his tiny burden up and down. “What a joy she is, Amelia!” he said to me.


    “You’re holding up well, considering,” I said, referring to the recent loss of several large research grants. Alec had long been obsessed with seeking out evidence of the famed Lake Champlain monster. Now his research had to be curtailed in the interest of earning a living.


    “Whoopsie! Up ye go!” He lifted a giggling, squirming baby above his head. “I’ll do all right,” he said over his shoulder. “I’m teaching four classes at the college and the speaking engagements are beginning to mount up. Whee!” He spun around.


    “Alec, you’d better take it easy,” I warned him. “She’s been known to—“


    A gush of white liquid flowed from Janet’s smiling mouth down on Alec.


    “Serves you right,” said someone from the kitchen. It was my friend Lily Burns, who had apparently entered through the back door. She quickly pulled off her gloves and hat and reached out for Janet. “Here, give her to Aunt Lily while you clean yourself up,” she instructed curtly.


    Alec obeyed with a wink at me, heading for the first floor powder room.


    She sat the baby on her lap and inspected her carefully. “What do you know, not a drop on her?”


    She smiled and stroked the velvety hair. Lily was beautifully turned out, as usual. Her perky short blonde hair was meticulously disheveled and her makeup was subtle but unmistakable. I envied her slender figure. I was still using Janet as an excuse for a stubborn extra fifteen pounds.


    Lily looked up at me. “Neither of you are dressed,” she said. “Get with the program! We’ll be late!”


    “Neither of us is dressed,” I corrected wearily. “Neither one is implied.” Even though I was temporarily on leave from the classroom, only tutoring, it was important to maintain proper grammar standards. “Besides, I think Janet is too young to sit on Santa’s lap.”


    Lily rolled her eyes. “Honestly, you’re the mother. Why do I have to teach you these things? One word: pictures!” She lifted Janet up so the smiling baby was framed by a Christmas wreath hanging on the wall. “Just look at her. It’s her first Christmas. You’re going to want pictures.”


    “All right, but nobody’s going to be late. They can’t open Santa’s Workshop at the Mall without Santa, without Alec.”


    “I’m afraid they can, m’dear.” Alec emerged from the powder room, drying his hands on a towel. There was a huge water spot on his jacket, and the ends of his beard were damp, but he looked none the worse for his experience. “I came by to tell ye. T’won’t be me playin’ Santa today. I have a speech to give in Malone at noon, then one in the evening.”


    “Won’t be I,” Lily corrected.


    I sighed. “No, Alec’s correct. It’s me.”


    Alec beamed and blew a kiss at Janet.


    Lily frowned, dipping her perfectly-drawn eyebrows. “Oh, I give up. We’ll nebber get the hang of this stupid ol’ grammar, will we, Tweety Pie?” She kissed the baby on the back of the neck.


    “Lily, don’t you dare speak to my child the way you speak to your cat!” I retrieved my daughter and headed for the stairs. “We’ll be down in a minute.”


    Alec put his arm around Lily protectively. “Don’t be too hard on Miss Lily, Amelia. She’s such a pretty little thing, there’s no need to bother with minor details, is there, wee angel?” He actually chucked Lily under her chin.


    Lily blushed, then slapped Alec’s chest. “You smell of baby spit! Get away from me!”


    I paused halfway up the steps. “Alec, will there even be a Santa at the mall today?”


    “Oh, certainly. They called Dr. Stickley. He’s grown quite the lovely white beard, I’ve heard. Doesn’t need a fake one, as I do. It’s perfect.”


    I blinked in surprise. “Dr. Stickley? Really? He was my major professor in college. Stickley, the Stickler, we used to call him—behind his back, of course. He scared me to death for two years. He always locked the classroom door precisely on the hour so if you were late, you’d have to take a cut. I hardly dared say a word in front of him, for fear of making a grammar mistake.”


    Lily grinned wickedly. “Kind of like somebody else I know.”


    Alec glanced at her affectionately. “I hear he’s mellowed in his latter years, Amelia.”


    I shook my head. “I’ll need evidence of that.”


    Janet struggled in my arms and I remembered where I was headed. “We’ll be right back.”


    It was nice, I thought as I changed from my bathrobe into a winter sweater and wool slacks, to have a friendly place like Chez Prentice to stay while my husband Gil was out of town at a journalists’ convention. “And since I’m part owner with your Uncle Etienne,” I told Janet, “we can stay at this classy B&B for free!”


    I played peek-a-boo with her as I pulled on the little red jumper appliquéd with a green plaid Christmas tree. “You look perfect,” I told her, “except for this.” I fastened a tiny green bow to one of her downy curls by means of Velcro. “There.” I gazed at my daughter while she contentedly sucked the paw of her stuffed bunny. Was there ever such a beautiful child as this?


    “No matter how much you try to decorate these things with flowers and what all,” Lily said a few minutes later as we headed for her car, “I still feel like a pack mule carrying it.” She shifted the diaper bag to her other shoulder and unlocked the car with a chirp. “I don’t how you do it, day after day.”


    “It’s not easy. I appreciate the help. This thing weighs a ton, too,” I pointed out, fastening the basket-shaped baby carrier into the back seat.


    Janet, warmly bundled into the shape of a little snowman, had settled down for a mid-morning nap. Usually, at this time of day, I would try to grab a few winks myself, but the prospect of a beautiful picture of my little girl as a Christmas present for her daddy superseded rest time.


    “I guess Alec has left for Malone,” I said as Lily turned the ignition. “I hope you were nice to him.”


    “Amelia, of course I was. I wish you’d stop hounding me about the man.”


    “He adores you.”


    “That’s enough of that subject. By the way, he told me something more about Stickley. He retired from the college two years ago. They gave him a party and everything. Did you know he was one of nine kids? His mom turned them out like peas in a pod, then up and died. And he was the only one who stayed around here as an adult.”


    “No, I didn’t. It’s hardly the sort of thing a professor would share with his students.” But exactly the sort of information that gossip expert Lily Burns would collect, I added silently.


    “His dad squirreled away a huge wad of money and willed it all to him. The father died two years ago at the ripe young age of ninety-nine. Didn’t leave a penny to anyone else. All I can say is, I’m glad I wasn’t at that family’s table at Thanksgiving!”


    “So he didn’t share the money with them at all?” I asked. Alec had certainly told Lily a lot in the short time that we were upstairs.


    “Couldn’t find ’em! They’re scattered all over this country and Canada, according to Judith Dee.”


    “Oh, so you didn’t hear all this from Alec.” Judith Dee was the part-time high school nurse, also famous for her gossiping skills.


    “Just the part about when he retired. They gave him a party and everything.”


    “I just hope Dr. Stickley’s more cordial than he used to be when he taught us in college. I never felt as though he even liked me. Did you have him in English?”


    “Me? Hah! I was just a poor home ec major, remember?”


    “I rather wish I had been, now,” I said, thinking about my total lack of kitchen skills. Gil loved me, anyway, thank the Lord.


    As we pulled into the mall parking lot, a distinct odor had begun to permeate the car’s interior.


    “Whew! Change that baby’s diaper, and quick!” Lily ordered.


    It took a few minutes to reach the restroom, but finally we emerged, clean and smiling.


    Lily had been waiting at a table in the food court, tapping her manicured nails to the piped-in holiday music. “There you are! The line’s starting to get long, but Santa’s not here yet.” She directed my gaze to the sparkling fairytale village nestled at the base of a towering Christmas tree.


    She stood abruptly. “Wait, I see him!”


    Strolling towards us was the very image of Santa Claus as pictured in numerous Coca Cola ads: white hair, white beard, red cheeks, rotund belly, red suit, and a big black belt. A pipe dangling from one corner of his mouth was the only thing about him that reminded me of my former professor.


    I whispered to Lily, “Is that Dr. Stickley? He’s so much heavier! And his hair is so white!” I remembered him with a gray Van Dyke goatee, standing ramrod-straight and frowning at the front of the classroom.


    Lily whispered back, “Hush. We all get old some time, Amelia.”


    As he was about to pass, I gathered my courage and stepped forward. “Dr. Stickley?” I held out my hand. “Amelia Prentice; Dickensen, now. I was one of your English majors about twenty years ago. It’s good to see you again.”


    He blinked several times, straightened his posture and lifted his moustache in a wide smile. “Oh, yes. I remember you. English major. You were a fine student, my dear.” He shook my hand with his mittened one. “Always good to see a student.”


    His ice blue gaze was familiar, but not the warm expression. How I used to fear his frown!


    “This is my friend, Lily Burns, and my daughter, Janet.”


    “Will Stickley,” he said, amiably shaking Lily’s hand. “Are you bringing your little one to see me?” he asked, leaning over the baby carrier.


    My daughter slid her eyes sideways at him and her lower lip began to tremble. “When it’s our turn,” I said hastily. “But we must let you get to work.”


    Santa looked around, apparently surprised. “Oh! Oh yes! Must do my duty for the kiddies.” He turned towards the elaborately-decorated throne that awaited him. “Look at that line! Between you and I, much as I enjoy these little ones, this is going to be a long day.” He sighed, waved cheerily and walked slowly in the direction of Santa’s Workshop.


    A slender teenaged elf, clad all in green frowned at him as he passed and looked pointedly at her watch.


    “My goodness,” I told Lily as he ambled away, “the man has definitely changed.”


    The line to see Santa was long. “I told you we should have brought the stroller,” Lily admonished as I lifted the basket-like, lead-heavy baby carrier one more time and moved forward a few steps.


    “It’s okay.” Lily was right, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of admitting it. We’d known each other all our lives and bickered like blood sisters. “By the way, about Dr. Stickley. Doesn’t he seem—”


    “Amelia! Lily! Hi!” In the distance, several dozen people ahead of us in line, I spotted our friend Dorothy O’Brien and her six-year-old daughter, Meaghan, who was headed our way. My cell phone rang.


    It was Dorothy, gesturing elaborately. “She just had to go back there to see Janet. I told her she could stay in line with you for just a little while. Is that okay?”


    “Of course,” I said. “Send her along.” Meaghan and I were old friends.


    When she arrived, the little girl didn’t waste time on social niceties. She immediately knelt by the baby carrier and began playing peek-a-boo behind her hands.


    “That’s a beautiful dress, Meaghan,” I said, gesturing at the gorgeous green and red plaid taffeta crinoline with puffed sleeves.


    The child rolled her eyes. “It scratches. Mom says I only have to wear it for the picture. I hate these shoes, too,” she added, pointing to her shiny patent leather Mary Janes.


    “Aren’t you looking forward to seeing Santa Claus?” Lily asked.


    She shrugged. “Sure. You know, some of the kids say Santa’s not real, but I think he is. I asked Mommy and she said, ‘What do you think?’ and I decided I still thought he was real. And getting toys are good.”


    Getting toys is good, I wanted to say. In this case, “getting” is a singular gerund, that is, a noun.


    But if I had thought Meaghan rolled her eyes before, this would definitely cause her, Lily and perhaps even Janet to collectively roll their eyes. Actually, speaking from experience, it would probably fetch a loud, juicy Bronx cheer from Lily, too. So I said nothing.


    My cell phone played an electric phrase. Dorothy had texted: “Tell her to come back.”


    After Meaghan’s reluctant departure, I said, “I’m not too sure about this Santa Claus thing. I mean, when Janet gets old enough to understand. It seems too much like lying.”


    Lily moved the baby carrier a few inches forward. “Nonsense! It’s tradition! The stockings, the cookies left out for the jolly old man, the reindeer . . . ” she pointed to a line of display reindeer that formed a kind of fence around Santa’s throne. “Who doesn’t love Rudolph?”


    The mall’s canned music happened to be playing the very song to which Lily referred. “ . . . join in any reindeer games,” she sang softly. “Then one foggy Christmas Eve—” She lugged the baby carrier forward a few more inches. “Oh, this is impossible! I’m going to the car to get that umbrella stroller. Give me that carrier thing. I’ll stick it back in the seat.”


    We extricated Janet from the carrier and Lily departed. Now all I had to do was kick the diaper bag forward a few inches every time the line moved. Janet was in my arms, gurgling with delight over the sumptuous surroundings.


    Though Santa’s area was colorful, the real centerpiece of the mall courtyard was the giant Christmas tree, towering at least two stories above us. Festooned with twinkling lights, toys that actually moved and huge artificial candies, it kept the baby blessedly occupied. Other children didn’t find it so fascinating, and my heart went out to several mothers who had to deal with a variety of child-sized meltdowns.


    We rounded the tree and Santa’s throne came into view at last. Only about eight mothers left in line. I watched with amusement as three boys, all under the age of five, scrambled like monkeys over Santa and his chair. The photographer had a time getting them to settle down.


    I watched Dr. Stickley’s reaction to the melee and was surprised. He actually seemed to be enjoying himself, laughing heartily at the children’s antics. As the mother consulted with the photographer about which shots she wanted to buy, he reached behind his chair, pulled out a vacuum coffee mug and took a sip.


    He had definitely mellowed in his latter years, as Alec had said. I couldn’t imagine the stern, stiff-necked professor I’d studied under actually enjoying this. Certainly he didn’t need the money, with his inheritance and all. And the rest of the family was scattered to the far winds.


    Could this jolliness be senile dementia? I’d read that some of the diseases that plagued old age brought about changes in personality, but did it make one jolly? Who would have ever thought that Stickley the Stickler would use the word kiddies or say between you and I, a clear mistake in grammar? I hefted Janet to my other arm. Strange. It was definitely strange.


    All at once, it was our turn. I scanned the courtyard for Lily. She’d hate to miss this. It was all her idea, after all. But the photographer beckoned impatiently to us, and I stepped forward, carrying the treasure of my life in my arms, preparing to hand her over to a relative, albeit jolly, stranger.


    Just before he reached for her, Santa took another swig from his coffee mug and replaced it.


    I handed a surprisingly compliant Janet into his arms and said, smiling, “Was that Earl Gray?”


    Santa opened his eyes wide and hefted Janet on his shoulder. “Earl who?”


    “You know, your signature drink, Earl Gray tea—never mind.” I backed away, out of the line of the camera, preparing to encourage the baby to smile.


    But Santa wasn’t smiling. He was staring at me.


    And all at once, facts, ideas, random thoughts crowded my head like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle:


    Between you and I


    Kiddies


    Earl Gray


    Between you and I


    Earl who?


    Kiddies


    The professor I knew would never enjoy playing Santa Claus.


    Santa sat frozen with my baby in his lap.


    Our eyes locked. He had the same piercing blue eyes that had often skewered me in the classroom. But they were softer, somehow . . .


    I shuddered and my mouth dropped open. “You’re not Dr. Stickley!” I said with a gasp.


    All at once, Santa shot out of his seat and ran straight at us, the photographer and me. I reached for Janet, who seemed to be enjoying the ride, but he shoved me roughly to the ground.


    I picked myself up and began chasing him.


    I could hear a collective, shocked groan run through the assembled crowd as Saint Nick ran across the courtyard, carrying an infant—my infant—like a football. Someone shrieked. Several children began crying again.


    It was clear where he was headed: the exit doors beyond the food court.


    Without regard for anyone in his path, Santa pushed people aside, knocked over displays and jumped over obstacles. Bags full of gifts flew into the air. Shoppers stumbled and fell. Everyone seemed too surprised to stop him.


    As I ran desperately, the thought flashed through my mind in less than a second: How could I ever have thought this man was Dr. Stickley?


    In the distance, I saw Lily, entering the mall with the umbrella stroller in her hand. I screamed her name. It was a helpless heart’s cry. Obviously, my small-boned friend was no match for the juggernaut that was speeding her way.


    Please! I prayed. Please! It’s my baby!


    All at once, there was a metallic rattle, a huge thump and the heart-tearing sound of a baby crying.


    I ran, my chest heaving, tears streaming down my cheeks, in the direction of the doors.


    Somewhere at home, I owned an illustrated child’s Bible. The scene I came upon was reminiscent of several of the pictures: David, standing triumphant over a defeated Goliath and Miriam, lovingly holding the infant Moses in her arms.


    Several men, including a uniformed security guard, were vigorously restraining Santa, whose legs were tangled in the ruined umbrella stroller. Lily walked forward with my screaming little girl in her arms.


    “The woman’s a hero,” one of the men called out to me. “She threw that contraption at him and caught the baby like it was a forward pass.”


    “I can’t take all the credit,” Lily whispered to me as she handed over Janet, who was sobbing and hiccoughing. “Janet upchucked on the floor right in front of him and he slipped.”


    Sure enough, the bodice of Janet’s lovely Christmas outfit was coated with the familiar white liquid.


    Lily stroked her hair. “Brave girl,” she said. All of a sudden she looked around. “Whew! My legs are giving out! Let me sit down!” She took a seat at one of the food court tables. Feeling none too steady, myself, I joined her.


    Dorothy O’Brien, Meaghan in tow, approached carrying my diaper bag. “Here you are. Gosh, I’m sorry that happened. What got into that guy?”


    “He wasn’t who he seemed,” I said absently.


    “You mean he wasn’t the real Santa?” Meaghan observed. “I already knew that!”


    

    ~~~


    

    Needless to say, it was quite a while before anything felt faintly normal. By that time, Gil had returned home from his convention and we three were back at our snug lakeside house, preparing for Christmas.


    I had answered scores of questions about the incident at the mall: Did I know the identity of the man in the Santa suit? No. Did I know why he would want to run away with my baby? No. Why was I in the mall in the first place? The questions went on and on in this vein until the officials were satisfied.


    A week later, with much groaning and gnashing of teeth, Gil set up our artificial Christmas tree. I had put Janet to bed and was popping corn to string on the tree when there was a knock at our door. I looked through the peephole and jumped back as though scalded.


    “Honey, what is it?” Gil joined me at the door.


    A muffled voice called, “Miss Prentice, please, it is I, Dr. Willard Stickley.”


    I heaved a huge sigh of relief. “It’s the real one. Let him in.”


    Gil frowned. “How do you know?”


    “I just do,” I said impatiently and pulled the door open. “Dr. Stickley, it’s good to see you doing so well after your ordeal.” I extended my hand to be shaken.


    “I came to thank you,” he said as he took a seat on our sofa. “I understand that were it not for your perception, my brother would have usurped me.”


    “You mean—”


    He nodded and his snowy eyebrows dipped into a frown. “That’s correct; my own flesh and blood. I’d sought him out with the help of a private detective. It was a requirement of my father’s will. William came to stay with me. We weren’t compatible, I must say. He’s a slovenly individual. And he wanted to get a cat!” The professor shuddered.


    “Sir, why did you volunteer to be a substitute Santa?” Gil asked, his reporterly instincts on alert.


    “That was all William’s doing. I had no knowledge of it until the mall people called him to come in. I adamantly refused to allow him to participate in such a ridiculous charade.” Dr. Stickley straightened his posture and continued, “All at once, he shoved me into a closet and locked the door. It’s my belief that the man planned to do away with me and take my place in this community.” The eyebrows shot up his forehead, creating a curiously vulnerable expression.


    “Did he actually say so?” I asked, shocked.


    The vulnerability immediately disappeared and Dr. Willard Stickley resumed the frosty tone I remembered so well. His piercing blue eyes narrowed. “Not in so many words, but it is certainly a logical assumption.”


    Gil leaned forward, and I could tell that his fingers itched to hold a pad and pencil. “What happens now, sir?”


    “I presume he’ll stand trial. Obviously, he has forfeited any claim to my familial affection or, for that matter, any portion of the inheritance.”


    “Does he have a lawyer?” I asked, thinking of Santa’s warm chuckle as he played with the children.


    The temperature in the room dropped a few more degrees. “I have no idea. Certainly there are public defenders available.”


    “Are there no prisons, no workhouses?” I recalled the words of the pre-ghost Scrooge.


    He stood. “Well, I must take my leave. Again, I must thank you for recognizing the difference between us. My brother claims he had forgotten there was a baby in his hands. I trust your infant has sustained no vestigial trauma.”


    “No,” I said, “she’s fine.” We escorted Dr. Stickley to the door.


    From the bedroom, sounds of the aforementioned infant were heard.


    “Stay here.” Gil patted me on the back. “I’ll see about the kid. G’bye, sir.”


    Stepping out onto our front porch and replacing his alpine felt hat on his white head, Dr. Willard Stickley turned to me. “I understand you have made a career of teaching English.”


    “Yes,” I said, gratified by the recognition.


    He held up a gloved finger and his eyes bored into mine. “Then I trust you will hasten to instruct your husband in the proper definition of the word kid. Good evening.”
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