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  “She’s so weird!”


  This is what I heard as I walked into the small apartment I shared with Lydia Pastorini.


  I suspected it was said about me. The words were spoken by Cokie Delini, whom I considered to be one of the weirdest people I had ever met; I found it a little unsettling to have the evaluation thrown back at me.


  Sitting with Lydia at the table that took up about half the living room, Cokie noticed my entrance and blushed furiously.


  “Oh—oh—hi, Irene!” she said, a little too brightly.


  I frowned. She had been named Coco by her mother, after Mlle. Chanel, although if this was some maternal gesture of hope that her daughter would be into high fashion, that ship went down with all hands a long time ago. And maybe if her mother had studied up on Coco Chanel, I would have been looking at someone named Jane.


  “Hi, Cokie,” I said, and glanced at Lydia, who has known me long enough to have damned near telepathic abilities to communicate with me.


  “Cokie was just telling me about a strange thing that happened a couple of days ago,” Lydia said. I could see the amusement in her eyes.


  “Oh?”


  “You’re just the person to help her out,” Lydia added, now clearly suppressing laughter. “Cokie, tell Irene about it. She’s good with puzzles and mysteries.”


  Cokie eyed me uncertainly. “Really?”


  “I don’t know—” I said warily.


  “She is,” Lydia said. “She reads a lot of mysteries.”


  To Cokie, this probably sounded as if I had received a compliment, but I knew that Lydia was teasing me. I had missed a morning class because I had gone to bed the previous night with my first book of Sherlock Holmes stories. Jack Corrigan, one of our journalism profs, had recommended them. I picked up the book expecting the stories would give me a lovely brain break from the deadly political science text I’d been trying to absorb. I planned to read one of the stories and then go back to poli sci with renewed energy. Instead, I stayed up reading about Holmes and Watson until I fell asleep around the time birds started singing. Then overslept.


  “You probably don’t want to help me,” Cokie said, making me wonder how it is that otherwise unperceptive people have an unerring ability to say the one thing that will make you respond to them out of guilt.


  “Tell me about it,” I said, setting my armload of books down on the table and my backpack on the floor next to me. I sat and tried to stretch the kinks out of my shoulders. This semester seemed destined to turn me into an orthopedic case.


  Lydia, always a perfect hostess, had already brought out a big pitcher of iced tea and a plate of her homemade chocolate chip cookies, and she went into the kitchen to get a glass for me. She also reloaded the plate. I had been thinking about those cookies all day. The scent of them baking was what finally woke me up, but at that point I had been too rushed to eat any.


  Cokie passed on second helpings, but wisely waited until I was fortified with chocolate and sugar before beginning her tale.


  “It happened two days ago—”


  “Wednesday?”


  “Yes, Wednesday, at about ten o’clock. I just happened to be looking out our back window.”


  Lydia made a choking sound.


  Cokie had gone to high school with us, and we knew other kids who grew up on her street. They had long ago told us that Cokie’s love of spying and gossiping had earned her a nickname among her neighbors: “the Anchorwoman.”


  “Are you all right, Lydia?” I asked sweetly. She waved me off.


  “Go on,” I said to Cokie.


  “My room is on the second floor of our house. My bedroom window looks out onto our backyard and the alley behind our fence. I heard a truck coming down the alley, and looked out to see a moving van pull up behind Mrs. Mikelson’s house. She lives in the house on the other side of the alley. I happen to know that Mrs. Mikelson is on vacation in Hawaii with her son. So I wondered what was going on. The truck blocked my view of her house and part of the house next to it. And then... and then...”


  Her cheeks turned bright red and she looked down at the table. I glanced at Lydia, whose eyes were brimming with laughter. I waited.


  Cokie took a deep breath, then blurted, “And then the clowns jumped out.”


  “What?”


  “You know, like Bozo. A lot of men dressed up like clowns in red wigs and crazy clothes and makeup.”


  I will admit this was not where I expected her story to go.


  Lydia started laughing.


  “It’s not funny!” Cokie said, then added morosely, “Well, I suppose it is.”


  If I hadn’t recently lost sleep over a book of detective stories, I would have laughed, too. The second story in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes was “The Red-Headed League.”


  Coincidence, I told myself sternly. Still, Cokie obviously wanted to be taken seriously. Mr. Sherlock Holmes had laughed at Jabez Wilson, but he also took his story seriously. He listened and observed and asked questions.


  He would have made a good investigative reporter if he hadn’t left all the writing up to Watson.


  “Okay,” I said to Cokie, as if multiple-clowns-in-the-alley events happened every day. “How many?”


  “Clowns?” she said, still wary. “Five that I could see.”


  I reached into my backpack and pulled out a pen and a reporter’s notebook. I turned to a fresh page and began writing down the details.


  “You said they wore makeup—full makeup?”


  “Yes.”


  “Same makeup pattern on all the clowns, or different?”


  “Different.”


  “Happy and sad face?”


  “Yes.”


  I glanced up and saw Lydia staring at me. I could see that she was wondering if I was being especially mean. I turned toward Cokie, who was giving me much the same look. Well, to hell with them. They’d figure it out.


  “And the wigs—same or different?”


  “Different. Costumes, too, although they were all dressed like bums, not in ruffs and all of that.”


  “Young? Old? Middle-aged?”


  “They seemed young. One was a little fatter than the others, but most of them were slim. They were all active, running around, dancing.”


  I asked her to describe them individually as best she could. One was carrying an inflatable toy that looked like a baseball bat, and bopped the others with it. One carried a huge purse with big flowers on it. When I asked about footwear, she frowned.


  “All of them wore normal shoes—not clown shoes. White running shoes.”


  She was good at describing things, and by the time she finished talking about clown number five, I thought I had a pretty good idea of what she had seen—but really, “five clowns” summed it up. What other questions could I ask?


  “They were all wearing makeup and wigs, but you’re certain they were all male?”


  She hesitated, stared off into space for a moment, then said, “I can’t be certain, but they sang like men.”


  “What?”


  Lydia started laughing again.


  I struggled to keep a straight face. Damn Lydia and her infectious laugh.


  “Singing clowns,” I managed.


  “Yes. They sang ‘Oklahoma!’ ”


  Okay, I lost it, and even Cokie laughed a little.


  When we settled down, I asked, “The whole musical?”


  “No, just that song.”


  “Anyone else see this or hear this?”


  “The first neighbor I asked about singing clowns in the alley looked at me as if I should be sent off to the banana ranch, so I stopped asking around. Besides, most of the neighbors are at work during the day. The few that aren’t at work or school are old. Most of them are hard-of-hearing.”


  “Your folks were at work?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you had been home all day?”


  Her chin raised a notch. “Yes.”


  I had asked a stupid question.


  In our final year at Las Piernas High School, beneath our senior yearbook photos, our ambitions were listed, and if we were accepted into a college, that was named, too. The space beneath Cokie’s photo was blank.


  I knew lots of other kids who weren’t planning to go to college. Some didn’t have the money, others didn’t have the grades, still others had plans that didn’t include college. Some planned to work in family businesses. The Vietnam War was on, so some planned to enlist, others to resist, still others would go even if they did so reluctantly. Cokie didn’t fit into any of these categories.


  Which was sort of typical of her. She didn’t have a lot of friends, but she wasn’t picked on. I suppose we both lucked out by hitting high school at a time when it was relatively easy to be odd. God bless Las Piernas High School’s version of the tail end of the hippie days. We were chock-full of peace, love, and understanding.


  When I’d asked her about her plans at the time, she told me she hadn’t made up her mind yet and was going to take a breather. On the day she told me about the clowns, she was well into her second year of breathing.


  Although she’d had good grades in high school, she hadn’t applied to any colleges. Hadn’t looked for a job. Had no plans to travel or to serve in the military. No plans to live on a commune or smoke dope all day in the Haight. Not part of the Jesus movement. Not practicing with a band in her garage, or working out a way to get a seat on the tour bus of the Doors.


  Her parents were in good health, she didn’t stay home to care for anyone who was incapacitated, and she had no siblings.


  No known ambitions. No direction. A comfortable existence.


  I shared a cheap apartment with Lydia and occasionally a third roommate, worked two part-time jobs, carried a full load of classes, and only avoided living on Top Ramen and tomato soup because Lydia was one hell of a cook.


  Yet I never felt a moment’s envy for Cokie.


  “So at ten o’clock on Wednesday, five clowns—probably males—jumped out of a moving van parked in the alley behind your house and started singing ‘Oklahoma!’—do I have it right so far?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did they seem to be looking up at you, singing it to you?”


  She hesitated, then said, “I’m not sure. They glanced in my direction every now and then, but they didn’t stand still and serenade me. They moved around, danced, and did high kicks and cartwheels.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?”


  “They climbed back into the van and drove off.”


  “Were they all in the cab, or were some riding in the back?”


  “Two in the back.”


  Illegal and dangerous.


  “Did you see anything in the van itself? Furniture?”


  “I didn’t get a good look at the back. The angle was wrong.”


  I looked at my notes. What hadn’t I asked?


  “What about the van itself—Bekins? Allied? North American?—what moving company?”


  She was shaking her head before I finished. “Not a moving company. It was a rented van. Las Piernas Rentals.”


  “Well—that’s a lucky break.”


  “Why?”


  “Local rental company with three locations, all within town. If it had been one of the nationals, the truck could have come from anywhere. License-plate number?”


  “No, again, I couldn’t see it from that angle.”


  “How big was the van?”


  “Big. I don’t know.”


  I tried to come up with vehicles to compare it with, which didn’t work with her, but when I got her to say how much of the Mickelsons’ house the van had blocked, I had a reasonable idea. Another idea struck me.


  “Did you see a number on it? Most rental companies paint numbers on their trucks, to keep track of which ones they’re renting, I suppose.”


  “I looked for one, but it had a big piece of paper taped over it—like butcher paper, maybe?”


  I hesitated, telling myself that I needed to separate late-nineteenth-century fiction from the present problem. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get it out of my mind.


  “Cokie, are there any banks or businesses on the other side of the alley?”


  “There’s a row of homes, that’s all.”


  “Anybody doing any kind of business out of a house that you know of?”


  “No.”


  “I mean any kind of business. Any pot growers? Drug dealers?”


  “No! We did have a problem when Auggie and Andrea Sands lived at the end of the cul-de-sac, but their mom kicked them out. That was about three years ago.”


  “She kicked them out for selling drugs?” Lydia asked.


  We had known the Sands twins in high school. Always in trouble.


  “Kicked Auggie out for selling drugs, and Andrea for banging her boyfriend in the living room. Their mom came home early with a friend from work. Guess that was the last straw.”


  “How did their mom find out that Auggie was dealing?”


  “One of the neighbors told her.”


  “You?”


  “No. I didn’t want to mess with those people.”


  “Do Andrea and Auggie know you weren’t the one?”


  She frowned. “They should. They have no reason to think I would tell on them.”


  I exchanged a glance with Lydia and moved on.


  “Anyone in the neighborhood angry with you?”


  “You think singing clowns is a sign of aggression?”


  “A possibility, anyway.”


  She smiled. “I’m so glad you see it that way. My parents think it was something fun, as if I have a secret admirer. But it doesn’t feel that way to me. It seemed to me that someone wanted... well, to ridicule me.”


  I bent my head over my notes and hoped my hair hid my blush. I certainly felt ashamed of my meaner thoughts about her.


  “It seems crazy to think that,” she went on, “but... it didn’t make me happy, it made me feel as if I had been targeted, and someone went to a lot of trouble to do it. I’m a little scared by that. But I can’t think of anyone who would feel that mad at me. I get along with my neighbors. I’m one of the last young people still living on our street, and I try to help my older neighbors. I visit them. I run errands for them.”


  A passage in “The Red-Headed League” came to mind:


  “As a rule,” said Holmes, “the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves to be. It is your commonplace, featureless crimes which are really puzzling, just as a commonplace face is the most difficult to identify.”


  Easy for him to say. But was there some commonplace crime hiding beneath all that clown makeup?


  “Cokie, what would you normally be doing on a Wednesday morning at about that time?”


  “Normally, I’d be playing canasta with the widows.”


  “I hate to admit it, but I don’t understand.”


  “You know, the card game.”


  “Yes, I even know how to play it. Who are the widows?”


  “Oh. Three of my neighbors. One day Mrs. Redmond—she’s across the street and one house down—mentioned to me how much she loved the canasta parties that used to be held on the street. I talked to a couple of people about it, and long story short, we started playing canasta at her house on Wednesday mornings.”


  “Who are the other players?”


  “Just two, Mrs. Harding and Mrs. Lumfort.”


  “Who knows that you do this?”


  “Everyone on our street.”


  “So because of the clowns, you arrived late?”


  “No, we didn’t have a game that day. Mrs. Harding was ... out of town. Mrs. Lumfort had a doctor’s appointment. Mrs. Redmond’s beautician had asked her to move her hair appointment to that morning, so because it was just going to be the two of us, she asked me if I’d mind just canceling. I told her it wasn’t a problem.”


  “You hesitated about Mrs. Harding. What was going on with her?”


  “Nothing. She went to a lawyer’s appointment with one of her granddaughters. Kayla just moved in with her.”


  That name was vaguely familiar. Why did I know it?


  “Kayla Harding?” Lydia asked. “My brother Gio used to date her.”


  Gio was five years older than Lydia, and the list of girls he dated in high school was only slightly shorter than the list of female students in his graduating class. The fact that he hadn’t been burned in effigy years ago spoke to his abundant charm. Lydia claimed he genuinely cared about all of them, which seemed unlikely.


  “Kayla ended up in prison, didn’t she?” Lydia went on. “Stole a car.”


  “Yes,” Cokie said, “but she’s been out for a couple of weeks now.”


  “Friend of yours?” I asked.


  “No. I know her sister better than I know her.”


  “Mindy,” Lydia said. “She’s our age.”


  “Yes. I’m not close friends with Mindy, either. I just see her when she visits her grandmother.”


  “Kind of a Goody-Two-Shoes, isn’t she?” I said.


  “That can happen when you’re trying to show the world you aren’t like your troublemaking sister, right?” Lydia said.


  Cokie and I shrugged.


  “Think of your sister, Barbara,” Lydia said to me.


  “I’d rather not,” I said.


  “Mindy is Kayla’s half sister,” the ever-informative Cokie said. “Their father is on his third marriage. Widowed once, divorced once, and the third seems to be the charm. So Mindy just claims that she’s ‘only’ a half sister when she gets annoyed at Kayla.”


  “Told you she was a bitch,” I said.


  “Not exactly,” Lydia said.


  “Yeah, well...” I glanced at my watch. “We’ve got a couple of hours to try to find the Las Piernas Rentals location that rented out the van.”


  I used the Yellow Pages in the phone book to get the three addresses and phone numbers of the rental places, then opened the Thomas Guide, a book of detailed maps of Los Angeles County that only a fool would try to live without. A lost fool.


  Cokie readily agreed to come along with me, but Lydia, thinking of the discomfort associated with being the third person in a Karmann Ghia, opted out.

  


  WE DROVE TO THE ALLEY behind Cokie’s house, where I spent some time looking around as if I thought I’d see something. I’m sure the streets of London and other locations that may have required Holmes’s attention also had a lot of meaningless debris spread over them.


  I didn’t go so far as to pull out a magnifying glass. I hadn’t owned one since I was nine, when my father caught me lighting discarded cigarette butts in the backyard by using focused solar power. He seemed to think I was a hairsbreadth away from burning down the house. I’m not saying he was wrong.


  It didn’t look as if there was much I could learn there, two days after the singing clowns had come and gone. So I got back into the car, wrote down my odometer reading, and took the shortest route to the closest rental place. The energy crisis had caused the cost of gasoline to skyrocket, so I thought that location would be my best bet.


  Although the geezer behind the counter didn’t seem averse to talking to two young women about his customers, we struck out. The only van that had been rented on Wednesday was still out—not due back in until Saturday. Rented by a young couple. The husband’s parents were giving their old house to the couple and moving to San Diego; the van was being used to move the parents out and the couple in. This might have been a complicated cover story, but I doubted it.


  Owing to said fuel crisis, I asked the manager if he would call the other locations to see if anyone had handled a same-day rental of a moving van on Wednesday.


  Fortunately, midmonth, autumn weekdays were not popular moving days, and we learned that the next-closest location had rented a van that day.


  Unfortunately, the manager at that location was an unhappy woman of middle years who was not so forthcoming. She did say a van had been rented on Wednesday for a few hours, but didn’t see how it was any of our business.


  “I think someone was trying to play a mean trick on my friend,” I said. “Or maybe worse.”


  She was skeptical. There was no alternative, it seemed, to having Cokie tell her story. The woman laughed—before that moment, I wouldn’t have betted on her capacity to do so—and remained skeptical.


  “The person who rented from us was very nice,” she said. “We didn’t rent our van to a person who might do something so immature.”


  “We know it was a man, so don’t bother with the ‘person’ stuff,” I said, and saw her mouth prim up and a look of self-satisfaction come into her eyes. So—a woman rented the van. “It would have been illegal for the renter to put two people in the back and let them roll around between here and Cokie’s house, right?”


  “You’re just trying to worm information out of me, and I won’t tell you a thing,” she said. “Next time you make up a story, try to come up with something better than a tall tale about clowns.”


  She was convinced of that. I heard it in her voice, and wondered why she was so sure. When I realized the answer, I wanted to kick myself in the pants. Of course no one had shown up at the rental place with five people dressed as clowns.


  I walked outside the office, Cokie trailing me. I walked past rototillers, a forklift, lawn spreaders, and post-hole diggers. I walked until I came to the place where the trailers and vans were parked. I pointed to two moving vans that were positioned next to each other. “Which one is closer to the size you saw?”


  Cokie pointed to the larger of the two. I walked toward the back of it.


  By now the manager had noticed that we hadn’t returned to the Karmann Ghia, as she had expected, and began marching toward us. “Hey, you!” she called out, attracting the attention of a couple of her workers.


  I wasn’t dressed for this kind of action, I thought ruefully, but at least I was wearing flats. I stepped onto the wide, flat back bumper, grabbed on to a handhold, and swung myself up to have a closer look at the big black numbers stenciled on one of the side panels.


  “Get down from there this instant!” the manager said.


  “Look,” I said, running my fingers along a sticky line. “Tape marks. The identification number was covered up, just like Cokie said it was.”


  The helpers who had joined her were nodding as I pointed at the places where you could see adhesive. That, or they were looking up my skirt.


  “Get her off that truck!” the woman ordered them, and since they seemed way too eager to obey her, I hopped down.


  “You know no one hides the numbers on a truck unless they are up to no good,” I said.


  “Get out of here. Leave this property before I call the police.”


  I considered calling her bluff, and then asking her to explain to the police why she was covering up for someone engaged in criminal activity, but that presented two problems. One was I had no proof that there had been any criminal activity or idea of what the crime was. The other was I’d have to tell the police the clown story.


  So we left.

  


  I BEGAN TO SEE THAT this case was and was not like “The Red-Headed League.” Like Jabez Wilson, Cokie was being pulled away from some action on the street. Not a bank robbery, but something.


  Back at the apartment, I took out a piece of paper and sketched a diagram of Cokie’s street. I had her tell me who lived in each house and what they were usually doing on Wednesdays at ten o’clock. She was able to provide an almost scary number of details, and while the Sandses were likely baddies, no one in the family seemed to have his or her act together, let alone the wherewithal to plan and sponsor “alley theater.”


  Someone had a goal, a goal that required Cokie’s attention at a certain time. I kept coming back to the members of the canasta group, the only ones with a fixed schedule.


  “Let’s say someone knows of your interest in the activities of your neighbors.”


  “My snoopiness?”


  “Your keen powers of observation. Someone wanted to make sure you wouldn’t look out a front window, or see something at that time of day. The day was different from most Wednesdays because there would be no canasta game. And...”


  “And what?”


  “Process of elimination. Do you know the name of Mrs. Redmond’s beautician?”


  “Yes. She gets her hair done at Lola’s Snip and Curl. She’s been getting it cut there since 1953.”


  “And hasn’t changed her hairstyle in two decades, right?”


  “Just about.”


  “Kayla’s father is still living, right?”


  She kept up with the apparent change in subject. “Yes. Mindy lives with him and her mom.”


  “Why isn’t Kayla living with them, instead of her grandmother?”


  “Kayla doesn’t get along with her father’s third wife. Mrs. Harding—my neighbor, I mean—Mrs. Gertrude Harding—doesn’t like Mrs. Lina Harding. Gertrude was on a long cruise when the trouble came up about the stolen car. She believes her son would have paid for an attorney, but Lina talked him into ‘letting Kayla learn her lesson,’ as Lina put it.”


  “Is Mrs. Harding well-to-do?”


  “She’s not super-rich, but she does have some money. She likes nice things.”


  “Mindy is Lina’s only child?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Mr. Harding—is he well-off?”


  “They do fine, as far as I know. Lina works, so there is extra income.”


  “Where does she work?”


  “In a doctor’s office. She’s an office manager or something like that. No medical degree.”


  “Hmm. Do you have your neighbors’ phone numbers?”


  “Of course.”


  Of course. “Would you please call Mrs. Lumfort and ask her if Lina works in the office of the doctor she went to see on Wednesday?”


  A few minutes later, we had the answer. Yes. Same office. I was beginning to see that the “mature” person who rented the truck was described to me by her age—Lina was probably in her forties—and not her behavior.


  “Next, Mrs. Redmond. Ask her to call Lola and try to discover if her hair appointment was changed from its usual time at the request of Lina or Mindy Harding.”


  Mrs. Redmond was a little hard-of-hearing, so everyone in our building and the buildings on either side of ours heard Cokie’s side of the conversation. Lydia came in to find out what was going on. Eventually we learned that Mindy had influenced the time of the appointment change.


  Cokie stared at me wide-eyed after she hung up. “Oh my God.”


  “What?”


  “Lola’s. I wonder what Mindy’s hair looks like.”


  We started laughing. Lydia probably thought we were losing it.


  “How is Gertrude Harding’s hearing?” I asked.


  “Excellent,” Cokie answered.


  “Call her, tell her about the singing clowns, and then ask her if she’ll talk to me for a minute.”


  She did so, and after the understandable time it took to get past the story of the musical number in the alley, she handed the phone to me.


  “Mrs. Harding, I know I’m a complete stranger to you, and you probably think I’m too young to know anything, but it’s really important that you take my advice.”


  “Yes?” she said doubtfully.


  “It’s my belief that while a show was being put on to distract Cokie, something was taken from you. Some cash, perhaps, or more likely some jewelry, or something else that’s valuable and portable. If you haven’t discovered this for yourself, I’d bet you anything that either your daughter-in-law or Mindy—perhaps even your son—will ask you about some valuable object, you’ll go to look for it, and it will be missing. My theory is that it is still in the house, and has been placed somewhere that will ensure that Kayla will be blamed. It may already be planted somewhere in her bedroom or in her purse or in her clothing.”


  There was a long silence. About the time I decided she’d hung up on me and the dial tone just hadn’t kicked in yet, she said, “As it happens, this morning I noticed that a diamond tennis bracelet is missing. And your advice?”


  “Have you said anything to anyone other than me?”


  “No.”


  “Great. First, look for it now. It will be in Kayla’s room, but she didn’t steal it.”


  “I’m sure she didn’t. Why are you sure?”


  “She wouldn’t need clowns.”


  “No, of course not.”


  “You could set a trap for those who planned this, or at least amuse yourself when they try to reveal its hiding place. I don’t have advice about that part. It’s your family.”


  “Sad but true.”


  “I’m a little worried about you, Mrs. Harding. I think someone may covet your belongings, if you know what I mean, and greed can inspire worse things than false accusations or a clown show. Perhaps you might know an attorney or someone who could let the planners know that this didn’t work, and that if anything happens to you—”


  “Thank you for your concern, Miss Kelly. I’ll think over my options. Tell Cokie I’ll see her at the canasta game next week.”

  


  I NEVER GOT THE DETAILS about what Mrs. Gertrude Harding did from there, but I do know that within a few weeks, her son filed for a divorce from Lina, who did not contest it. She took Mindy with her when she moved to Florida. Cokie later told me that Kayla and her father were spending more time together.


  I also learned that there had been a change in management at one of the rental company locations.


  I eventually tracked down the clowns. In my freshman year of college I had dated a stage manager, and while that didn’t last long, the friendships I’d made with other theater-arts majors had fared better. I asked a few of those friends to let me know if anyone had bragged about a strange gig that involved clown costumes, Rodgers and Hammerstein, and a rental van.


  In about three days I had a list of names, and a couple of my actor friends arranged a meeting with them.


  A few minutes’ conversation made it clear that the clowns had no idea that they might have been accessories to a burglary, or potentially, even a murder. When I pointed this out, I could tell that for the near future, the alleys of Las Piernas were safe from other spontaneous musical productions. I also pointed out that they had frightened Cokie, and made her feel ridiculed.


  “So what are you going to do about it?” the beefier of my actor friends asked them.


  They shrugged and looked helplessly at me.


  “She does a lot of stuff for the old people on her street. Maybe you could apologize, and then offer to help her do errands for them for a week or something.” I smiled. “If that happened, I might not give any names to the police or the rental company.”


  That was 99.9 percent bluff on my part, but it worked. Apparently no one loves theater as much as a drama major.

  


  NONE OF THIS EVER MADE the papers. And as far as I know, the police didn’t hear about it.


  Cokie started a business to provide assistance and home care to seniors. She invited Lydia and me to her wedding. Aside from the bride and groom, Kayla Harding, and us, Cokie’s parents were the youngest people there—she’d invited all her elderly friends. It was one of the coolest (and rowdiest) weddings ever.


  Oh yes. She ended up marrying some clown.
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  Harriet read the letter again. She wasn’t sure why; each re-reading upset her as much if not more than the first.


  “Once again, I must tell you that the ending of this story positively reeks,” Kitty Craig had written. “I can’t imagine any reader believing Lord Harold Wiggins would choose this method of killing off his enemy, nor would any reader believe he could manage to mask the taste of antimony by mixing it into the braunschweiger. Rewrite.”


  Harriet Bently had been writing the popular Lord Harold Wiggins series for ten years now. She knew exactly what dearest Harry (as only Harriet had liberty to call him) would choose to do in any given situation, even if her editor did not. After all, Harry had moved into Harriet’s life—lock, stock and barrel. No, she didn’t invite him to tea like a child’s imaginary friend; but she thought of him constantly, and had grown comfortable with his presence in her life. Like any series character and his author, they had become quite attached to each other.


  It was more than Kitty Craig’s rude tone that upset her. Kitty was notorious in the publishing industry for her biting, sarcastic remarks; Harriet told herself (not entirely successfully) that she shouldn’t take Kitty’s insults personally. What upset Harriet was Kitty’s disregard for Lord Harold Wiggins’s intelligence. His trademark was to effect justice without costing the English taxpayers a farthing for an imprisonment or a trial; once Lord Wiggins knew who the guilty party was, he cleverly killed the villain. In this book, Lord Wiggins made sure the poisoner Monroe would never age another day by slipping him a lethal dose of antimony. Monroe was a villain of the first water, and certainly deserved the punishment Lord Wiggins meted out. Harriet couldn’t help but feel proud of her protagonist.


  Her previous editor, Linda Lucerne, had loved Lord Harold almost as much as she did. Linda never changed much more than a punctuation mark; Kitty used industrial strength black markers to X through pages of manuscript at a time. Pages that had taken hours of research, planning, writing, and rewriting before they were ever mailed to Shoehorn, Dunstreet and Matthews (known affectionately as SDM), the esteemed publishers of the Lord Harold Wiggins series.


  Yes, Linda Lucerne had loved Harriet’s style, and said so from the moment she accepted the first novel, Lord Wiggins Makes Hay While the Sun Shines. And make hay he did. Linda’s faith was proved justified, and the success of Makes Hay was repeated in Lord Wiggins Beards the Lion in His Den and the next seven Lord Harold Wiggins books. Alas, Linda had suffered a heart attack just after the tenth book, Lord Wiggins Throws Pearls Before Swine, had been mailed off to SDM. Upon her recovery, she had opted for retirement from the publishing industry.


  Harriet tried hard to remember a sin she might have committed that would have justified so mean a punishment as having Kitty Craig become her new editor.


  She had known other writers who had suffered under Kitty’s abuses. Upon learning that Kitty would be her editor, Harriet had complained long and loud to her agent. But Wendall had pointed out that Kitty had been personally chosen for Harriet by Mr. William Shoehorn III. He had also mentioned that unless she was willing to come up with a new main character, they had no hope of moving to another publishing house. SDM owned Lord Harold. Wendall urged her to be open-minded.


  Harriet loved Lord Wiggins too much to forsake him, and so she had tried to follow Wendall’s advice. Tried, that is, until she received her first editorial letter from Kitty Craig. A long list of changes were demanded, each demand phrased in abusive language. The one that bothered Harriet the most was the demand to change the ending:


  “How absolutely boring! Monroe dies when he swallows lemonade laced with strychnine. Strychnine! That old saw? Is your imagination so limited? Formula writer though you are, I would hope you could come up with something a tad more original.”


  Old saw indeed! Strychnine was a classic poison, she lamented, famous throughout detective fiction. But Kitty would hear none of it.


  Harriet decided to be big about it; after all, she didn’t want a reputation as the sort of writer who simply couldn’t let go of a word she’d written. She was no rank amateur. She could bear the burden of criticism; being showered with the unwanted opinions of others was inevitable in her profession. And so she set herself to the painful task of revising the ending of Pearls Before Swine. That in turn meant that she had to revise a number of passages in the story, but she did not complain.


  In fact, by the time she mailed off her new version, she was quite pleased with it. This time, Lord Wiggins offered Monroe a piece of chocolate cake chock-full of Catapres. It had been a bit tricky for dear Harry to obtain the drug, but she had managed it. Monroe had suffered heart failure thirty minutes after eating his dessert, allowing Lord Harold all the time in the world to leave the scene. It was certainly not as popular in fiction as strychnine, so Harriet thought Kitty might be contented.


  Kitty hated it.


  “You are going to have to do better than this. Catapres? Could you possibly devise anything more obscure? No reader is going to recognize this as a poison. Crimeny, it sounds like a resort that would appeal to people from the Bronx.”


  Not being from New York, Harriet couldn’t guess what Kitty meant by her last remark. She steamed and stewed for a while and then went back to work. Now it was a challenge.


  In version three, Lord Harold arranged for Monroe to be bitten repeatedly by a Gila monster.


  “What utter nonsense!” Kitty wrote. “How the heck does an English lord happen to have a twenty-inch Arizona desert lizard hanging about?”


  Even Harriet had to admit that the Gila monster wasn’t her best effort. She spent a little more time on version four. There might not be many Gila monsters roaming about the English countryside, but she knew that rhododendrons weren’t so rare. And so it was that Lord Harold made tea from the deadly leaves, and served it with scones to the unsuspecting Monroe.


  “Harriet, please. You are trying my patience. This is so unimaginative. If you want this to sell anywhere outside of the East Lansing Lawn and Garden Club, rewrite.”


  Harriet wasn’t even sure how she found the nerve to try a fifth time. She needed to publish annually to maintain the lifestyle to which she had become accustomed, and Kitty’s demands were delaying the publication date of Pearls Before Swine. She had arranged to attend the annual Mystery World Awards Banquet, the Whodundunits. Her flight from Los Angeles to New York was booked, the hotel arrangements made. But now she wasn’t sure she could face the inquires of her fellow authors; they were bound to notice that the next Lord Harold Wiggins book had not arrived on schedule.


  She had grown more bitter about this trial by rewrite as each day passed. But once more she devised an ending, this time with antimony, arranging elaborate plot devices to allow Lord Harold Wiggins access to an industrial poison. And still Kitty wasn’t satisfied.


  As she held Kitty’s fifth nasty letter, something snapped inside Harriet. She began to see Kitty as the root of all evil in her life. Before Kitty, she had been happy. Nothing much had disturbed the world dear Harry had shared with her; he had paid her way, she had kept him alive. It seemed to Harriet that Kitty wanted to kill them both. Well, Harriet decided, we’ll see who kills whom.


  The idea began to comfort her. She would attend the Whodundunits, slip a little something into Kitty’s wine and sit back and enjoy her evening, knowing that her troubles would soon be over. In a room full of people who were constantly dreaming up ways for other people to die, the death of a woman who was almost universally despised by them would present a monumental problem for New York’s Finest.


  Harriet became quite delighted at the prospect. She did not doubt that she would be able to kill. After all, she had already murdered over thirty characters. (Three was Harriet’s lucky number, and so she made it the average body count in her books.) Among those thirty characters were a great many individuals she liked better than Kitty Craig.


  For her first real life murder, she would need something special. For weeks, she consulted her reference works on poison. She searched the pages of A Panorama of Poisonous Plants, Powders, and Potions. She studied the listings in Lyle’s Lethal Liquids, even considered Conroy’s Compendium of Caustics. But her most promising candidates were found in Everyday Toxic Substances: Our Dangerous Friends.


  She made a long list of factors to consider. Reaction time. What would dear Harry say? Quick, she decided. Very quick and highly toxic. Kitty in prolonged, relentless pain was a tempting picture, but she concluded that having Ms. Craig dead before the salads were served was preferable; attention-getting though agonizing death throes are, it might put a bit of a damper on the evening’s festivities.


  The poison would need to be something that could be transported easily; if discovered among her belongings, it could not seem out of place. Her final prerequisite was that it be something she could obtain without raising suspicions.


  After hours of concentrated effort, she finally had the means in hand and the logistics of delivering it well planned.


  She hummed a happy little tune as she latched her suitcase closed and carried it to the front door. She sat in the entry, lovingly caressing the corners of her carry-on bag. Harriet was far too careful to have her plans spoiled by the possibility of lost luggage. She could hardly contain her excitement when the taxicab pulled up in her driveway and tooted its horn.


  She was pleased to learn that she was not the type to get the pre-homicidal jitters. Dear Harry would be thrilled to find his creator so calm, so poised, so at ease with this new role. Indeed, both flight attendants and Mr. Johnson, the gentleman seated next to her in first class, found her a charming traveling companion.


  Harriet couldn’t remember the last time she had really noticed or been noticed by a man, and she gloried in the handsome Mr. Johnson’s attentions. At first she wondered if deadly intentions might somehow serve as an aphrodisiac. But then Mr. Johnson confessed himself to be a great fan of Lord Harold Wiggins, and said he recognized Harriet from her cover photo. This was sheer flattery, she was certain, as she hadn’t updated that photo in ten years.


  In New York, he accompanied her to baggage claim, and helped her to retrieve her suitcase. As he carried it for her, she learned that he was staying at the same hotel. Harriet was sure at that moment that this was her lucky day.


  It was as they stood waiting for a taxi that Harriet saw the young woman. Ticket jacket in hand, no doubt late for a plane, she ran across the opposite sidewalk. Looking directly at Harriet, she took two quick steps off the curb; Harriet screamed a warning in her mind that never reached her lips—the driver had even less of a chance to stop the car in time. The car struck the young woman and hurled her several yards down the street.


  Harriet experienced the moments of intense awareness that come to those who are caught as unwilling spectators to such events: with absolute clarity she heard the grating screech of the car’s brakes, saw the disbelief on the woman’s face at the moment of impact, heard the dull thud as it launched her into an unnatural and graceless flight, watched the awful landing.


  Harriet rushed toward the woman and stood frozen above her. There could be no doubt that the woman was dead. Heads and necks are not configured in the same way on the living. Harriet had never before stood so close to the dead.


  In contrast to the clarity of those few moments was the enveloping confusion which followed. Somehow, she ended up back inside the terminal, sitting on a plastic chair next to Mr. Johnson, who held her as she cried.


  He didn’t question Harriet’s purchase of an immediate return flight; he took the same one back to Los Angeles. She left her carry-on bag on the plane.

  


  MRS. JOHNSON OPENED THE ENVELOPE from Shoehorn, Dunstreet and Matthews without the sense of dread she had come to expect.


  Dear Harriet,


  You are no doubt as saddened as we are about the unfortunate incident at the Whodundunits. Why no one who knew the Heimlich manuever could have been there at the moment Ms. Craig choked on that chicken bone is beyond me. We’re all brushing up on our CPR here at SDM.


  I look forward to serving as your new editor. I’ve browsed through several of the drafts you sent to Ms. Craig, and I hope you won’t mind my saying that I believe your first effort was the best. Will you be too angry with me if I send it along as is?


  Lord Harold’s Biggest Fan,


  Lana Dunstreet


  P.S. Best wishes on your recent marriage. I hope Mr. Johnson realizes how lucky he is.


  [image: devotion.png]


  “Jordy!” Ralph Kendall bellowed.


  When homicide detective Frank Harriman arrived, Kendall had been watching the Cartoon Network—a Bugs Bunny episode. Kendall had opened the door with a smile. The minute Frank explained why he was there, though, Kendall had grown serious, and turned the set off.


  The man was broad-shouldered and tall, only an inch or so shorter than Frank’s own six-four. He was wearing a white T-shirt and shorts that barely met over his middle. His face and arms were sunburned, and his blond hair was thinning. His eyes were blue and—before Frank had told him of his neighbor’s death—full of laughter.


  “Jordy!” he called again. “You get down here right now, you hear me?”


  An upstairs bedroom door opened—no more than a crack. “Coming!” a young man called down in an exasperated voice, then shut the door again.


  “Teenagers,” his father said on a sigh. “He was out all night, didn’t get home until God knows when—you have any children, Detective Harriman?”


  Frank Harriman shook his head. “No, Mr. Kendall, I don’t. About the Toller boy—”


  “Poor kid. I guess Lexie’s an orphan now, isn’t he?” Kendall said.


  Harriman thought he would feel relieved if that turned out to be the worst of eight-year-old Lexington Toller’s troubles.


  “Maybe for the best, though,” Kendall said, before Frank could reply. “I never did like Victor Toller,” he said now. “I can’t say I’ll miss him. Guy was a jerk. Still, murder...I mean, you think he was robbed or something?”


  “We’re not certain, but we don’t think so.”


  “So some maniac is running around in my neighborhood?”


  “That’s unlikely. There was no sign of forced entry.”


  “Well, Toller, he was a specialist at pissing people off, so who knows. I sure hope nothing has happened to Lexie, though. He’s a cute little kid. Real quiet. Shy. Can’t ever get two words out of him at a time. I guess the aunt will get Lexie after all—say, wait a minute! Did you check with her?”


  “He isn’t with Sarah Crane,” Frank said. “We’ve checked.”


  Kendall frowned, then turned toward the stairs. “Jordy!” he called again.


  “When you said Ms. Crane would ‘get Lexie after all,’ ” Frank asked, “what did you mean?”


  “Oh, she’s been trying to get custody of the kid for about a year now. Lexie’s mother has been dead for four years or so, and I guess she was on the outs with her folks—they didn’t like Toller. Sarah told us she didn’t even know her sister had died, and that it took her a while to track down Toller and the kid.”


  “It seems you know her fairly well?”


  “Sure, because Gabe—my youngest boy—and Lexie are friends. My wife is always trying to fatten that kid up, too. I keep telling her he’s stronger than he looks—you ought to see him play ball with Jordy and Gabe. Mary doesn’t listen to me though—Lex comes over to see Gabe, and she fixes him lunch or a snack.”


  “So you’ve met his aunt—”


  “Oh, gosh, I let myself get blown off course there, didn’t I? Yes, we know her. One day, Sarah comes over to pick him up, and we all get to talking. Nice woman. And I tell you, even though it took her a while to locate him, there isn’t anything she wouldn’t do for that boy.”


  “She sees a lot of him?”


  “Well, at first, yes. Toller liked the idea of someone taking the kid off his hands for a few hours. But then she started talking about having Lexie live with her, and the two of them have been—had been—at war ever since. And I can’t say I blame Toller for being mad at her. Jordan’s mother died when he was just two, and if my first wife’s sister ever tried to take him away from me—well, he’s an adult now, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. About Ms. Crane—”


  Kendall was not to be hurried, though. “Mary, my wife—she’s my second wife. Gabe is my son by this marriage, but long before he came along, Mary loved Jordy like he was her own. Even adopted him. And I think having a little brother like Gabe makes Jordan more patient with younger kids. But that wasn’t what you asked about, was it?”


  “Even though Toller was angry with her,” Frank asked, “did Ms. Crane still visit Lex?”


  “Oh, yes. I thought I saw her over there last night.” From interviews with other neighbors, Frank already knew that Sarah Crane had visited Toller the previous evening, and that she had argued loudly with her brother-in-law. But he asked, “About what time was that?”


  “Oh, I guess it was about six-thirty that she came by. It was getting dark, and I went out to call Gabe in. She was already there, helping Lex carry his bat and glove.” He frowned for a moment.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh—just trying to make sure I had that time right. But that’s right. About six-thirty.”


  “Gabe is Lex’s age?”


  “Yes, they’re in the same class at school. Not that you’d know it if they were standing side-by-side. Lex is kind of shrimpy, you know? Gabe’s taller. I wish he was here. Mary will be bringing him home from his Little League game in about an hour or so, if you can wait.”


  Wondering if he had been going house-to-house when a trip to the local ballpark would have done the trick, he asked, “Is Lex on the Little League team?”


  “Hell, no. Toller doesn’t let that poor kid do anything!” Kendall said in disgust. “And he loves baseball. Toller tends to—uh, take naps in the late afternoon. Works early in the morning, gets off about two, and—well, not to mince words, he drinks. There. I’ve said it. So if Toller tied one on, which was more often than not, Lex would sneak out and play street ball with the other kids. Wasn’t so hot at it at first, but Jordan talked them into letting the kid play, and he’s darned good at it now. Got a home run last night, Gabe said.”


  “I’ll probably still be in the area when your wife gets back, so if you don’t mind—”


  He heard the creak of stairs and looked up to see a tall young man coming toward them. Jordan Kendall had just turned eighteen, according to the neighbors, but Frank thought he looked older. He wore jeans and a tank top, and was barefoot. He was a younger, more handsome version of his father. He had dark circles under his blue eyes, but those eyes were watchful. He rubbed a hand over his short-cropped hair.


  “Welcome to the land of the living, Sleeping Beauty,” Kendall said to him, then turned to Frank. “Detective Harriman, this is Jordan.”


  “Detective?” Jordan’s eyes widened. “What’s going on?”


  “We’re trying to locate one of your neighbors, Lexington Toller. Can you tell me when you last saw him?”


  He shrugged. “Lex? Last night, I guess. Is he in trouble?”


  “His dad has been murdered, Jordy,” Mr. Kendall said.


  “Murdered?” He looked to Frank. “Someone murdered Mr. Toller?”


  “Yes. We’re investigating that, but at the moment our first concern is for Lexington. What time was it that you saw him?”


  “I don’t remember—evening, I think. Maybe six or seven o’clock, something like that. I waved to him when he was going into his house. His aunt was over there.”


  Frank asked him a few questions about what the younger boy had been wearing, if he had seen anyone else at the house, when he had last talked to Lex. His answers fit those he had heard from others: Lex Toller had been wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, his aunt had been at the house, and he had last spoken to him when they had been playing softball in the street. Jordan had been the umpire for a game played by the younger kids.


  “Do you have any idea where he might go if he was scared?” Frank asked.


  “No. I mean, you might ask my brother. He hangs out with him. To me, he’s just a little pest—you know, always tagging along.”


  “Jordan!” Mr. Kendall said, frowning. “Lexie—”


  “He’s okay, but he’s Gabe’s friend. You should ask Gabe.”


  “Thanks, I will. Can you name any of his other friends?”


  Jordan shrugged. “He’s kind of shy. Ask Gabe.” He looked to his father. “Can I go now? I have a bunch of stuff I gotta do.”


  Kendall looked to Frank. “Sure,” Frank said.


  Frank watched the teenager speculatively as he hurried out of the house. He turned back to Kendall. “Did you know Mr. Toller’s wife?”


  “Oh, gosh, that’s been what—three, four years ago now? Barely knew her then—just to nod to. Skinny blonde. Didn’t come out of the house much. Guess she was sick most the time.” Kendall shifted on his feet, then said, “I’m sorry about Jordy being so—abrupt, I guess you’d call it. Teenagers, you know, sometimes they’re scared and don’t want to show it. I know he didn’t seem upset, but—”


  “Oh, no need to apologize. People take that kind of news in different ways. I think Jordan was upset.” He wasn’t sure it was about Toller, but he kept that to himself.


  Kendall smiled. “Well, yes. I’m glad you understand.”

  


  BEN SHERIDAN HEARD A TAPPING sound on the driver’s side window of his pickup truck, just a few inches away from his head. His neighbor’s fake fingernails, drumming on the glass. For a moment he was tempted to pretend that he didn’t hear it. With luck, he’d kill her as he backed out, and get a reduced sentence based on the testimony of his other neighbors. He could claim the camper shell blocked his view, or that the dogs distracted him...


  Tap-tap-tap. What the hell were those fingernails made of—iron?


  He sighed and rolled down the window. She grinned and leaned in, folding her arms over the sill, thrusting her breasts toward him. Despite the fact that the mid-September weather was a little too cool for it, she was wearing her usual ensemble, a skimpy black swimsuit top and pair of tight faded denim shorts that barely covered her ass. It was probably an appealing outfit the first time she wore something like it forty or fifty years ago. She was still slender, but Ben figured she must have spent most of those decades in the sun, because as far as he was concerned, these days she just looked like beef jerky in a bikini.


  “I’m in a real hurry, Alice,” he said brusquely, leaning away from her. “Mind stepping back from the truck?”


  “Hello, Professor!” she said, as if he hadn’t spoken. She flipped her straight, shoulder-length hair—with a slight green tinge from the chlorine in her pool—away from her face and looked back at the bloodhound and the German Shepherd. “Hi, Bingle! Hi, Bool! Going on a search?” He knew where her own searching eyes would look next, and felt himself tense. Someone unaware of her particular proclivities might have mistaken the direction of her gaze. But Ben knew she wasn’t staring at his crotch. She was staring at his lower left leg.


  He was grateful that he had jeans on today, not because they hid the prosthesis he wore, but because he knew that Alice was hoping to catch a glimpse of the point where his left leg had been amputated below the knee.


  “Ben, why don’t you come over for a swim?” she said, still not looking at his face.


  “Alice!” he shouted.


  She blinked and shook her head, as if he had awakened her from a trance.


  “I have to leave right now,” he gritted out. “Immediately. I’m in a hurry.”


  “Okay. Well, come on by later.” She took one step back.


  He wasn’t going to waste this chance. He put the truck in reverse, glanced behind him and backed out. He drove off, not looking in the rearview mirror until he was sure he was too far away for her to run after him. She stood motionless in his driveway.


  He noticed Bingle watching him from his crate. The dark, longhaired shepherd (shepherd and some other breed—no one was quite certain of the mix) was cocking his head to one side.


  “I don’t know what to do about her, either, Bingle,” Ben said.


  Bingle—whose first of three owners had named him Bocazo, Spanish for “big mouth”—began to answer at length with a series of sounds that Ben was convinced were an attempt to imitate human vocal tones.


  Bool thumped his tail against his own crate. The bloodhound was an amiable fellow, not half as bright as Bingle, but nevertheless excellent at his work. Together, there were few search situations they couldn’t cover.


  That was thanks to David, he knew. Ben had taken over the handling and training of the dogs after his close friend and colleague, David Niles, had been murdered by the same man who had left Ben an amputee. Ben was adjusting to life with a prosthesis—he had returned to work, was active, was in a great relationship with a woman who also trained search dogs. But David’s death still haunted him.


  No day passed without a reminder of him. The dogs were the strongest reminder, of course. David had survived a childhood of physical abuse—in part, he had told Ben, because the aunt who raised him after his abusive father’s death had interested David in training dogs. David used his knowledge of dog training and anthropology for volunteer search and rescue work, and for cadaver dog work—to search for the missing, or their remains.


  Ben never started a search without thinking of David, and of all the work David had put into these dogs, all the affection he had given them. Ben didn’t believe he had David’s capacity for forgiveness, but continuing David’s work was important to him, a way of saying David’s work had mattered. And despite the inherent stress in trying to find missing persons before they came to harm, Ben found he enjoyed the search and rescue work.


  He glanced at the directions Frank Harriman had given him and forced himself to concentrate on the job at hand. Frank Harriman and his wife—Irene Kelly—were among Ben’s closest friends. Frank had called a few minutes ago to ask Ben if he would bring his search dogs to a neighborhood about seven miles from Ben’s home.


  “We’ve got a homicide, a male in his late thirties,” Frank had said. “Turns out he was a widower, raising a kid on his own. We’re just starting to work here, but we can’t locate the boy. There are some indications that he might have been taken from the home, maybe even injured. We want to find him as soon as possible, of course, and I thought you might be able to help out.”

  


  “YOU SAID HIS NAME IS Alex?” Ben asked, studying the boy’s photograph.


  “No,” Frank said. “Lexington. Neighbors call him Lex or Lexie. Think you’ll be able to help us out here?”


  “Hope so,” Ben said absently, not looking up from the photo. A skinny kid with straight blond hair, a crooked smile, and dark circles beneath his blue eyes looked back at him. “You have anything more recent? In this photo, he looks as if he’s younger than eight—five or so, maybe.”


  Frank shrugged. “Neighbors say he looks like that one, that he’s small for his age. You know how it is with searches for kids—they change quickly, but the parents don’t take as many photos once the kids are school age. And it doesn’t look as if Toller was exactly staying on top of things here, does it?”


  Ben looked toward the body of Victor Toller, which lay facedown on the living room carpet, in a north-south position, so that his head was not far from the front door. Toller was a little over six feet tall, big-boned, with thick arms and broad shoulders. And a skull that had taken several crushing blows during a struggle that had left its mark on the living room.


  Ben noticed a shotgun propped near the front door. “I take it the gun hasn’t been fired?”


  “No, not recently. It’s loaded, though. Neighbors say that was always there.”


  “Christ, with a kid that young in the house?”


  “He wasn’t anybody’s idea of Mr. Responsible, it seems.”


  Ben glanced around the room. He doubted it had been orderly even before Toller met his fate. It reeked of booze and cigarette smoke, mixed with the rancid scent of cold greasy food. Empty bottles could be found on almost every flat surface. A quick glance at their labels showed that Toller’s tastes seemed to have varied from vodka to beer and cheap red wine.


  Crumpled paper wrappers, plastic foam hamburger boxes, and other scattered “to go” containers made up a monument to meals purchased at drive-up windows. A chair not far from the body had been knocked over. There were bloodstains on it.


  There were bloodstains consistent with Toller’s head injury, apparently delivered by the heavy fireplace poker being photographed by an evidence technician. Ben could see blood and hair on it. He glanced across the room, and saw the rest of the set of tools near the fireplace. There were no ashes in the fireplace.


  Ben said, “You think his attacker probably dropped him where he stood?”


  The evidence technician looked up, first at Ben, and then at Frank.


  “It’s all right,” Frank said to the technician. “He’s authorized to be here. This is Dr. Ben Sheridan. He’s a forensic anthropologist, but he’s also a search dog handler. He’s going to help us look for the boy. Ben, this is Mark Collier, one of our crime scene specialists.”


  Collier nodded. “Good to meet you. Look up on the ceiling and this nearest wall—judging from the spatter patterns, someone swung hard, connected, then stood over him here and made sure he was a goner. You should show him the boy’s room, Frank. Dr. Sheridan, if I can be of help, let me know.”


  “Who found the body?”


  “Toller has a hunting buddy who came by for him about five this morning. Got a little worried when he saw the car here but didn’t get an answer, so he looked in the window and saw this.”


  Frank carefully led Ben down a hallway—both of them doing their best not to disturb another technician, who was trying to raise prints from the hall door. “Note that there are no visible bloodstains leading away from the body or on the hall carpet up to this point,” Frank said, as they reached a bedroom door. “So, my guess is the same as yours—Toller didn’t get up again after he received that blow. But what worries me is that there are some bloodstains in the boy’s bedroom, and some blood drops leading from here.”


  Ben saw crime lab markers near a few blood spots on the hall floor. He bent closer, and saw that they were slightly elongated, as if whoever was bleeding was moving. He looked toward the end of the hall, where sunlight came in through the barred window of a door. “That leads to the backyard?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why the bars? Is there some treasure in the kid’s room?”


  “Far from it. Take a look,” Frank said, gesturing to a doorway to the left. “At first glance, I wondered if this room was some sort of guest room. Didn’t seem lived in. Especially not by a boy. Toller had a gun collection in his own room. I suspect that’s what the bars were for.”


  When he looked in Lex’s room, Ben agreed—it didn’t look like a child’s room at all. No toys were visible, just a few school books, aligned with the corner of a small desk. No posters or pennants on the walls. No radio, no CD player. No computer or electronic games. Not so much as a teddy bear. Another crime lab worker was photographing the two exceptions to the orderliness—the shattered glass of a picture frame and bloodstains on the pillow of the otherwise neatly made twin bed. Some of the shards of glass from the frame were bloodstained, too. In the photo, a thin, dark-haired woman held Lex in an affectionate hug. “Is this the boy’s mother?” Ben asked.


  “I don’t think so. Neighbors say the mother was blonde, and died about four years ago. When I described the woman in the photo, they told me she’s probably his aunt—his mother’s sister. She was over here last night, and two of the neighbors heard loud arguing.”


  “You’ve tried to reach her?”


  “Pete just talked with her.”


  “So does your partner think the boy could be with her?”


  “She says no, but Pete’s still not sure about that. With the blood you see here—you can understand why I’d like to have Bingle and Bool go through the place.”


  “Yes. I’ll start with Bool. Is there a laundry hamper here?”


  There were socks and underwear in the hamper, along with a pair of pajamas. “Anybody else touch these clothes today?”


  Frank asked Collier, who said, yes, there was a preliminary look through the hamper—the outfit the kid was last seen wearing was not with the other laundry, so they were assuming he was still in his jeans and T-shirt.


  “Why don’t you pre-scent the dog with that bloody pillowcase?” Collier asked.


  “Because I don’t know that the blood is the child’s.”


  “Oh.”


  “Maybe the bathroom—”


  “Looked like somebody had washed up in there,” Collier said. “Towels were a little damp. May have bandaged a wound—there were fragments of gauze in the wastebasket.”


  Ben raised a brow and turned to Frank. “Toothbrush or fireplace poker—you want the child or the suspect?”


  “Both, but the boy is our first concern.”


  “Toothbrush it is, then,” he said, and went into the bathroom. He used gloves to take the child-sized toothbrush from its holder and placed it in a plastic bag. They walked out to the shady spot where another officer—a dog lover who had worked with Ben on previous cases—was keeping an eye on the crated dogs.


  Bingle greeted him with a little song of anticipation, perhaps already smelling Toller’s body. Like Bool, Bingle was trained in cadaver work, and probably thought this would be an easy day’s work. But it was big, drooling, sweet-natured Bool he’d work with first today.


  Frank held the toothbrush bag while Ben put on a daypack with water and other basic supplies for the search. He clipped a small two-way radio on his belt, gave the other one to Frank, and put Bool in his working harness. The harness was necessary for any control over Bool—and for the safety of both Ben and the dog. Once on the trail, the big bloodhound would become oblivious to everything but the scent—he’d walk out into traffic if he was trailing someone who had stepped into the street. David had once told Ben of a time when Bool had been following the trail of a lost hiker, and had gone halfway over a cliffside before David managed to haul him back—the hiker, it turned out, had fallen to his death at the same spot several hours earlier.


  Ben wasn’t very optimistic about what they’d find in this type of search environment today—concrete and asphalt wouldn’t hold the scent the way a more natural environment would. But Bool had surprised him before.


  “Since we’ve got blood drops in the hallway leading toward the back door,” he said, “let’s start on the back porch.”


  Frank had done search work with Ben in the past, and knew that his role would be that of “second man.” Ben would be focused on the dog, while Frank followed at a short distance to ensure Ben’s safety. He’d keep a clear view of the search terrain, call for backup if needed, and take control of the dog if Ben was hurt. With luck, he’d also have the role of helping Lex Toller once he was found. If a suspect was with Lex, Frank would be the one to apprehend him.


  When they reached the Tollers’ back porch, Ben took the plastic bag from Frank and removed the toothbrush. Making sure the dog had his nose directly over the bristles, Ben said, “Find ’em, Bool!”


  With Bool, this pre-scenting—giving the dog a “sample” of Lex’s scent to work with—was essential. The dog put his nose to the porch and immediately caught a trail, almost pulling Ben off his feet as he headed to the side of the house. From there, he quickly found a small opening and was ready to burrow under the porch before Ben called him back and praised him.


  A burly uniformed officer who had been watching them with some curiosity said, “He’s not under there. That’s one of the first places we looked.”


  “You looked under the house?”


  “Yes, sir. Figured if he was scared, that’s where he might hide. I didn’t crawl, but I used a flashlight—”


  “Let’s take another look,” Frank said.


  “Hold Bool,” Ben said. “I’m in jeans, you’re in a suit. Let me crawl.”


  “There’s no one under there,” the officer said again.


  Frank said, “Maybe you should be the one to crawl.”


  “I’ll go,” Ben said again, to the officer’s relief. “I took up anthropology knowing I’d get to play in the dirt.” He took a flashlight from his pack and got down on his stomach.


  When the leg of his jeans pulled up enough to reveal his Flex Foot prosthesis, he heard the cop say, “Oh, Jesus, fella, here—let me do it. I didn’t know you were a cripple.”


  Ben looked up at Frank with a look of mock horror. “I’m a cripple? When did that happen?”


  Ignoring the officer’s flustered attempts to explain himself, Ben put his head through the opening, which looked just wide enough for his shoulders. Bool whimpered, wanting to follow.


  Ben didn’t immediately go farther. He could see that someone else had already crawled there.


  “He might not be in here now,” Ben called to Frank, “but he’s been here. The dirt’s soft under here, and I can see hand and footprints. Not big enough to be a man’s.”


  They seemed small even for an eight-year-old, he thought. He tried to avoid the boy’s path. The prints seemed to be both coming and going, but he wasn’t sure. There were also stains in the dirt that might be blood. Brushing aside thick cobwebs that hung from the joists, he made slow but steady progress. Finally, beneath the front of the house, the trail came to a halt. There was a hollowed out place, a small burrow roughly a yard long and eighteen inches deep. He pointed the flashlight into it and drew in a breath.


  “Frank,” he said, using the radio. “He’s not here now, but I think he has been. And I’ve found his toys. Come around to the foundation vent at the front of the house. You can see it through there.”

  


  FRANK BROUGHT BOOL BACK TO his crate before heading to the side of the house. He then crouched down and looked into the vent, which was missing its cover—assuming that one might have once been on it. Ben’s flashlight illuminated the hollowed out space in the dirt. In addition to a red lunch pail and Thermos, he saw a neatly arranged collection of toys and other playthings—miniature cars, a bag of plastic toy soldiers, a flashlight, a grass-stained baseball, a toy periscope, a mirror, a magnifying glass, and two model airplanes that had seen better days.


  Frank looked into Ben’s face and saw the question that was on his own mind reflected there: what kind of life had this child lived here, if he hid with his toys beneath the house?


  “A periscope, flashlight, mirror, and this—” Ben said. He held up an index card that someone had laminated in plastic. A handwritten cheat sheet for Morse code. “Everything a secret agent—or a kid hiding from his dad—needs.”


  Frank looked at the houses across the street. Several could be seen from the crawl space vent, including the Kendalls’.


  His cell phone rang. He saw his partner’s number on the display. “Pete? What’s up?”


  “Anonymous call just came in saying the kid is alive and well in the woods near Lake Arrowhead. Location was fairly specific, but I thought you might want to know. San Bernardino Sheriff’s Department is already on the way up there.”


  “A call.” Frank rubbed his hand over his forehead, thinking about what Pete had just said. “This hasn’t been out on any media yet, right?”


  “Right. No public information release yet.”


  “Any trace on the call?”


  “Payphone near a convenience market. We’ve got someone on the way there now, but I’m sure she’s long gone.”


  “She?”


  “Caller was female, sounded young.”


  “The aunt?”


  “Not unless she can be two places at once. I was talking to her again when the call came in.”


  “But it was local? Not from Arrowhead?”


  “No, from here in Las Piernas. Makes me worry about the kid, though. It gets damn cold up there at night. Maybe Ben could go up there with the dogs. What do you think?”


  He looked back at the Kendall house, thought of Ralph Kendall saying that Jordy had been “out all night.”


  “Frank?” Pete asked.


  “I’ll talk to Ben. Meantime, do me a favor and try to find out if Jordy Kendall has a girlfriend.”

  


  WHEN FRANK, BEN, AND THE dogs arrived at the search area in the mountains, the Sheriff’s Department already had a command post set up, and searchers out, but without any luck. Ben had worked on searches in the area before, and introduced Frank to Greg Fischer, the deputy in charge.


  “Ben,” Fischer said, looking at his filthy jeans and shirt, “you fall down or something?”


  “No, but I take my weekly bath on Sunday, so this only has to last another day.”


  Frank asked, “Any property near here owned by a family named Kendall?”


  “I’ll check,” Fischer said. Ten minutes later, he told them, “Down the road, about half a mile.” He gave Frank the address. “You want to tell me why you want to know?”


  “Just a hunch. Connection with the boy’s family. Come along if you like.”


  “I need to coordinate from here, but give me a call if you think you’re on to anything. Think we might need a warrant?”


  “I don’t know. We’ll call you if it looks that way.”


  At the Kendall property, Ben harnessed Bool again. Before long, the dog had picked up a trail. It seemed to lead from the house to the driveway, and down the road a short distance, but the dog lost it after that.


  Ben praised him and brought him back to the truck. “Might have been in a vehicle. Bool can sometimes track a scent of someone traveling in a vehicle, but conditions don’t seem to be the best for him here.”


  “He’s given us a good start,” Frank said. “I called Fischer, and he said to keep him posted. He might pull some of his guys over this way to help out.”


  “Let’s give Bingle a try.”

  


  HALF A MILE IN THE opposite direction from the Sheriff’s search area, Bingle, who worked off lead, began barking, and rushed back to Ben.


  “He’s found him!” Ben said, and praised Bingle in Spanish, the language he used to give the dog commands, then encouraged him to “refind.” The dog bounded ahead a little, looked back at Ben and barked.


  “He’s alive, right?” Frank said, knowing that Bingle was trained to howl when he found a dead body, to bark for a live find.


  “Yes, but who knows what kind of shape he’s in,” Ben said, hurrying after the dog, who was impatiently barking again. He continued in this way for several yards.


  When Ben first saw Lex Toller, the boy was holding tightly to Bingle’s neck. Once again, Ben thought there must have been some mistake. Bingle was a big dog, and weighed more than many children of that age, but this child was too small for eight, surely.


  Lex was bundled up in a down jacket and a knit cap—both looked new. Beneath the jacket Ben could see a light sweater. He had a pair of soft long pants on—the type made for hiking in cold weather. The socks and shoes he wore looked new as well. There was a sleeping bag at his feet, and a supply of energy bars and water—and a teddy bear. There was a gauze bandage on his chin, a smaller bandage on his hand. There was a bruise on his forehead. He looked at Ben with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension.


  “¡Muy bien, Bingle¡ ¡Qué inteligente eres!” Ben said.


  Bingle showed his pleasure at the praise, but stayed with the boy, and seemed willing to let the boy hug him as long as he liked. Not something most dogs enjoyed, but no one would ever convince Ben that Bingle and Bool were like most dogs. Bingle was nuzzling the boy now, then lifted his ears and wagged his tail.


  A moment later Ben heard what Bingle had heard first—Frank coming up behind him. He heard Frank stop a few feet away.


  “Hi, Lex,” Ben said easily. “I’m Ben. That’s Bingle. And this is my friend Frank. We’ve been looking for you.”


  For a moment, he didn’t think the boy would reply, but his brows suddenly pulled together and he asked, “What did you say his name is?”


  Ben knew he wasn’t asking about the detective. “Bingle.”


  “Hi Bingle!” he said to the dog, and giggled as he got a kiss on the ear. “Is he a Spanish Shepherd?”


  “Mostly German Shepherd,” Ben said, moving a little closer. “He understands Spanish and English.”


  “Good dog, Bingle!” Lex said.


  Bingle returned this salutation with another kiss.


  “Are you hurt?” Ben asked.


  Lex shook his head.


  Ben heard Frank making the radio call to Greg Fischer.


  “You’re sure you’re okay?” Ben asked Lex. “I see some bandages.”


  The boy’s hand came up to touch his chin, and his eyes clouded a little. “I want Aunt Sarah.”


  “Your aunt? Okay. Let us make sure you aren’t hurt, and I think we can take you to her.”


  He shook his head.


  “Why not?”


  “I have to wait here for the police. I can’t leave with anyone else.”


  “I’m a police officer,” Frank said, and held out his badge for Lex to see. “Did Jordy ask you to wait for the police?”


  His eyes widened, but he said, “No.” He looked away, and petted Bingle. “I want Aunt Sarah,” he said again.


  They got no other information from him. If they asked him any questions, he said, “I want Aunt Sarah.” If he said anything else, it was a question about Bingle—or Bool, once he had been introduced to the bloodhound. He had a nearly endless supply of questions about them.


  “Why do these dogs work so hard for you?” he asked Ben at one point.


  “We’re friends.”


  “It seems like more than friends,” he said. “Like—I don’t know what. But more.”


  “Yes, I guess it is,” Ben said. “Devotion.”


  He thought again of David, and decided he would have liked this day’s work.

  


  GREG FISCHER GUIDED THEM TO a nearby hospital. A doctor examined Lex, and said that other than the cuts and a few bruises, he was fine. “Not even dehydrated,” he said. “And if that kid spent the night outdoors, I’m a monkey’s uncle.”


  “What about the cuts?”


  “Those bother me, but they look more like they came from something with a sharp edge—broken glass would be my first guess. And they’ve already started to heal. Someone rinsed them out and put antibacterial ointment on them.”


  “And the bruises?”


  “Harder to know. He tells me he fell. The newest ones do look like that—consistent with a fall against a piece of furniture. He’s got older ones on his back, those look to me like someone hit him with a belt.”

  


  WHILE LEX WAS GETTING BACK in the truck, Frank pulled Ben aside. “I know it’s been a long day, and you and the dogs deserve to go home and rest. But there’s one more thing I’d like to have you check out. You can go home and change, feed them, whatever you need to do, but I think Bool can help us put this together.”


  Ben listened to his request, thought of Alice in her bikini, and said, “I’ve got dog food with me. I don’t need to go home.”

  


  WHEN FRANK BROUGHT LEX INTO the Las Piernas Police Department headquarters, Pete and Sarah Crane were waiting for them. Lex’s aunt gathered the boy into her arms and held him close to her as she wept with relief. “Oh, Lex, I’m so glad you’re safe. Oh, honey, I’ve been so worried about you.”


  After a moment, Frank said, “Ms. Crane, we know you’re anxious to get home, but we have some questions for both you and Lex, so we’ll need to ask you to stay here for a little while longer.”


  “After all he’s been through?” she asked indignantly.


  “We’re not exactly sure what he has been through, ma’am. Perhaps you’ll have better luck than I did persuading him to answer our questions.”


  She seemed ready to rebel, but then asked, “Have you told him yet?”


  He shook his head.


  “Lex, do you know what happened to your father?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Lex, I’m sorry. Your daddy—your daddy is dead.”


  “I know. Can I live with you now?”


  She looked worriedly at Frank.


  “Lex, were you there when he died?” he asked. “You aren’t in trouble. We just want to know what happened.”


  He frowned, then said, “I want to go home with Aunt Sarah.”


  Frank sighed.


  “Please Detective Harriman,” Sarah Crane said. “I promise we won’t leave town or—please, let me take him home. He’s been through so much!”


  The phone on Frank’s desk rang. He answered it while Pete made another try to get Lex to talk about anything other than dogs and where he wanted to live. It was Ben.


  “Any luck?” Frank asked.


  “Yes. I gave Bool the command to ‘find ’em’ as he sniffed the ground near the foundation vent. I thought that would be kind of a long shot. He was in and around the house, including the bathroom and the place where the body was earlier in the day. Then he headed across the street.”


  “To Jordan Kendall’s house?”


  “To his pickup truck.”


  “Let me speak to the officer who’s with you. I want that kid down here for questioning, but I want to make sure we handle this right.”


  “Before you talk to him, I should let you know something else. Bool found this scent near the stand that holds the other fireplace tools. The lab has the poker now, but I’d say whoever was in that pickup truck has been near that stand.”


  “Thanks, Ben.”

  


  BEN WAS HAPPY TO BE on his way home with the dogs. His girlfriend, Anna, was already there waiting for him with her own dogs. She had called his cell phone, just to see how his day had gone. He had talked about the successes of the day, but she must have heard something in his voice, because she offered to come over.


  “I’ll even cook dinner.”


  “That’d be great,” he said. “Besides, Alice won’t go near my place if your car is in the driveway.”


  “Oh yeah, you need me tonight,” she said, laughing. “Don’t worry. I promise I’m able to defend a grown man with two big dogs from Alice and her sinking cantaloupes.”


  He laughed and told her he’d see her soon.


  Maybe by the end of the night, he wouldn’t be thinking so much about small boys who kept treasures under houses.

  


  RALPH KENDALL WAS UNDOUBTEDLY PACING in the room next to them, Frank thought. He had willingly brought Jordan with him to the LPPD Headquarters, and Frank was glad that he had not yet had to place Jordan under arrest—the rules changed with custody. But the Kendalls had come here voluntarily. He separated them, telling Kendall that for legal reasons, they needed to talk to witnesses separately. That much was true. He was under no legal obligation to be truthful when questioning witnesses. At eighteen, Jordan Kendall could be questioned out of the presence of his father.


  “Jordan, we know you were inside the Toller house,” Frank began.


  Jordan stared at his folded hands and said nothing.


  “And Lex was found not far from your family’s cabin. He’s told us you brought him there.” A lie, but it didn’t seem to concern Jordan.


  “We record all 9-1-1 calls,” Frank said, and for the first time, saw that he had Jordan’s attention. “Your girlfriend—” Frank consulted his notes. “Monica? Her voice is on the tape, giving directions to find Lex that were a little mixed up. That could have led to his death, of course, but we were lucky. We found him anyway.”


  He watched the young man shift in his seat.


  “We have witnesses that saw her make the call, so she’s good for an accessory to kidnapping charge, and we can probably make her an accessory to Toller’s murder while we’re at it.”


  He turned pale.


  “Didn’t think about that when you involved her, did you?”


  “She had no idea what I was asking her to call about,” he said.


  “She can tell that to the jury, of course. Maybe they’ll believe her when she says that if someone asks her to call the police and tell them where to find a little boy in the woods, she thinks nothing of it.”


  He put his head in his hands. “Don’t do anything to Monica. I’m the one you want. For everything. I killed Toller. I took Lex to the mountains. All of it.” He looked up at Frank in defiance, and said, “And I’m proud of it! I’d do it again.”


  Frank waited, then said, “Tell me what happened.”


  “You see those cuts on Lex’s face and hand? You know how he got them? His old man smashed a photograph of Lex and his aunt Sarah into his face. That big man, smashing glass into that little kid’s face! Lex put a hand up to defend himself, but that just meant his hand got cut, too.”


  “Had Toller ever hit his son before?”


  Jordan looked away. “I don’t know. I think he did, but Lexie would never tell me. One time I told him I’d beat the crap out of his dad if his dad ever hurt him, and he said I’d better not, because his dad would shoot me. Even if he didn’t beat him, he hurt him in other ways. His dad picked on him, he always said mean things to him. Didn’t even feed him. Toller was a drunken son of a bitch who could go on a binge and forget he had a kid. Lex ate more food from our kitchen than he did from that one over there. You see his room? His dad wouldn’t let him have toys.”


  “I saw his hiding place. There were toys there.”


  Jordan shook his head. “I gave those to him. I felt sorry for him. So did my mom. We gave him Gabe’s hand-me-downs so he’d have something to wear. He’s so small, Gabe’s clothes from kindergarten fit him when he’s in third grade.”


  “So your parents thought he was abused, too?”


  “They called a social worker on him once. She made Toller clean up the house, and after about three months, that was that. Everything went back to the way it was. My parents said Lex would have been taken away if anything really bad had been going on. Shows what they know. That was before Sarah found Lex.” He looked pleadingly at Frank. “They’ll let her take him won’t they? They won’t put him in a home, or anything like that, will they?”


  “She’ll probably be able to keep him.”


  He sighed. “Then it’s worth it.” But Frank thought he looked scared.


  “Did Lex call you to come over after he was hurt?”


  Jordan nodded. “Not call, really. Just after Lex went in from the baseball game, his aunt came over. We knew his dad was pissed off at Sarah. We all heard them arguing. Heard him yelling that Lex would never live with her as long as he had anything to say about it. When he was in a mood like that, Mr. Toller was a real asshole. Lex almost always hides under the house when his dad is drunk and awake. So, I was kind of watching out for a signal. Sure enough, he sent one. You saw the mirror?”


  “And the Morse code.”


  “Yeah, well, he knew I’d be watching for word from him. So, when I got over there, and Lex crawled out, he was scared—and he’d been hurt. He was cut and bleeding. It pissed me off. So I went in the house, and told Toller he was a big old asshole and to quit picking on Lex. We fought.”


  “Where?”


  “In the living room. Near the door. He went for this gun of his that he keeps by the door, and I grabbed the poker and whacked him with it as hard as I could. I—I kept hitting him.” He swallowed hard. “I guess I went a little crazy. But once I knew he was dead, I cleaned up Lex and got him out of there.”


  “He was willing to go with you after seeing you kill his father?”


  “He was still outside. I made sure he didn’t even see his dad. I took him over to my truck and told him to wait in it. I went into my house and took some winter clothes Gabe hardly ever wore, and a teddy bear he never played with, and gave them to Lex. I brought him up to the cabin. I stayed with him overnight, and early this morning, I set him up where I thought he’d be easy to find. Then I came home. If you hadn’t found him soon, I was going to go back up there to make sure he was okay.”


  Frank thought this through, then had Jordan go over it again several times.


  Pete knocked, stuck his head in the door. “Frank, can I borrow you for a minute?”


  When Frank stepped out and closed the door, Pete said, “Look, I’ve been listening in the other room, and so has the lieutenant. Congratulations on the confession, but hasn’t your day been long enough? You’ve got more than enough to hold him.”


  “Something’s not right. He’s in an argument with Toller, Toller is within reach of a gun, and this kid manages to cross a trash-filled room and reach a fireplace poker, grab it, cross the room again and bash Toller’s head in before Toller notices any of this, or turns around?”


  “Kid was young and fast.”


  “Pete—”


  “Ah, all right. So Toller wasn’t going for the gun.”


  “You saw where the body was.”


  Pete sighed. “Well, somebody hit him with that poker before he got to the door, that’s for damned sure.”


  “I wonder. Call the coroner’s office and see if we can get somebody to take a look at Toller tonight. I want to make sure the poker is the weapon.”


  “Want to make sure—you saw the hair and blood!”


  “If you call right away, we might be able to get a preliminary tonight.”


  “Miracles. He wants miracles,” Pete said, but went to make the call.

  


  WHILE HE WAITED FOR THE coroner’s report, he asked Jordan more questions, ones that seemed to make him more uneasy than recounting the details of the actual murder.


  “Where are the clothes you were wearing when you killed him?”


  He hesitated, then said, “I threw them away.”


  “Where?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  “Your house? The cabin?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  “What about the clothes Lex was wearing?”


  “I threw them away, too.”


  “Why?”


  “He had bled on them, when his father cut his chin.”


  “Where were you when you changed your clothes?”


  “I don’t know!”


  “You know what I think, Jordan? I don’t think you did kill Toller.”


  Jordan looked panicked. “Yes, I did! You gotta believe me.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Why would I lie about that? Why would anybody lie about that?”


  “To protect someone they care about.”


  “I’m not saying anything more to you. Weren’t you supposed to read me my rights or something?”


  “You aren’t under arrest.”


  “I’m not under arrest? I confessed to murder and I’m not under arrest? What the hell kind of police department is this? I can’t remember where I dropped off my dirty laundry, and you’re going to let me go free?”


  Pete returned, and motioned Frank out of the room again.


  “Good call, Frank. Coroner says the poker wasn’t the murder weapon. Something bigger hit him first. He was already dead. What do you think this kid’s game is?”


  “Is Sarah Crane still here?”


  “Yes, and not happy about it.”


  “Bring her and Lex down here.”

  


  “LEX?” JORDAN SAID. “DON’T TELL them anything.”


  “Jordan, what is going on here?” Sarah asked.


  Jordan just shook his head.


  “Lex, Jordan is really a great friend, isn’t he?” Frank said.


  Lex nodded.


  “He’s in big trouble right now. And I only know one person who can help him.”


  “Lex, I’m not even under arrest.”


  Frank stayed silent.


  “Lex, do you know something about your father’s death?” Sarah asked.


  Lex nodded.


  “Lex, no!” Jordan said.


  “You butt in again,” Frank said to him, “and I’ll have you locked up.”


  Lex’s eyes grew round. “Don’t hurt him!”


  “It’s okay,” Jordan said quickly. “He’s not going to hurt me. Nobody’s going to hurt anybody. Not anymore.”


  Lex looked from Jordan to Frank.


  Frank said, “He wants me to arrest him, Lex. But I don’t want to.”


  “Jordan?” Sarah asked. “What’s going on?”


  “Jordan won’t give you a straight answer,” Frank said. “His intentions are good, and he’s trying to be a good friend to Lex. Lex has needed his protection, and I think Jordan would do just about anything for him. But he isn’t thinking about how hard it will be on Gabe and his father and his stepmother if he goes to jail.”


  “Jordan, you said nothing bad would happen to you!” Lex said.


  Jordan leaned his elbows on the table, and covered his face with his hands, but didn’t answer.


  “Aunt Sarah visited me,” Lex said quickly, as if in a rush to set things straight. “I was bragging to her, because I’d just hit a home run. But my dad heard us talking, and he looked out the window. He saw us walking before I could hide my baseball things.”


  “Under the house?” Frank asked.


  Lex nodded.


  “Victor grew angry with me because I bought Lex a baseball bat,” Sarah said. “A baseball bat—can you believe it? But Victor said Lex couldn’t have anything he didn’t give him, and he never gave the poor child a thing.”


  “He said I was bad. He said I wasn’t good enough to have toys,” Lex said.


  “That’s the sort of thing he often said to Lex,” Sarah said. “Victor and I argued about that, and a number of other subjects before I left last night.”


  “He was drunk,” Lex said.


  “Another thing that happened a lot,” Sarah put in.


  “He said I could never live with her. He said I couldn’t play baseball anymore, or go over to Gabe’s house, or talk to Jordan. I figured it was just talk, but then he wrecked my picture.”


  Frank crouched down so that he was eye-level with the boy. “Your father hit you on the face with the picture of you and your aunt, didn’t he Lex? That’s how you got the cuts?”


  Lex nodded. “It—it made me really mad. I had been mad before, but this time, I don’t know, I just couldn’t take it. I told him I was going to tell on him. I told him I was going to tell Jordan, because Jordan said that if he ever hurt me again, he was going to kick my dad’s ass. And he would have, too!”


  Jordan looked up at him. “Lexie—don’t say anything more.”


  Lex shook his head. “I don’t care if they put me in jail.”


  “No one’s going to put you in jail,” Sarah said, but she looked uncertainly at Frank.


  “He said he’d teach Jordan not to put ideas in my head,” Lex went on. “He said he was going to kill him. I tried to grab on to him, to stop him. I said, ‘Pick on someone your own size!’ He pushed me down, and I hit my head. But I fell down near my baseball bat. He was laughing, and making fun of me. You know, saying ‘Pick on someone your own size!’ over and over. So I picked up the baseball bat and I got up on top of the chair, because then I was his own size, and I told him to stop. He thought that was real funny. He said, ‘Soon as I take care of your friend, I’m going to make you stand on that chair while I whip you.’ He turned around and was starting to reach for that shotgun, and so—so I swung the bat and hit him. Hard.”


  Tears started rolling down his face, and he brushed them away. “He didn’t move. I hated him. But I didn’t mean to kill him. I just didn’t want him to hurt Jordan.”


  “And Jordan came over and tried to help you?”


  “He tried to make it look like he did it—with the poker. He hid the bat, because it had my fingerprints on it. Jordan always tries to help me. No matter what I do wrong, he’s good to me. When nobody else liked me, Jordan was my friend. He liked me even before Gabe. He stuck up for me. He taught me baseball.” He moved over to Jordan and said, “That came in handy, don’t you think?”


  Jordan put an arm around his shoulders. “Lex, you say the damnedest things.”


  Lex hugged him tightly.

  


  THE LONG EVENING GREW LONGER, but by the end of it, Lex was released into Sarah Crane’s custody, and Jordan went home with Ralph Kendall. After many discussions with attorneys and district attorneys, no charges were brought against anyone involved in the case. Sarah had already started taking Lex to see a counselor—more, she said, to help Lex get over eight years of hell than one night of finally escaping it. Neighbors, teachers, and friends wrote letters to the district attorney on both Lex’s and Jordan’s behalf.

  


  “LOOK OUT, JORDAN!” LEX SHOUTED, but his warning came too late—as Frank watched, Bingle intercepted the baseball throw and slyly lured the other players into a game of chase.


  Due to public pressure, the D.A. decided quickly not to pursue a case against Lex. But Jordan was an adult, and baseball season was starting up again by the time the D.A. told Jordan that he had finally decided that no charges would be brought against him.


  On the day they got the news, Jordan agreed to meet Frank and Ben at Sarah Crane’s house. Ben brought the dogs along, too. Lex took Jordan’s good news as if expected, but the presence of the dogs drew a response of unbridled enthusiasm. Frank thought he saw changes that went beyond the fact that his cheeks were no longer hollow, that the dark circles beneath his blue eyes were almost gone. That look of apprehension around adult men—always excepting Jordan—wasn’t completely gone, but there was a little more confidence in the way he moved.


  Ben saw it, too, and again thought of David. Maybe with the help of Sarah and his friends, Lex would be okay. Maybe someday Lex would find something in life that would mean as much to him as search and rescue work had meant to David.


  When he had worn down from playing with the dogs, Lex sat down beside them.


  Ben said, “I hear you gave a lot of help to Jordan. Got people to write letters, things like that.”


  “I had to. With me and Jordan—he’s my friend, but it’s more than friendship. It’s—what was that word you said, about the dogs? I don’t think people have it so often, but they should.”


  Ben frowned in concentration, but Frank remembered it first.


  “Devotion.”
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  The jet-black panty hose were calling to him. The feet of the panty hose, to be precise. He knew he shouldn’t look. Knew it would only encourage her. But he folded the edge of the newspaper down, giving in that much.


  “Bee-yoll.” Her voice was childlike, crooning. Her puppeteer voice.


  “I’m not in the mood for this, Ellie,” Bill said.


  “Oh, Beeeeee-yoll.”


  Her hands were all he could see of her, and not really much of her hands. The makeshift panty hose puppets were “looking” at each other.


  “He’s very angry with you,” the right hand admonished the left.


  “No, he’s not,” the left answered, then they both looked at Bill.


  “I’m not angry,” Bill said to the hands, giving in a little more. Addressing the puppets now. “Not really angry. Just tired.”


  “Quit distracting him. He’s on an important deadline, and he has writer’s block,” the right said.


  “He never has writer’s block,” the left replied. “He’s upset about Mir.”


  “The prospect of a visit from Miriam is an unpleasant one,” he agreed.


  Ellie’s head emerged above the edge of the breakfast table. He saw that she had cut the crotch out of the panty hose, and was wearing them over her head.


  “You are the strangest woman I know,” he said, causing her to smile. Ellie considered this a grand endearment. Bill knew that.


  Her head tilted a little to one side, as if studying him for a portrait. “It’s fine now. Not even my evil twin can stop you.”


  “She is your younger sister, not your twin,” he said, but she was leaving the table, pulling the panty hose off.


  Ellie was right, as always. Not about the twin business, of course, but about the novel he was working on. He got up from the table feeling invigorated, and went straight to the computer. He had a new slant on a passage he had considered unworkable until a moment ago. This was the effect she had on him. Ellie was his Muse.

  


  HE HAD KNOWN SHE WOULD be from the moment he first saw her. Seven years ago, well past three o’clock in the morning on a hot summer’s night, at a gas station on Westwood Boulevard. Bill supposed he would forget his own name before he forgot that night.


  He had been uneasy, at loose ends. It wasn’t insomnia: it’s only insomnia when you’re trying to sleep. He had been trying to write. It was his best kept secret then, his writing. None of his professors at UCLA, who knew him as a recent graduate in mechanical engineering, would have ever guessed it. Well-written papers and a flair for creative problem-solving didn’t make him stand out as more than a good student. His friends, although from varied backgrounds and majors, held the same prejudices as the few women he had dated: they assumed that engineers were unlikely to read novels, let alone write them. His father, who expected him to come to work for the family company in September, was also unaware of Bill’s literary aspirations.


  In those days, Bill thought that was for the best. If he was going to fail, he preferred not to advertise it. And while he had faith in the basic idea for his novel, he had to admit it wasn’t working out. Frustrated when he stalled in that place in the manuscript where he had stalled no fewer than ten times before—where the boy ought to get the girl back again—he stood up and stretched. He needed some fresh air, he decided. At least, the freshest he could find in L.A.

  


  AND SO HE HAD RESTLESSLY made his way down to Westwood Boulevard, head down, his hands shoved down into his pockets, his long-legged gait taking him quickly past record stores and restaurants. He glanced up just to keep from running into parking meters and lampposts, glancing at but not really seeing the boutiques and movie theaters closed for the night. The gas station was closed, too, but the sight that greeted him there made him slow his stride.


  A lithe young woman was tugging on one of the water hoses most people would use for filling radiators. She was using it to wash a gold Rolls-Royce.


  He came to a halt on the wide sidewalk, fascinated. She looked up over the hood, used the back of her hand to move her bowl-cut, thick, dark hair away from her eyes. Big brown eyes.


  “Want to go for a ride?” she asked him.


  He nodded, but didn’t move forward.


  “You’ll have to give up hesitating if you’re going to ride with me,” she said, opening the driver’s door. But Bill was distracted from this edict when he saw an elderly man sleeping on the front seat.


  “Wake up, Harry,” she said, gently nudging the old man, who came awake with a start. “We’re taking...” She looked over her shoulder. “I’m Ellie. What’s your name?”


  “William. William Gray.”


  She turned back to the old man. “We’re taking Bill here for a ride on Mulholland Drive. You can sleep in the back.”


  The old man reached for a cap, rubbed a gnarled hand over his face and quickly transformed himself into a dignified chauffeur, moving to hold the passenger door open for Bill, waiting patiently as Bill finally moved toward the car. Harry gave a questioning look to Ellie, now behind the wheel.


  “No, you need your rest.”


  Harry nodded and climbed into the back, asleep again before Ellie had started the car.


  They had traveled Mulholland and beyond that night, climbing canyon roads that twisted and turned.


  She was a good driver; calm and assured, not crazy on the winding roads. At first, he was afraid, wondering if he had made the biggest—and perhaps the final—mistake of his life. He started envisioning bold headlines: “Missing UCLA Student Found Dead,” or “Still No Suspects in Topanga Canyon Torture-Murder Case.” Perhaps he wouldn’t be missed much. Maybe he would only rate a small article on a back page, near a department store ad: “Boy Scout Troop Makes Grisly Discovery in Canyon.”


  “Either you just had a big fight with your girlfriend or you’re a writer,” she said, not taking her eyes off the road. “I’m betting you’re a writer.”


  He hesitated, then said, “I’m a writer. Or I want to be one. How did you guess?”


  “The time of day, the way you were walking. You looked frustrated, I suppose.”


  “Anyone can be frustrated. Why would you think I’m a writer?”


  She shrugged, then smiled a little. He waited, hoping she would answer, but she startled him by saying, “You’re also a bit of a romantic.”


  He laughed nervously. “That’s an odd thing to say.”


  “I am odd. But there’s nothing odd about knowing a romantic when you see one. At three—” She glanced at the clock on the dash. “At approximately three-twenty-five in the morning, you agreed to get into a Rolls-Royce with a sleeping old man and a woman you had never met before.”


  “Perhaps I just needed an adventure.”


  “Perhaps. Perhaps both. So, what’s your favorite movie of all time?”


  “Rear Window,” he said without hesitation.


  “Wonderful!” she said, laughing but still not taking her eyes from the road. “Whose work in it do you admire, Hitchcock’s or Woolrich’s?”


  He smiled. Many people knew that Hitchcock directed Rear Window. Fewer knew that it was written by Cornell Woolrich. “Both, really,” he answered. “I’m a fan of both. I’ve seen every Hitchcock film, with the exception of a few of the very early British ones.”


  Soon they were discussing Hitchcock and Woolrich, and Bill forgot all about Boy Scouts and headlines. She had seen most of the films he had seen, read more Woolrich.

  


  HE EASED BACK INTO THE passenger seat, studying her. She didn’t make a move toward him, didn’t reach across the seat, didn’t even look at him much. Every so often, finding a vista she liked, Ellie would stop the car. The first time she stopped, Bill expected her to turn her attention to him. But she didn’t do more than glance at him. “Just look at it,” she said, gesturing to the carpet of city lights below. Soon he realized that was all she would ask of him—just to look at it.


  At one of these turnouts, she kicked off her shoes and rolled down a window, resting her bare feet on the sill. She drove barefooted the rest of the night.


  She asked him questions. He talked more that night than he had ever talked in his life. About his writing, his family, his childhood, his love of Woolrich stories and Hitchcock films and chocolate and on and on, even describing the furniture in his apartment.


  “And you?” he asked. “Where do you live?”


  “Somewhere in these hills. Perhaps I’ll take you there someday.”


  As many questions as she asked, and as few as she answered, somehow she still managed to make him feel that he was of vital interest to her, not in the way some questioners might—as scientist studying an insect—but as if she cared about him from before the time she had met him. He was wondering at the trust he had placed in this stranger just as the sun was coming up over the hills. She had parked the car on a ridge. Harry was snoring softly.


  “I’ll take you home,” she said.


  “I’m not sure I want to go home,” Bill answered, then quickly added, “Sorry, I don’t mean to be pushy. You’ve been a great listener. You’re probably tired and—”


  She reached over then, and laid a finger to his lips. She shook her head, and he stopped talking, unsure of what she was saying no to.

  


  SHE TOOK HIM BACK TO his apartment, leaving Harry asleep in the car.


  “Do you want to come in?” he asked on his doorstep.


  She shook her head, an impish smile on her lips. “I know exactly what it looks like—I’m sure you’ve described it perfectly. Besides, you’re very busy. You’ve got to get a little sleep, and then you’ll wake up and write your book. It’s going to be terrific, but no one will ever find that out until you write it.”


  She turned and skipped back to the car.


  “Will I see you again?” he called out.


  “Stop worrying,” she called back. “Write!”


  And he had. He slept about three hours, woke up feeling as if he had slept ten, and wondering if he had dreamed the woman in the Rolls-Royce. But dream or no dream, he suddenly knew how to get around that problem in his story, and went to work.


  Harry appeared a few hours later, a picnic basket in hand. “Miss Eleanor sends her regards, and provisions so that you need not interrupt your work.”


  “You can talk!” Bill exclaimed.


  “When necessary,” Harry said, and left.

  


  BILL SEARCHED THROUGH THE BASKET, and found an assortment of small sandwiches, a salad, a slice of chocolate cake and several choices of beverages. He also found an old-fashioned calling card:


  Miss Eleanor Wingate


  On the back she had inscribed her phone number. “Delicious,” Bill said, holding it carefully, as if it might skip away, disappear as quickly as she had.

  


  AND SO HE WENT BACK to writing. Bill saw little of Ellie during the first few weeks which followed their ride through the hills, but he called her often. If he found himself staring uselessly at the place where the wall behind his computer screen met the ceiling, unsure of how to proceed, a brief chat with Ellie inspired him. They played a game with Hitchcock films and Woolrich stories.


  “A jaguar,” he would say.


  “Black Alibi,” she would answer. “A name scrawled on a window.”


  “Easy—The Lady Vanishes.”


  And his writer’s block would vanish as well.

  


  WHEN BILL COMPLETED HIS MANUSCRIPT, Harry brought him and the manuscript to her home for the first time. Bill, trying (and failing) not to be overawed by the elegance which surrounded him, handed her the box of pages. She caressed the corners of the box, looking for a moment as if she might cry. But she said nothing, and set it gently aside without opening it. She held out her hand, and he took it. She led him upstairs.

  


  LATER, WAKING IN THE BIG bed, he found her watching him. “Did you read it?”


  “No,” she said, tracing a finger along his collarbone. “I don’t want there to be any mistake about why you’re here. It’s not because of what’s in that manuscript box.”


  He savored the implications of that for a moment before insecurities besieged him. “Maybe you’d hate it anyway.”


  “I couldn’t.”


  It was the last time they talked about the manuscript for three days. At the end of those three days, he mailed it to an agent, called his father to say he’d found other work, packed up his belongings and moved in with Ellie.


  The agent called back, took him on as a client, and sold the book within a week. Bill was already at work on his second novel. The first one was a critically acclaimed but modest success. The second spent twenty-five weeks on the bestseller list. When Bill got his first royalty check, he asked Ellie to marry him.


  She gently but firmly refused. She also refused after books three, four and five—all bestsellers.


  Today, as he finished the chapter he was working on, he wondered if she would ever tell him why. Ellie could be very obstinate, he knew. If she didn’t want to give him a straight answer, she would make up something so bizarre and absurd that he would know to stop asking.


  “There was a clause in my parents’ will,” she said once. “If I marry before my fiftieth birthday, the house must be turned into an ostrich farm.”


  “And the courts accepted this?” he played along.


  “Absolutely. The trust funds would go to ostriches and Mir would be very unhappy with you for putting an end to her healthy allowance.”


  “Your parents would have left Miriam a pauper?”


  “She thinks she’s a pauper on what I give her now.”


  “A pauper? On ten thousand dollars a month?”


  “Pin money for Mir. We grew up rich, remember?”


  “Hard to forget. Why not give it all to Miriam and live on my money instead?”


  She frowned. “I’d be dependent on you.”


  “So what? I was dependent on you when I first lived here.”


  “For about four months. And you had your own money, you just didn’t need any of it. Do you want to be married for more than four months?”


  “Of course.”


  “So now you see why we can’t be married at all.”


  He didn’t, but he resigned himself to the situation. She probably would never tell him why she wouldn’t marry him, or why she allowed Miriam, who often upset her, to come to the house on a regular basis to plead for more money.

  


  “WHERE’S HARRY?” MIRIAM DEMANDED WHEN Bill answered the doorbell.


  “On the phone,” Bill explained as he took her coat. “He’s placing ads for a cook and housekeeper.”


  “Not again,” Miriam said.


  “The last ones managed to stay on for about six weeks,” Bill said easily.


  Miriam turned her most charming smile upon him. She was gorgeous, Bill thought, not for the first time. A redhead with china blue eyes and a figure that didn’t need all that custom tailoring to show it off. What was she, he wondered? A walking ice sculpture, perhaps? But he discarded that image. After all, sooner or later, ice melted.


  “I don’t know why you stay with her, Bill,” Miriam purred, misreading his attention.


  Bill heard a door open in a hallway above them.


  “If you’re here for a favor,” he said in a low voice, “you’re not being very kind to your benefactor.”


  Miriam stood frowning, waiting until she heard the door close again. Still, she whispered when she said, “Even you must admit that she drives the entire household to distraction.”


  “Yes,” he said, thinking back to the night he met Ellie. “But distraction isn’t always such a bad place to go.”


  “She’s crazy,” Miriam said scornfully. “And a liar!”


  “She’s neither. What brings you by this afternoon?” They were halfway up the stairs now, and although Bill thought Ellie was probably past being injured by Miriam’s remarks, he didn’t know how much longer his own patience would last.


  Miriam pointed one perfectly-shaped red fingernail at him. “How can you say she’s not a liar? She once told you Harry was her father.”


  “She knew I wouldn’t believe it. She never tells me any lie she thinks I might believe. Come on, she’s waiting.”


  Bill had heard Ellie cross into one of the upstairs staging rooms. This meant, he knew, that she had staged some clues for him, placed objects about the room intended to remind him of specific Hitchcock movies. It was an extension of the old game they played, and one of the reasons that housekeepers didn’t last long. The last one left after finding a mannequin, unclad except for Harry’s cap, sitting in the bathtub. (“The Trouble With Harry,” Bill had said, earning praise from Ellie even as they tried to revive the fainting housekeeper.)


  Ellie, knowing Miriam hated the game, always had one ready when her sister came to visit.

  


  WEARING A PAIR OF JEANS with holes in the knees, Ellie was sitting cross-legged on top of a large mahogany table, passing a needle and thread through colored miniature marshmallows to make a necklace. She smiled as she moved the needle through a green marshmallow.


  “How much this time?” she asked without looking up.


  “Ellie, darling! So good to see you.”


  Ellie glanced at Bill. “Too many Bette Davis movies.” She chose a pink marshmallow next.


  “What on earth are you doing? And why are you wearing those horrid clothes?”


  “Shhh!” Ellie said, now reaching for a yellow marshmallow.


  Bill was looking around the room. As usual in a game, there were many oddball objects and antiques in the room. The trick was to find the clues among the objects. “How many all together?”


  “Three,” Ellie answered.


  “Oh! This stupid game. I might have known,” Miriam grumbled.


  He saw the toy windmill first.


  “Foreign Correspondent,” he said.


  “One down, two to go,” Ellie laughed. “How much money this time, Mir?”


  “I didn’t come here to ask for money,” Miriam said, sitting down.


  Bill looked over at her in surprise, then went back to the game.


  Searching through the bric-a-brac that covered a low set of shelves, he soon found the next clue: three small plaster of Paris sculptures of hands and wrists. A man’s hand and a woman’s hand were handcuffed together; another male hand, missing the part of its little finger, stood next to the handcuffed set. “The Thirty-Nine Steps.”


  “Bravo, Bill. Of course you came here for money, Mir. You always do.”


  “Not this time.”


  “What then?” Ellie asked, watching as Bill picked up a music box from a small dressing table.


  “I want to move back home.”


  Ellie stopped stringing marshmallows. Bill set the music box down.


  Don’t give in, Ellie, he prayed silently.


  “No,” Ellie said, and went back to work on her necklace. Bill’s sigh of relief was audible.


  “Ellie, please. I’m your sister.”


  “I’ll buy you a place to live.”


  “I want to live here.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s in the will. I can live here if I want to.”


  Ellie looked up. “We had an agreement.”


  Miriam glanced nervously toward Bill, then said, “It’s my home, too, you know. You’ve allowed a perfect stranger to live here. Well, I don’t deserve any less.”


  “Why do you want to come back, Mir? You haven’t lived here in years.”


  “I think it’s time we grew closer as sisters, that’s all.”


  Ellie only laughed at that. Bill was heartened by the laughter. Ellie was protective of Miriam, held a soft spot for her despite her abuses. But if that sister plea didn’t get through to her, maybe there was a chance...


  “Look, you’ve been living up here in grand style,” Miriam said petulantly, “and I just want to enjoy a bit of it myself.”


  Bill saw Ellie’s mood shifting, saw her glancing over at him. He felt awkwardness pulling ahead of his curiosity by a nose. He decided to leave this discussion to the sisters. It was Ellie’s house, after all. She could do as she liked. He started to edge out of the room, but Ellie said, “This concerns you, too, Bill. Don’t leave.”


  He wasn’t put off by what others might have taken to be a commanding tone. In seven years, he had never heard the word “please” come out of her mouth. Although he thought of few things as certain when it came to Ellie, one certainty was that she rarely asked anything of others. Knowing this, he treated any request as if there were an implied “please.”


  “This isn’t his house!” Miriam shouted.


  “Lower your voice. He is my guest and welcomed here.”


  Bill turned away, forced himself to look again at the objects on the dressing table.


  Ellie went on. “You spent all of your inheritance in less than two years, Mir. Grandfather knew you were like our parents.”


  Bill knew this part of the story. Their grandfather had raised the girls after their parents—wild, spoiled and reckless, according to Ellie—were killed in a car wreck. While Miriam received a large inheritance, Ellie’s grandfather had left the house and most of his money to Ellie, thinking Miriam too much like his late daughter.


  “Don’t start speaking ill of the dead,” Miriam protested to Ellie.


  “All right, I won’t. But the fact remains...”


  “That you’ve made money and I’ve lost all of mine. Don’t rub it in, Ellie. Now I’ve even lost the condo.”


  “I know.”


  “You know? Then you understand why I want to live here.”


  “Not really. But forget living here. I’ll help you buy a home, free and clear. But this time, I’ll keep the title so that you can’t mortgage it endlessly.”


  “I want to live here. This is my home!”


  “Fine. Then you won’t get another dime from me.”


  Bill watched in the dressing table mirror as Miriam swallowed hard, then lifted her chin. “All right, if that’s what you want to do. My bags are in the car. Harry can pick up the rest of my things—”


  “No!” Ellie interrupted sharply, clenching her hands, smushing part of her marshmallow necklace. She shook her head, then said more calmly, “You won’t badger that man. I swear you won’t be allowed to live here if you do. I’ll sell this place first.”


  “All right, all right. I won’t cause trouble, Ellie. You’ll see. I’ll even bring my cook and housekeeper with me. That will save Harry a lot of work.”


  Bill was hardly paying attention by then. He was nettled. So nettled, he didn’t offer to help Miriam with her bags as she left the room. He kept his back to Ellie, pretending to be caught up in the game again.


  My guest. It was accurate enough, he supposed. Not “my lover.” Not “my friend.” Not “the man I want to spend my life with.” My guest. He picked up the music box again.


  “You’ve got a burr under your saddle, Bill. What is it?”


  He ignored her for a moment, lifting the lid of the music box. It played “The Merry Widow Waltz.”


  He heard Ellie sigh behind him. “I’m not happy about it, either,” she said, “but there’s nothing I can do. Perhaps having Miriam here won’t be so bad.”


  He closed the lid of the music box. “Shadow of a Doubt,” he said, and schooled his features into a smile before turning toward her. “Thank you for all the effort, Ellie. It’s always an amusing game.”


  She looked puzzled. He hadn’t fooled her, of course. Belatedly he realized that she must have watched him in the mirror. But if she could be obstinate, well, by damn, so could he. He excused himself and left the room.

  


  AS HE PAID THE TAB in a bar that evening, Bill had to acknowledge that the slight had escalated into silent warfare, and much of it was probably his fault. He had not yet managed to tell Ellie how she had given offense. In one moment, it seemed of so little importance that he was ashamed of himself for thinking about it at all. In the next moment, it seemed to stand as a perfect symbol for everything that was wrong between them. There were several drinks between moments. But in the end, he had firmly resolved to talk to her, not to let one comment ruin all that they had shared until then.


  Bill looked up to see a familiar figure coming toward him. Not the one he most wanted to see, but close enough. Harry had come to fetch him.


  “Did she send you for me, Harry?” Bill asked, allowing Harry to lead him outside.


  “No, sir.”


  “You came on your own?” he asked in surprise. Harry had never indicated approval of Bill, a lack Bill took to mean disapproval.


  “No, sir,” Harry replied, but Bill noticed that the old man actually seemed a little embarrassed to admit it. Harry gently guided him into the backseat of the Rolls.


  Bill waited until Harry got into the car. He felt as if he might be sick, but he fought it off. “Why’d you come after me?” he persisted.


  “Miss Miriam suggested it. She has many suggestions, sir.”


  Bill signaled him to wait, opened the door and spared the upholstery.


  Harry drove him home, windows down. But even over the long ride, Bill had sobered little. He made it into the house under his own steam, and began to climb the stairs. He swayed a bit as he reached for the bedroom doorknob, twisted it, and found it locked. He stared at it in his hand, as if somehow he were just doing it wrong, this simple act of opening a door.


  Harry came in then, and quietly coming up the stairs, asked in a whisper if Bill might need some assistance. Bill was hanging on to the knob, staring dumbly at the door. Harry reached and tried the knob, then murmured, “It’s locked, sir. Perhaps...” but his voice broke off as they heard another door open.


  Miriam, clad in a nightgown that seemed to offer little difference from sleeping in the nude, smiled and called out, “Ellie left some things for you outside the bedroom off your office downstairs. I guess you’re in the dog house tonight, Billy Boy.”


  “You seem happy to hear it,” Bill said, trying to stand up straight. Having this greedy woman in the household would sorely try him. Harry stepped aside as Miriam came closer. Miriam tried to put an arm around Bill, giggling when he clumsily pushed her hand from his waist. She stepped back.


  “Why do you two stay together?” she asked. “Ellie doesn’t seem interested. I could see why you tried to win her over at first, but now—well, why bother? You’ve got plenty of money. Most women would consider you quite a catch.”


  “For your information,” Bill said, his drunken state not obscuring her intentions, “I wouldn’t make any money without your sister. If I leave her, I can’t write. She’s my Muse.”


  Whatever reply Miriam might have made was lost when a loud crash sounded against the other side of the bedroom door.


  “Ellie! Are you all right?” Bill called frantically.


  “Go to hell!” came Ellie’s voice from the other side.


  Bill heard Miriam giggle behind him as she closed her bedroom door.

  


  “DON’T DO THIS, SIR.”


  Bill was so taken aback by Harry’s plea that he stopped packing for a moment. But he shook his head and latched the suitcase.


  “Sorry, Harry. I can take the silent treatment, and finding out that she threw a portrait of me against the door that night. I can even take the blame for starting this. But I can’t stay here if she doesn’t trust me.”


  Until that afternoon, Bill hadn’t heard a word from Ellie in three days. After that first morning, when Harry brought Bill’s clothes into the bedroom adjoining Bill’s office, Bill hadn’t tried to go back to the room he had shared with her. He had heard her move about in her office, just on the other side of the wall. Each day, she had gone from her room to her office and back again, speaking only to Miriam or Harry. Miriam, suddenly the solicitous sister, would take meals to Ellie in her room. Bill tried to ignore it, told himself her temper would cool, and he would be able to tell her just how much she meant to him, that she was much more to him than the means to an end. Until then, he would keep his distance.


  But this morning she had ventured outside the house, asking Harry to take her for a ride. They had been gone for about an hour when Bill heard someone rustling papers in her office, and went to investigate. Miriam was bent over some documents on Ellie’s desk, pen in hand.


  “What are you doing?” he asked, startling her.


  “None of your business.”


  He moved closer, and she snatched one of the pages off the desk and wadded it up in her hand.


  “Why are you in Ellie’s office?” he asked, glancing at a contract Ellie had signed, the document Miriam had been studying.


  “I said, none of your business.”


  He reached out and grabbed the hand with the paper in it. She clawed at his face, struggling furiously, but he caught both of her wrists and squeezed until she let the paper drop. He bent to pick it up even as Miriam ran crying from the room.


  He sat down at the desk, ignoring the sting of the scratches. The contract was nothing unusual, he noted, as he smoothed the paper out. Ellie’s signature was on the scrap. But as he studied it closer, he realized it was almost Ellie’s signature.


  A tearful voice took his attention from the paper. “I caught him trying to forge your signature. I grabbed the paper he was practicing on and he attacked me!”


  He looked up to see Ellie staring at him in disbelief.


  “Ellie...” he protested, standing up.


  “Did you do this to her?”


  She held out Miriam’s wrists. There were dark red marks on them.


  “Yes, but Ellie...”


  “I don’t want to hear it!”


  She led Miriam from the room, consoling her.

  


  AND SO HE LEFT THE house in the hills. He had no trouble finding a house to rent. He told himself he only rented one because he was too busy finishing his manuscript to do serious house-hunting. Never mind that he was finished before his deadline. While waiting for his editor’s response, he began outlining another work, writing character sketches. He told himself this productivity was a sign that he was readjusting, living a new life.


  But he knew that wasn’t the truth. The truth was, he wrote because writing was all he had left. He felt closer to her when he wrote, even as he told himself he didn’t miss her. But that was the biggest lie of all.


  When his editor proclaimed the new manuscript Bill’s best work, Bill didn’t feel the sense of elation such praise might have once brought. Ellie wasn’t his link to writing after all. It wasn’t inspiration he missed; it was Ellie herself.

  


  HE FOUND HIMSELF ON WESTWOOD Boulevard at three in the morning, staring at the place where the gas station had been. It was gone, transformed into a parking lot. But as he stared, a gold Rolls-Royce was pulled into the empty lot.


  For a moment, his heart leapt. But then he saw that Harry was driving.


  Alone.


  It wasn’t the first time he had seen Harry. Harry kept tabs on him, he knew. In the beginning, he thought that she might have asked Harry to do so, then realized that Harry only appeared on his day off. Harry seldom spoke to him, and never mentioned Ellie. But it seemed to Bill that Harry was looking older each time he encountered him.


  “Evening, sir.”


  “Hello, Harry.” And then, breaking a promise he had made to himself, he asked, “How is she?”


  Harry seemed to perk up a bit. He studied Bill’s face, then seemed to make up his mind about something. “She’s not well, sir.”


  “Not well?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Nothing serious, I hope?”


  Harry was silent.


  “Harry, did she put you up to this? Is she trying to get me to come back? Because I’m doing just fine on my own now.”


  Harry shook his head. “You disappoint me, sir.” He stepped back to the car.


  “Harry, wait.”


  Harry waited.


  “Does she know you watch over me?”


  “No, sir. But for some time now she has... I mean to say sir, that whatever has gone before, at present she may be too ill to contact you herself.”


  Bill frowned. “I don’t like hearing that she’s ill.”


  Harry stayed silent.


  “I know she dislikes doctors. Has she been to a doctor about this illness?”


  “Miss Miriam has supplied a doctor, sir. He often comes to the house to care for Miss Eleanor.”


  “Oh.” He looked away from Harry’s studying gaze for a moment. “Well, I don’t suppose... that is, if Miriam has found a doctor who will make a house call, I don’t suppose Ellie needs me for anything.”


  Harry hesitated, then said, “Permit me to say, sir, that I’m not certain Miss Eleanor has done well under this physician’s care.”


  “Tell her that you saw me,” Bill said. “Tell her that you saw me here. She’ll know what that means. Tell her to—to let me know if she needs me.”


  Bill didn’t sleep at all that night. If she were seriously ill...

  


  HE HESITATED UNTIL LATE THE next afternoon, then called the house. Miriam answered.


  “Miriam, this is Bill.”


  “Bill the caterer? Terrific. About this evening...”


  “No, no. Bill Gray. Let me talk to Ellie, please.”


  “Oh, that Bill.” After a long pause, Miriam said, “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”


  “Let me hear her say that herself.”


  “Listen, she has a new man in her life. One who doesn’t cause so many problems. We’re having a dinner party tonight and he’s the guest of honor. So I really don’t think you’re someone she wants to talk to.”


  The line went dead.


  A new man. He half-believed it. If the wrenching in his gut was any indication, he believed it more than half. But Harry said she was ill, seeing a doctor. Why would she throw a dinner party if she wasn’t well? Why would Harry look for him if she was seeing someone else?


  Not much later, he heard a car pull into his driveway. Bill looked out the window to see the Rolls. He hurried out the front door when he saw the look of worry on Harry’s face.


  “Is she all right?” Bill asked.


  “Sir, I’m to give you this.”


  Harry pressed a key into Bill’s palm.


  “There is a dinner party tonight, sir. I believe the persons in attendance are interested in acquiring the house and surrounding properties.”


  “Ellie is selling the house?”


  “No, sir. But there now exist documents which say Miss Miriam is given power of attorney over the sale of the house, due to her sister’s ill health. And indeed, her sister is ill.”


  Bill looked down at the key.


  “She said you could win the game, sir. Do you know what she means?”


  “The game? The Hitchcock game. It must be Notorious.”


  “The game is notorious, sir?”


  “No, Harry. Notorious is a Hitchcock film. Claude Rains plays one of the leaders of a group of Nazi scientists living in Brazil. They’re trying to build an atom bomb. Ingrid Bergman has married him, but as he discovers, she’s an American spy working with Cary Grant.”


  “Does the key give you some clue about her health, sir?”


  “No,” Bill said absently, “but in a Hitchcock film, the story is always larger than the objects which become the focus of the suspense.”


  “I beg your pardon, sir?”


  Bill continued to stare at the key, but answered easily. “The key is to a wine cellar, where an important secret is kept. But the film isn’t really about spies and secrets. Cary Grant and Ingrid Bergman are in love, but misunderstandings and mistrust stand between them. It isn’t until the end of the film, when he realizes that...” Bill suddenly looked up at Harry. “Harry, when you said she was ill... oh, no. Get me to the house at once! Drive like a bat out of hell!”

  


  HARRY COMPLIED. AS THEY DROVE, Bill asked him questions that made Harry wonder if the young man had somehow spoken to Miss Eleanor, even though Miss Miriam had taken the phone out of Eleanor’s room long ago. Bill asked about Miss Eleanor’s symptoms, and every time Harry said, “Yes, sir. She’s had terrible stomach cramps,” or “Yes, sir, very dizzy,” Bill seemed to grow more frantic.


  “Keep the motor running,” he said as they pulled into the drive. “I’ll be out in a minute.”


  Bill burst through the front door, nearly knocking a startled maid off her feet. He could hear voices in the dining room, but he didn’t bother with the dinner party in progress. He ran up the stairs.


  “Sir!” the maid called. “You can’t go up there!”


  He ignored her.


  His only moment of hesitation came as he stepped inside Ellie’s bedroom and saw her for the first time in months. He had expected to find Ellie’s bedroom door locked, but quickly realized why it wasn’t.


  She was too ill to run away.


  He forced himself to move again, came quickly to her side. Her skin was jaundiced and she was so thin, almost skeletal, he thought, then pushed the thought away. Her hair, her beautiful hair, was dull in color and missing in patches. Her breathing was steady but rasping. He put his hands beneath her and lifted her frail body from the bed, keeping the blanket wrapped around her. He told himself that self-recrimination must wait.


  Her big brown eyes were open now, watching him.


  “Good to see you,” she whispered.


  “My God, Ellie.” He tried to gather his wits. “How long has she been poisoning you?”


  “Little at a time,” she said, wincing as she spoke.


  “Don’t talk now, not if it hurts. Has it just been since I left?”


  She nodded, the effort seeming to wear her out.


  A month. A month of arsenic. “I’m not leaving again, Ellie. Except to take you with me.”


  She continued to watch him, but now the barest smile came to her lips.


  He had started down the stairs when Miriam, dinner party in tow, entered the foyer.


  “What are you doing?” Miriam screeched.


  “I’m taking her to a hospital. To see a real doctor. You had better pray to God that I’m not too late.”


  Miriam tried to block his way. “She’s too ill to move! You have no business...”


  “Careful, Miriam,” he said in a low voice. “She’s awake and lucid. Shall we discuss this in front of your guests, or do you want to wait until after Harry describes your so-called doctor to the gents at the sheriff’s office? Ellie’s bloodwork will probably give them all they need to go after both of you.”


  Miriam paled, then stepped out of the way.


  “What’s going on here?” one of the guests demanded.


  “My sister’s...”


  “Fiancé,” Bill supplied, as he reached the front door. “Her fiancé is taking her to a hospital.”


  The group followed him toward the car. He wasn’t watching them. He was watching Ellie. She moved her hand, covered his with it. Her skin was cool and paper dry. “You’re safe now, Ellie,” he told her.


  “I’m coming with you!” Miriam said, hearing the guests murmuring behind her.


  “No you aren’t, miss,” Harry said, helping Bill into the backseat.


  “She’s her sister!” one of the guests protested.


  “Her sister will remain here with you,” Bill said. “She wants to tell you about a Hitchcock film.”


  “What are you talking about?” another man asked.


  “Notorious,” Bill said, closing the car door.

  


  “YOU’VE WON, SIR, HAVEN’T YOU?” Harry said as they drove off.


  “I’ve had help,” Bill replied. “All along, I’ve had help.”


  Ellie squeezed his hand.
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