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IN MEMORY OF ANN MARA

Dear friend and magnificent lady


Stowaway

Carol shivered inside her smoke-blue uniform coat and tried to ignore her growing uneasiness. As she glanced around the waiting room of the air terminal she thought that the gaily dressed peasant dolls in the showcases made an incongruous background for the grim-faced policemen who passed in front of them. The handful of boarding passengers, watching the policemen, were standing together, their eyes full of hatred.

As she walked toward them, one of the passengers was saying: “The chase is taking too long. The hunters are not pleased.” He turned to Carol. “How long have you been flying, stewardess?”

“Three years,” Carol answered.

“You look too young for even that length of time. But if you could have seen my country before it was occupied. This room was always full of gaiety. When I returned to America from my last visit, twenty relatives came to see me off. This time no one dared come. It isn’t wise to make a public display of one’s American connections.”

Carol lowered her voice. “There are so many more policemen today than usual. Do you know why?”

“A member of the underground has escaped,” he whispered. “He was spotted near here an hour ago. They’ll surely catch him, but I hope I don’t see it.”

“We’ll be boarding in fifteen minutes,” Carol answered reassuringly. “Excuse me, I must see the Captain.”

Tom had just come in from the Operations Office. He nodded when his eyes met hers. Carol wondered how much longer it would be before her heart stopped racing painfully at every glimpse of him, before she stopped being so aware of his splendid tallness in the dark uniform. She reminded herself sternly that it was time she regarded him as just another pilot and not as the man she had loved so dearly.

She spoke to him, her gray eyes veiled, noncommittal. “You wanted me, Captain?”

Tom’s tone was as businesslike as her own. “I was wondering if you’ve checked Paul.”

Carol was ashamed to answer that she’d not yet thought of the purser on the flight since they’d landed in Danubia an hour before. Sick from the effect of the booster shots, Paul had stayed in the crew bunk while the plane was refueled for the return flight to Frankfurt.

“I haven’t, Captain. I’ve been too interested in the hide-and-seek our friends are playing.” She inclined her head in the direction of the police.

Tom nodded. “I’d hate to be that poor guy when they catch him. They’re positive he’s on the field somewhere.”

For a moment Tom’s voice was familiar, confidential, and Carol looked at him eagerly. But then he became the Captain speaking to the stewardess again. “Please go aboard and see if Paul needs anything. I’ll have the ground rep bring the passengers out.”

Carol nodded and walked toward the entrance to the runway.

The cold airport seemed desolate in the half darkness of the October evening. Three policemen were entering the plane next to hers. The sight of them made her shiver as she boarded her plane and went forward to find Paul.

He was asleep, so she gently placed another blanket over him and came back to the cabin. Ten minutes more and they’ll all be aboard, she thought, checking her watch. She pulled out her hand mirror and ran a comb through the short blonde hair that curled from under her overseas cap.

Just then she realized with a drenching fear that the mirror was reflecting a thin hand grasping the pole of the small open closet behind her seat. Someone was trying to hide in the recess there! She glanced frantically out the seat window for help. The police detachment had left the next plane and was heading in her direction.

“Put away the mirror, mademoiselle.” The words were quiet, the English clear, the accent a heavy undertone. She heard the hangers being pushed aside. She whirled and faced a thin boy of about seventeen with heavy blonde hair and intelligent blue eyes.

“Please—do not have fear. I will not harm you.” The boy glanced out the window at the rapidly approaching police. “Is there another way off this plane?”

Carol’s fear changed swiftly. It was for him now that the feeling of disaster swept her. His eyes were frightened and he backed away from the window like a trapped animal, beseeching, urgent, his hand stretched toward Carol, his voice imploring. “If they find me, they will kill me. Where can I hide?”

“I can’t hide you,” Carol protested. “They’ll find you when they search the plane, and I can’t involve the airline.” She had a clear picture of Tom’s face if the police discovered a stowaway on board, especially if she were concealing him.

Feet were ascending the ramp now, heavy shoes clanging on the metal. A loud series of bangs crashed against the closed door.

Carol stared in fascination at the boy’s eyes, at the black hopefulness in them. Frantically, she glanced around the cabin. Paul’s uniform jacket was hanging in the clothes closet. She pulled it out and snatched his hat off the shelf. “Put these on, quick.”

Hope brightened the boy’s face. His fingers raced at the buttons and he stuffed his hair under the cap. The banging at the door was repeated.

Carol’s hands were wet, her fingers numb. She shoved the boy into the rear seat, fumbled at the catch of the ship’s portfolio, and scattered baggage declarations in his lap. “Don’t open your mouth. If they ask me your name, I’ll say Joe Reynolds and pray they don’t check passports.”

Her legs seemed too weak to carry her to the cabin door. As she pulled at the handle, the realization of what she was doing swept over her and she thought how pitifully transparent the boy’s disguise was. She wondered if she could possibly keep the police from searching the plane. The handle turned and the door swung open. She blocked the entrance and forced an annoyed tone as she faced the policemen. “The steward and I are checking our papers. What’s the reason for this?”

“Surely you are aware that a search is being made for an escaped traitor. You have no right to hinder the police in their work.”

“My work is being hindered. I’ll report this to the Captain. You have no right to enter an American plane.”

“We are searching every plane in the field,” the leader snapped. “Will you step aside? It would be unpleasant to have to force our way in.”

Realizing it was no use to argue, Carol quickly sat on the seat next to the boy, her body shifted toward him, her back shielding him from the direct view of the police. His head was bowed over the papers. In the dim light, his uniform was passable, and the absence of a tie was not noticeable in his hunched position.

Carol pulled some declarations off his lap and said: “All right, Joe, let’s get this finished. ‘Kralik, Walter, six bottles cognac, value thirty dollars. One clock, value—’ ”

“Who else is aboard?” the leader asked.

“The purser, who’s asleep in the crew bunk,” Carol said nervously. “He’s been very ill.”

The inquisitor’s gaze passed over “Joe” without interest. “No one else? This is the only American plane here. It is the logical one for the traitor to head for.”

The second policeman had checked the lounges, the clothes closet, and the floor under the seats. The third member of the party came back from the flight deck. “There is only one man there, asleep. He is too old to be our prisoner.”

“He was spotted near here fifteen minutes ago,” the leader snapped. “He must be somewhere.”

Carol glanced at her watch. One minute of eight. The passengers must be starting across the field. She had to get rid of the police, hide the boy—in one minute.

She stood up, careful to keep her body directly in front of Joe. By glancing out the opposite window, she could see the waiting room door opening. She said to the leader, “You’ve searched the plane. My passengers are about to board. Will you please leave?”

“You seem strangely anxious to be rid of us, stewardess.”

“My paperwork isn’t finished. It’s difficult to do it while I’m attending to the passengers.”

Steps were hurrying up the ramp. A messenger came in and said to the leader, “Sir, the Commissioner wants an immediate report on the search.”

To Carol’s relief, all three policemen scurried out.

The ground representative and passengers were at the foot of the ramp as the policemen descended. The crew was entering the plane through the forward entrance.

“Joe!” Carol called. The boy was out of the seat, crouching in the aisle. Carol pulled him into the tail and pointed to the men’s lounge. “In there. Take off the uniform and don’t open the door for anyone except me.”

She stood at the cabin door and forced a smile at the ground rep and passengers. The ground rep handed her the manifest and waited while she greeted the passengers and showed them their seats.

There were six names on the manifest. Five were typed, and the first one, “Vladimir Karlov,” had been written in. Next to it were four letters, “exco.”

“Extreme courtesy—who’s the VIP?” Carol asked the ground rep swiftly.

“A real big shot, the Commissioner of Police in Danubia. He’s one of their worst butchers, so handle him with kid gloves. He stopped to talk to the searching party about the escaped prisoner.”

The Commissioner—on her flight! Carol felt sick, but as he climbed the ramp she extended her hand, smiling. He was a tall man of about fifty with thin nostrils, tight lips.

“I have been assigned to seat forty.”

Carol knew she couldn’t let him sit in the rear of the plane. He’d be sure to see “Joe” when she brought him out of the lounge. “It’s a beautiful flight to Frankfurt,” she said, her smile easy. “It would be foolish not to sit in front of the wing—”

“I prefer a rear seat,” he said. “It gives a considerably smoother flight.”

“This hop is one of our smoothest runs. The front seats won’t be bumpy and will give you a better view.”

The Commissioner shrugged and followed her down the aisle. She glanced at the manifest and debated whether to seat him with another passenger. If she did, they might start a conversation and he’d be less likely to be looking around when she brought Joe out of the lounge. But then, remembering the passengers’ bitter comments about the search, she decided against it, led him to seat three, placed his bag on the overhead rack, and told him to fasten his seatbelt.

The passenger in seat seven got up and started to walk to the rear. Carol caught up to him at the door of the men’s lounge. “Sir, please take your seat. The plane is starting to move.”

The man’s face was white. “Please, stewardess, I may be ill. I get a little frightened at takeoff.”

Carol took his hand and forced him to let go of the doorknob before he realized it was locked. “I have some pills that will help. Everyone must be in their seat until we’re aloft.”

After she’d seen him seated, she snapped on the mike. “Good evening, I am your stewardess, Carol Dowling. Please fasten your seatbelts and don’t smoke until the sign over the forward door goes off. Our destination is Frankfurt, our anticipated flight time two hours and five minutes. A light supper will be served shortly. Please don’t hesitate to ask for anything you want. A pleasant trip, everyone.”

When she went to the flight deck, the plane had stopped taxiing and the engines were thundering. She bent over Tom. “Cabin secure, Captain.”

Tom turned so quickly that his hand brushed against her hair. She felt a warm glow from the touch and unconsciously raised her hand to her hair.

“Okay, Carol.”

The engines were racing—it was hard to catch his words. A year ago he would have looked up at her and his lips would have formed “Love you, Carol,” but that was over now. She had an instant of fierce regret that they hadn’t somehow made up their quarrel. On sleepless nights, she’d admitted to herself that Tom had tried: he’d made overtures, but she hadn’t given an inch. So his attempts at making up had only ended in worse quarrels, and then he’d been stationed in London for six months so they hadn’t seen each other. But now they were on a flight together, two polite co-workers giving no hint that things had ever been different.

She started to turn back to the cabin, but Tom motioned her to him. He nodded to the first officer and the engines became subdued. She felt an immense loneliness when he turned away from her. There had been a few moments on this flight when he’d seemed friendly, warm—moments when it looked as though they might be able to talk things through. But this will finish it, she thought. Even if I can get Joe to Frankfurt, Tom will never forgive me.

“Carol, did you speak to the Commissioner yet?”

“Just when I showed him his seat. He’s not very chatty.”

“Take good care of him. He’s important. They’re talking about barring Danubia to American planes. If he likes the service, it might help a little. I’ll send Dick back to give you a hand with dinner once we’re aloft.”

“Don’t! I mean, it’s just a cold supper. With only six passengers, I can manage.”

•  •  •

Back in the cabin, she smiled reassuringly at the man afraid of takeoffs as she passed him. The plane had reached the runway and the crescendo of engines was deafening. All the passengers, including the Commissioner, were staring out the windows. She went back, tapped on the door of the men’s lounge, and softly called to Joe.

Noiselessly, he slipped out. In the dim light, his thin body seemed more like a shadow than a human creature. She put her lips to his ear. “The last seat on the right. Get on the floor. I’ll throw a blanket over you.”

He moved warily and disappeared into the seat recess. He walks like a cat, Carol thought. Or like a kitten, she amended, remembering the boyish fuzz that had brushed her face.

It was hard to balance in the ascending plane and, steadying herself by one hand on the lounge bulkhead, she took the aisle seat by Joe, flipped a blanket from the overhead rack and threw it over him, shaking it wide. To a casual glance, the blanket might not seem unusual; to a searching glance, it would be odd that anything shapeless could make such a thick mound.

She glued her eyes to the sign over the cabin door. FASTEN YOUR SEATBELTS—NO SMOKING. Attachez vos ceintures—ne fumez pas. While the sign was on, she had a reprieve, a safe island. But when it flashed off she’d have to turn on the bright cabin lights that would make a farce out of Joe’s hiding place and let the passengers leave their seats.

For the first time she seriously considered what would happen to her for concealing Joe. She thought about what Tom would say and remembered unhappily his reaction last year when she’d caused trouble on his ship.

“But Tom,” she’d protested, “what if I did let that poor kid take her dog out of the crate? She was traveling alone, to be adopted by strangers. It was night and the cabin was dark. No one would have known if that woman hadn’t gone over to her and got nipped for her trouble.”

And Tom had retorted: “Carol, maybe someday you’ll learn to obey basic rules. That woman was a stockholder and raised Cain in the front office. I took the blame for letting the dog loose because I knew it wouldn’t cost me my job. But after seven years with a clean record, I don’t like having a reprimand in my brief now.”

She recalled uneasily how she’d flared at him, telling him she was delighted he didn’t have a perfect record to live up to anymore—that now, maybe, he’d relax and act human—maybe he’d stop treating the company manual like the Bible. It wasn’t hard to remember everything they’d said, she’d relived that quarrel so often.

She tried to picture what Charlie Wright, Northern’s station manager at Frankfurt, would do. Charlie was a “company man” too. He liked the planes to arrive and depart on schedule, the passengers to be satisfied. Charlie would definitely be upset at having to report a stowaway to the front office and would undoubtedly suspend her immediately or fire her outright.

Joe’s blanket moved slightly and her mind jolted back to the problem of finding a safe hiding place for him. The plane leveled off. As the seatbelt sign died, she rose slowly. Hating to do it, she reached for the switch on the bulkhead and turned the cabin lights from dim to bright.

•  •  •

She started to pass out magazines and newspapers. The man who’d been nervous about takeoff was no longer strained-looking. “That pill helped a lot, stewardess.” He accepted a newspaper and fumbled for his glasses. “They must be in my coat.” He got up and started toward the rear.

Carol said numbly, “Let me get them for you.”

“Not at all.” He was passing Joe’s hiding place—Carol following, scarcely breathing. The blanket was glaringly out of place in the tidy cabin. The passenger got his eyeglasses, started back down the aisle and stopped. Carol swiftly reflected that this man was the neat type—hadn’t he straightened his coat on the hanger, smoothed the edges of his newspaper? In just one second he’d pick up that blanket. He was bending, saying: “This must have fallen—”

“Oh, please!” Carol’s hand was on his arm, her grip firm. “Please don’t bother. I’ll get it in a minute.” She eased him forward, scolding lightly. “You’re our guest. If the Captain saw me letting you tidy up, he’d drop me out the window.”

The man smiled, then went amiably to his seat.

Carol’s eyes searched the cabin hopelessly. The blanket was too obvious. Anytime someone went to the rear of the plane Joe could be discovered.

“Magazine, stewardess.”

“Of course.” Carol brought a selection to the passenger seated behind the Commissioner, then walked forward. “Would you care to see a magazine, Commissioner Karlov?”

The Commissioner’s thin fingers were tapping the armrest, his lips pursed in concentration. “Some piece of information eludes me, stewardess. Something I have been told does not fit. However”—he smiled coldly—“it will come back to me. It always does.” He waved away the magazines. “Where is the water fountain?”

“I’ll get you a glass of water—” Carol said.

He started to rise. “Don’t bother, please. I detest sitting so long. I’ll get it myself.”

The water fountain was opposite the seat where Joe was hiding. The Commissioner was not a naive observer. He’d be sure to investigate the blanket.

“No!” She blocked the way into the aisle. “The flight’s getting bumpy. The Captain doesn’t want the passengers to be moving.”

The Commissioner looked intently at the unlighted seatbelt sign. “If you will let me pass—”

The plane tilted slightly. Carol swayed against the Commissioner, deliberately dropping the magazines. It was getting rough.

If she could just stall him, Tom was sure to flash the sign on. The Commissioner, looking exasperated, picked up a few of the magazines.

Still blocking his way, she slowly picked up the others, carefully sorting them by size. Finally, unable to delay any longer, she straightened up. And the seatbelt sign was flashing!

The Commissioner leaned back and studied Carol intently as she went to the tank, drew him a glass of water, and brought it to him. He didn’t thank her but instead observed, “That sign seemed like a direct answer to a plea of yours, stewardess. It must have been important to you that I did not leave my seat.”

Carol felt panic, then anger. He knew something was up and it amused him to watch her squirm. She took his barely touched glass. “Sir, I’m going to let you in on a trade secret. When we have a very important passenger on board, a mark is made next to his name on the manifest. That symbol means we’re to show every courtesy to that person. You’re that passenger on this flight and I’m trying to make your trip as pleasant as possible. I’m afraid I’m not succeeding.”

•  •  •

The flight deck door opened and Tom stepped down. The passengers were all seated near the front half of the cabin. Carol stood by the last one. The odds were that Tom merely wanted to say hello to them. He wouldn’t bother going all the way through with no one seated in the back.

Tom welcomed the Commissioner, shook hands with the man behind him, pointed out a cloud bank to the two friends playing checkers. Carol studied his movements with vast aching. Every time she saw him a different memory flashed back. This time it was Memorial Day in Gander and their flight was canceled because of a freak snowstorm. Late that night, she and Tom had had a snowball fight. Tom had looked at his watch and said: “Do you realize in two minutes it will be June first? I’ve never kissed a girl in a snowstorm on June first before.” His lips brushed against her cheek and were cold, found her mouth and were warm. “I love you, Carol.” It was the first time he had said it.

Carol swallowed against the hurt and came back to reality. She was standing in the aisle and Tom was before her and Joe was in danger and there was no way out.

“Sure you don’t want help with dinner, Carol?” His tone was impersonal but his eyes searched hers. She wondered if he had flashes of remembering too.

“No need,” she said. “I’ll start on it immediately.” It would mean going up to the galley and leaving Joe for anyone to discover, but—

Tom cleared his throat and seemed to search for words. “How does it feel to be the only woman on board, Carol—”

The words hung in Carol’s mind for seconds before their full import sank in. She gazed from passenger to passenger: the Commissioner, the man afraid of takeoffs, the mild fortyish one, the elderly man sleeping, the two friends at checkers. Men, all men. She’d prayed for a hiding place for Joe, and Tom of all people had pointed it out! The ladies’ lounge! Perfect. And so simple.

Now, as Tom studied her, she said casually: “I love being the only woman here, Captain. No competition.”

Tom started to go forward and hesitated. “Carol, have coffee with me when we get to Frankfurt. We’ve got to talk.”

It had come. He missed her too. If she said to him now, “I’ve discovered a stowaway on board,” it would be so easy. Tom could take the credit and Danubia would be grateful. It might mean Northern’s charter being extended and make up to him for last year’s trouble. But she couldn’t murder Joe even for Tom’s love. “Ask me in Frankfurt if you still want to,” she said.

After Tom had gone back to the flight deck, she returned to the seat beside Joe and studied the passengers swiftly. The checker game was absorbing the two players. The elderly man dozed. The fortyish man watched the clouds. The neat one was bent over his newspaper. The Commissioner’s head was leaning against the back of the seat. It was too much to hope he was napping. At best he was in deep thought and might not turn around.

She leaned over the blanketed form. “Joe, you’ve got to get to the rear of the plane. The ladies’ lounge is on the left. Go in and lock the door.”

Just then she met the Commissioner’s glance as he turned in his seat. “Joe, I’ve got to turn the lights off. When I do, get out of there fast! Do you understand?”

Joe slipped the blanket from his head. His hair was tousled and his eyes blinked in the strong light. He looked like a twelve-year-old roused from a sound sleep. But when his eyes got used to the light, they were the eyes of a man—weary, strained.

His faint nod was all Carol needed to assure her that he understood. She got up. The Commissioner had left his seat and was hurrying toward her.

It took her a second to cross to the light switch and plunge the cabin into darkness. Cries of alarm came from the passengers. Carol made her cries louder than the rest. “I’m sorry! How stupid of me! I can’t seem to find the right switch—”

The click of a door closing—had she heard it or merely wanted to hear it?

“Turn on that light, stewardess.” An icy voice, a rough hand on her arm.

Carol threw the switch and stared into the face of the Commissioner—a face distorted with rage.

“Why?” His voice was furious.

“Why what, sir? I merely intended to turn the microphone on to announce dinner. See—the mike switch is next to the lights.”

The Commissioner studied the panel, uncertainty crossing his face. Carol turned the mike on. “I hope you’re hungry, everybody. I’ll serve dinner in minutes, and while you’re waiting we’ll have a cocktail. Manhattans, martinis or daiquiris. I’ll be right there to get your orders.” She turned to the Commissioner and said respectfully, “Cocktail, sir?”

“Will you have one with me, stewardess?”

“I can’t drink while I’m working.”

“Neither can I.”

•  •  •

What did he mean by that, Carol wondered, passing the cocktail tray. More cat-and-mouse stuff, she decided as she yanked prepared food from the cubbyhole refrigerator in the galley and made up trays. She took special pains with the Commissioner’s dinner, folding the linen napkin in creases and pouring the coffee at the last minute to keep it steaming hot.

“Aren’t there usually two attendants?” the Commissioner asked as she placed the tray in front of him

“Yes, but the purser’s ill. He’s lying down.”

She served the others, poured second coffees, brought trays to the crew. Tom turned over the controls to the first officer and sat at the navigator’s table. “I’ll be glad when we get to Frankfurt,” he said uneasily. “With this tail wind, we should be in in half an hour. I’ve been edgy this whole flight. Something seems wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it.” He grinned. “Maybe I’m just tired and need some of your good coffee, Carol.”

Carol pulled the curtain from the crew bunk up slightly. “Paul has certainly been asleep a long time.”

“He just woke up and asked me to get his jacket. He wanted to give you a hand. But I made him stay put. He feels rotten.”

Joe’s fate was hanging in such a delicate balance. If Paul had come back, he’d have seen Joe. If Paul’s jacket hadn’t been hanging in the cabin, the police would have found Joe. If Tom hadn’t said she was the only woman aboard—

“I’ll pick up the trays since we’ve only a half hour to go.”

•  •  •

She started collecting trays from the passengers, working her way forward. The Commissioner’s tray was untouched. He was staring down at it. A premonition warned Carol not to disturb him. She cleared and stacked the other trays. But then her wristwatch told her they’d land in ten minutes. The seatbelt sign came on. She went for the Commissioner’s tray. “Shall I take it, sir? I’m afraid you didn’t eat much.”

But the Commissioner stood up. “You almost got away with it, miss, but I finally realized what’s been eluding me. At Danubia the search party said the purser was ill and the stewardess was checking baggage declarations with the steward.” His face turned cruel. “Why didn’t the steward help you with dinner? Because there isn’t any.” His fingers dug into Carol’s shoulders. “Our prisoner did get on this plane and you’ve hidden him.”

Carol fought rising panic. “Let me go.”

“He is on board, isn’t he? Well, it’s not too late. The Captain must take us back to Danubia. A thorough search will be made.”

He pushed her aside and lunged for the door to the flight deck. Carol grasped at his arm but he flung her hand away. The other passengers were on their feet, staring.

Her last hope was these men who with bitterness had watched the search. Would they help?

“Yes, there’s an escaped prisoner on board!” she shouted. “He’s a kid you’d love to shoot, but I won’t let you do it!”

For a moment, the passengers seemed frozen as they clutched seat backs for support in the sloping plane. Carol, in utter despair, thought they wouldn’t help. But then, as though they finally understood what was going on, they lunged forward together. The mild one threw himself against the Commissioner and knocked his hand from the doorknob. A checker player pinned his arms behind his back. The plane was circling the field, the airport lights level with the window. A faint bump—Frankfurt!

The passengers released the Commissioner as the flight deck door opened. Tom stood there, angrily taking in the scene. “Carol, what the devil is going on?”

She went to him, shutting her eyes against the Commissioner’s fury, and against the impact of her words on Tom. She felt sick, pained. “Captain—” her tongue was thick, she could barely form words “—Captain, I wish to report a stowaway. . . .”

•  •  •

She gratefully sipped the steaming coffee in the station manager’s office. The past hour was a blur of airport officials, police, photographers. Only vivid was the Commissioner’s demand: “This man is a citizen of my country. He must be returned immediately.” And the station manager’s reply: “This is regrettable, but we must turn the stowaway over to the Bonn government. If his story checks, he’ll be granted asylum.”

She stared at her hand where Joe had kissed it before being taken into custody.

He’d said, “You have given me my life, my future.”

The door opened slowly and Charlie Wright, the station manager, walked in, followed by Tom. “Well, that’s that.”

He looked squarely at Carol. “Proud of yourself? Feeling real heroic and dying to see the morning headlines? ‘Stewardess hides stowaway in thrilling flight from Danubia.’ The papers won’t print that Northern won’t be welcome in Danubia anymore and will lose a few million in revenue because of you. As for you, Carol, you can head home and there’ll be a hearing in New York but—you’re fired.”

“I expected it. But you’ve got to understand Tom knew nothing about the stowaway.”

“It’s a Captain’s business to know what goes on in his plane,” Charlie shot back. “Tom will probably get away with a stiff calldown unless he gets heroic and tries to take the blame for you. I hear from the grapevine he did that once before.”

“That’s right,” Carol said. “He took the blame for me last year and I didn’t have the decency to thank him for it.” She looked into Tom’s strangely inscrutable face. “Tom, last year you were furious with me, and rightly so. I was completely wrong. This time, I’m truly sorry for the trouble you’ll have over this but I couldn’t have done otherwise.”

She turned to Charlie, fighting tears. “If you’re finished, I’m going to the hotel. I’m dead.”

He looked at her with some sympathy. “Carol, unofficially I can understand what you did. Officially—”

She tried to smile. “Good night.” She went out and started to walk down the stairs.

Tom caught up with her at the landing. “Look, Carol, let’s put the record straight—I’m glad the boy got through! You wouldn’t be the girl I love if you’d handed him over to those butchers.”

The girl I love.

“But thank God you won’t be flying on my plane anymore. I’d be afraid to sit at the stick wondering what was going on in the cabin.” His arms slipped around her.

“But if you’re not on my plane, I wish you’d be there to pick me up at the airport. You can hide spies and dogs and anything you darn please in the backseat. Carol, I’m trying to ask you to marry me.”

Carol looked at him, the splendid tallness of him and the tenderness in his eyes. Then his lips were warm against hers and he was saying again the words she’d wanted so long to hear, “Love you, Carol.”

The waiting room of the terminal was dim and quiet. After a moment, they started down the stairs toward it, their footsteps echoing ahead.


Voices in the Coalbin

It was dark when they arrived. Mike steered the car off the dirt road down the long driveway and stopped in front of the cottage. The real estate agent had promised to have the heat turned up and the lights on. She obviously didn’t believe in wasting electricity.

An insect-repellent bulb over the door emitted a bleak yellowish beam that trembled in the steady drizzle. The small-paned windows were barely outlined by a faint flicker of light that seeped through a partially open blind.

Mike stretched. Ten hours of driving for the past two days had cramped his long, muscular body. He brushed back his dark brown hair from his forehead wishing he’d taken time to get a haircut before they left New York. Laurie teased him when his hair started to grow. “You look like a thirty-year-old Roman Emperor, Curlytop,” she would comment. “All you need is a toga and laurel wreath to complete the effect.”

She had fallen asleep about an hour ago. Her head was resting on his lap. He glanced down at her, hating to wake her up. Even though he could barely make out her profile, he knew that in sleep the tense lines vanished from around her mouth and the panic-stricken expression disappeared from her face.

Four months ago the recurring nightmare had begun, the nightmare that made her shriek, “No, I won’t go with you. I won’t sing with you.”

He’d shaken her awake. “It’s all right, sweetheart. It’s all right.”

Her screams would fade into terrified sobs. “I don’t know who they are but they want me, Mike. I can’t see their faces but they’re all huddled together beckoning to me.”

He had taken her to a psychiatrist, who put her on medication and began intensive therapy. But the nightmares continued, unabated. They had turned a gifted twenty-four-year-old singer who had just completed a run as a soloist in her first Broadway musical to a trembling wraith who could not be alone after dark.

The psychiatrist had suggested a vacation. Mike told him about the summers he’d spent at his grandmother’s house on Oshbee Lake forty miles from Milwaukee. “My grandmother died last September,” he’d explained. “The house is up for sale. Laurie’s never been there and she loves the water.”

The doctor had approved. “But be careful of her,” he warned. “She’s severely depressed. I’m sure these nightmares are a reaction to her childhood experiences, but they’re overwhelming her.”

Laurie had eagerly endorsed the chance to go away. Mike was a junior partner in his father’s law firm. “Anything that will help Laurie,” his father told him. “Take whatever time you need.”

I remember brightness here, Mike thought as he studied the shadow-filled cottage with increasing dismay. I remember the feel of the water when I dove in, the warmth of the sun on my face, the way the breeze filled the sails and the boat skimmed across the lake.

•  •  •

It was the end of June but it might have been early March. According to the radio, the cold spell had been gripping Wisconsin for three days. There’d better be enough coal to get the furnace going, Mike thought, or else the real estate agent will lose the listing.

He had to wake up Laurie. It would be worse to leave her in the car, even for a minute. “We’re here, love,” he said, his voice falsely cheerful.

Laurie stirred. He felt her stiffen, then relax as he tightened his arms around her. “It’s so dark,” she whispered.

“We’ll get inside and turn some lights on.”

He remembered how the lock had always been tricky. You had to pull the door to you before the key could fit into the cylinder. There was a night-light plugged into an outlet in the small foyer. The house was not warm but neither was it the bone-chilling cold he had feared.

Quickly Mike switched on the hall light. The wallpaper with its climbing ivy pattern seemed faded and soiled. The house had been rented for the five summers his grandmother was in the nursing home. Mike remembered how clean and warm and welcoming it had been when she was living there.

Laurie’s silence was ominous. His arm around her, he brought her into the living room. The overstuffed velour furniture that used to welcome his body when he settled in with a book was still in place but, like the wallpaper, seemed soiled and shabby.

Mike’s forehead furrowed into a troubled frown. “Honey, I’m sorry. Coming here was a lousy idea. Do you want to go to a motel? We passed a couple that looked pretty decent.”

Laurie smiled up at him. “Mike, I want to stay here. I want you to share with me all those wonderful summers you spent in this place. I want to pretend your grandmother was mine. Then maybe I’ll get over whatever is happening to me.”

Laurie’s grandmother had raised her. A fear-ridden neurotic, she had tried to instill in Laurie fear of the dark, fear of strangers, fear of planes and cars, fear of animals. When Laurie and Mike met two years ago, she’d shocked and amused him by reciting some of the litany of hair-raising stories that her grandmother had fed her on a daily basis.

“How did you turn out so normal, so much fun?” Mike used to ask her.

“I was damned if I’d let her turn me into a certified nut.” But the last four months had proved that Laurie had not escaped after all, that there was psychological damage that needed repairing.

Now Mike smiled down at her, loving the vivid sea-green eyes, the thick dark lashes that threw shadows on her porcelain skin, the way tendrils of chestnut hair framed her oval face.

“You’re so darn pretty,” he said, “and sure I’ll tell you all about Grandma. You only knew her when she was an invalid. I’ll tell you about fishing with her in a storm, about jogging around the lake and her yelling for me to keep up the pace, about finally managing to outswim her when she was sixty.”

Laurie took his face in her hands. “Help me to be like her.”

Together they brought in their suitcases and the groceries they had purchased along the way. Mike went down to the basement. He grimaced when he glanced at the coalbin. It was fairly large, a four-feet-wide by six-feet-long plankboard enclosure situated next to the furnace and directly under the window that served as an opening for the chute from the delivery truck. Mike remembered how when he was eight he’d helped his grandmother replace some of the boards on the bin. Now they all looked rotted.

“Nights get cold even in the summer but we’ll always be plenty warm, Mike,” his grandmother would say cheerily as she let him shovel coal into the old blackened furnace.

Mike remembered the bin as always heaped with shiny black nuggets. Now it was nearly empty. There was barely enough coal for two or three days. He reached for the shovel.

The furnace was still serviceable. Its rumbling sound quickly echoed throughout the house. The ducts thumped and rattled as hot air wheezed through them.

In the kitchen Laurie had unpacked the groceries and begun to make a salad. Mike grilled a steak. They opened a bottle of Bordeaux and sat side by side at the old enamel table, their shoulders companionably touching.

They were on their way up the staircase to bed when Mike spotted the note from the real estate agent on the foyer table: “Hope you find everything in order. Sorry about the weather. Coal delivery on Friday.”

•  •  •

They decided to use his grandmother’s room. “She loved that metal-frame bed,” Mike said. “Always claimed that there wasn’t a night she didn’t sleep like a baby in it.”

“Let’s hope it works that way for me.” Laurie sighed. There were clean sheets in the linen closet but they felt damp and clammy. The boxspring and mattress smelled musty.

“Warm me up,” Laurie whispered, shivering as they pulled the covers over them.

“My pleasure.”

They fell asleep in each other’s arms. At three o’clock Laurie began to shriek, a piercing, wailing scream that filled the house. “Go away. Go away. I won’t. I won’t.”

It was dawn before she stopped sobbing. “They’re getting closer,” she told Mike. “They’re getting closer.”

•  •  •

The rain persisted throughout the day. The outside thermometer registered thirty-eight degrees. They read all morning curled up on the velour couches. Mike watched as Laurie began to unwind. When she fell into a deep sleep after lunch, he went into the kitchen and called the psychiatrist.

“Her sense that they’re getting closer may be a good sign,” the doctor told him. “Possibly she’s on the verge of a breakthrough. I’m convinced the root of these nightmares is in all the old wives’ tales her grandmother told Laurie. If we can isolate exactly which one caused this fear, we’ll be able to exorcise it and all the others. Watch her carefully, but remember. She’s a strong girl and she wants to get well. That’s half the battle.”

When Laurie woke up, they decided to inventory the house. “Dad said we can have anything we want,” Mike reminded her. “A couple of the tables are antiques and that clock on the mantel is a gem.” There was a storage closet in the foyer. They began dragging its contents into the living room. Laurie, looking about eighteen in jeans and a sweater, her hair tied loosely in a chignon, became animated as she went through them. “The local artists were pretty lousy,” she laughed, “but the frames are great. Can’t you just see them on our walls?”

Last year as a wedding present, Mike’s family had bought them a loft in Greenwich Village. Until four months ago, they’d spent their spare time going to garage sales and auctions looking for bargains. Since the nightmares began, Laurie had lost interest in furnishing the apartment. Mike crossed his fingers. Maybe she was starting to get better.

On the top shelf buried behind patchwork quilts he discovered a Victrola. “Oh, my God, I’d forgotten about that,” he said. “What a find! Look. Here are a bunch of old records.”

He did not notice Laurie’s sudden silence as he brushed the layers of dust from the Victrola and lifted the lid. The Edison trademark, a dog listening to a tube and the caption His Master’s Voice was on the inside of the lid. “It even has a needle in it,” Mike said. Quickly he placed a record on the turntable, cranked the handle, slid the starter to “On” and watched as the disk began to revolve. Carefully he placed the arm with its thin, delicate needle in the first groove.

The record was scratched. The singers’ voices were male but high-pitched, almost to the point of falsetto. The effect was out of synch, music being played too rapidly. “I can’t make out the words,” Mike said. “Do you recognize it?”

“It’s ‘Chinatown,’ ” Laurie said. “Listen.” She began to sing with the record, her lovely soprano voice leading the chorus. Hearts that know no other world, drifting to and fro. Her voice broke. Gasping, she screamed, “Turn it off, Mike. Turn it off now! ” She covered her ears with her hands and sank onto her knees, her face deathly white.

Mike yanked the needle away from the record. “Honey, what is it?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

•  •  •

That night the nightmare took a different form. This time the approaching figures were singing “Chinatown” and in falsetto voices demanding Laurie come sing with them.

•  •  •

At dawn they sat in the kitchen sipping coffee. “Mike, it’s coming back to me,” Laurie told him. “When I was little. My grandmother had one of those Victrolas. She had that same record. I asked her where the people were who were singing. I thought they had to be hiding in the house somewhere. She took me down to the basement and pointed to the coalbin. She said the voices were coming from there. She swore to me that the people who were singing were in the coalbin.”

Mike put down his coffee cup. “Good God!”

“I never went down to the basement after that. I was afraid. Then we moved to an apartment and she gave the Victrola away. I guess that’s why I forgot.” Laurie’s eyes began to blaze with hope. “Mike, maybe that old fear caught up with me for some reason. I was so exhausted by the time the show closed. Right after that the nightmares started. Mike, that record was made years and years ago. The singers are probably all dead by now. And I certainly have learned how sound is reproduced. Maybe it’s going to be all right.”

“You bet it’s going to be all right.” Mike stood up and reached for her hand. “You game for something? There’s a coalbin downstairs. I want you to come down with me and look at it.”

Laurie’s eyes filled with panic, then she bit her lip. “Let’s go,” she said.

Mike studied Laurie’s face as her eyes darted around the basement. Through her eyes he realized how dingy it was. The single lightbulb dangling from the ceiling. The cinder-block walls glistening with dampness. The cement dust from the floor that clung to their bedroom slippers. The concrete steps that led to the set of metal doors that opened to a backyard. The rusty bolt that secured them looked as though it had not been opened in years.

The coalbin was adjacent to the furnace at the front end of the house. Mike felt Laurie’s nails dig into his palm as they walked over to it.

“We’re practically out of coal,” he told her. “It’s a good thing they’re supposed to deliver today. Tell me, honey, what do you see here?”

“A bin. About ten shovelfuls of coal at best. A window. I remember when the delivery truck came how they put the chute through the window and the coal roared down. I used to wonder if it hurt the singers when it fell on them.” Laurie tried to laugh. “No visible sign of anyone in residence here. Nightmares at rest, please God.”

Hand in hand they went back upstairs. Laurie yawned. “I’m so tired, Mike. And you, poor guy, haven’t had a decent night’s rest in months because of me. Why don’t we just go back to bed and sleep the day away. I bet anything I won’t wake up with a dream.”

They drifted off to sleep, her hand on his chest, his arms encircling her. “Sweet dreams, love,” he whispered.

“I promise they will be. I love you, Mike. Thank you for everything.”

•  •  •

The sound of coal rushing down the chute awakened Mike. He blinked. Behind the shades, light was streaming in. Automatically he glanced at his watch. Nearly three o’clock. God, he really must have been bushed. Laurie was already up. He pulled khaki slacks on, stuffed his feet into sneakers, listened for sounds from the bathroom. There were none. Laurie’s robe and slippers were on the chair. She must be already dressed. With sudden unreasoning dread, Mike yanked a sweatshirt over his head.

The living room. The dining room. The kitchen. Their coffee cups were still on the table, the chairs pushed back as they left them. Mike’s throat closed. The hurtling sound of the coal was lessening. The coal. Maybe. He took the cellar stairs two at a time. Coal dust was billowing through the basement. Shiny black nuggets of coal were heaped high in the bin. He heard the snap of the window being closed. He stared down at the footsteps on the floor. The imprints of his sneakers. The side-by-side impressions left when he and Laurie had come down this morning in their slippers.

And then he saw the step-by-step imprints of Laurie’s bare feet, the lovely high-arched impressions of her slender, fine-boned feet. The impressions stopped at the coalbin. There was no sign of them returning to the stairs.

The bell rang, the shrill, high-pitched, insistent gong-like sound that had always annoyed him and amused his grandmother. Mike raced up the stairs. Laurie. Let it be Laurie.

The truck driver had a bill in his hand. “Sign for the delivery, sir.”

The delivery. Mike grabbed the man’s arm. “When you started the coal down the chute, did you look into the bin?”

Puzzled faded blue eyes in a pleasant weather-beaten face looked squarely at him. “Yeah, sure, I glanced in to make sure how much you needed. You were just about out. You didn’t have enough for the day. The rain’s over but it’s gonna stay real cold.”

Mike tried to sound calm. “Would you have seen if someone was in the coalbin? I mean, it’s dark in the basement. Would you have noticed if a slim young woman had maybe fainted in there?” He could read the deliveryman’s mind. He thinks I’m drunk or on drugs. “Don’t you get it?” Mike shouted. “My wife is missing. My wife is missing.”

•  •  •

For days they searched for Laurie. Feverishly, Mike searched with them. He walked every inch of the heavily wooded areas around the cottage. He sat, hunched and shivering on the deck as they dragged the lake. He stood unbelieving as the newly delivered coal was shoveled from the bin and heaped onto the basement floor.

Surrounded by policemen, all of whose names and faces made no impression on him, he spoke with Laurie’s doctor. In a flat, disbelieving tone he told the doctor about Laurie’s fear of the voices in the coalbin. When he was finished, the police chief spoke to the doctor. When he hung up, he gripped Mike’s shoulder. “We’ll keep looking.”

Four days later a diver found Laurie’s body tangled in weeds in the lake. Death by drowning. She was wearing her nightgown. Bits of coal dust were still clinging to her skin and hair. The police chief tried and could not soften the stark tragedy of her death. “That was why her footsteps stopped at the bin. She must have gotten into it and climbed out of the window. It’s pretty wide, you know, and she was a slender girl. I’ve talked again to her doctor. She probably would have committed suicide before this if you hadn’t been there for her. Terrible the way people screw up their children. Her doctor said that her grandmother petrified her with crazy superstitions before the poor kid was old enough to toddle.”

“She talked to me. She was getting there.” Mike heard his protests, heard himself making arrangements for Laurie’s body to be cremated.

The next morning as he was packing, the real estate agent came over, a sensibly dressed, white-haired, thin-faced woman whose brisk air did not conceal the sympathy in her eyes. “We have a buyer for the house,” she said. “I’ll arrange to have anything you want to keep shipped.”

The clock. The antique tables. The pictures that Laurie had laughed over in their beautiful frames. Mike tried to picture going into the Greenwich Village loft alone and could not.

“How about the Victrola?” the real estate agent asked. “It’s a real treasure.”

Mike had placed it back in the storage closet. Now he took it out, seeing Laurie’s terror, hearing her begin to sing “Chinatown,” her voice blending with the falsetto voices on the old record. “I don’t know if I want it,” he said.

The real estate agent looked disapproving. “It’s a collector’s item. I have to be off. Just let me know about it.”

Mike watched as her car disappeared around the winding driveway. Laurie, I want you. He lifted the lid of the Victrola as he had five days ago, an eon ago. He cranked the handle, found the “Chinatown” record, placed it on the turntable, turned the switch to the “On” position. He watched as the record picked up speed, then released the arm and placed the needle in the starting groove.

“Chinatown, my Chinatown . . .”

Mike felt his body go cold. No! No! Unable to move, unable to breathe, he stared at the spinning record.

“. . . hearts that know no other world drifting to and fro . . .”

Over the scratchy, falsetto voices of the long-ago singers, Laurie’s exquisite soprano was filling the room with its heart-stopping, plaintive beauty.


The Cape Cod Masquerade

It was on an August afternoon shortly after they arrived at their rented cottage in the village of Dennis on Cape Cod that Alvirah Meehan noticed that there was something very odd about their next-door neighbor, a painfully thin young woman who appeared to be in her late twenties.

After Alvirah and Willy looked around their cottage a bit, remarking favorably about the four-poster maple bed, the hooked rugs, the cheery kitchen and the fresh, sea-scented breeze, they unpacked their expensive new clothes from their matching Vuitton luggage. Willy then poured an ice-cold beer for each to enjoy on the deck of the house, which overlooked Cape Cod Bay.

Willy, his rotund body eased onto a padded wicker chaise lounge, remarked that it was going to be one heck of a sunset, and thank God for a little peace. Ever since they had won forty million dollars in the New York State lottery, it seemed to Willy, Alvirah had been a walking lightning rod. First she went to the famous Cypress Point Spa in California and nearly got murdered. Then they had gone on a cruise together and—wouldn’t you know—the man who sat next to them at the community table in the dining room ended up dead as a mackerel. Still, with the accumulated wisdom of his years, Willy was sure that in Cape Cod, at least, they’d have the quiet he’d been searching for. If Alvirah wrote an article for the New York Globe about this vacation, it would have to do with the weather and the fishing.

During his narration, Alvirah was sitting at the picnic table, a companionable few feet away from Willy’s stretched-out form. She wished she’d remembered to put on a sun hat. The beautician at Sassoon’s had warned her against getting sun on her hair. “It’s such a lovely rust shade now, Mrs. Meehan. We don’t want it to get those nasty yellow streaks, do we?”

Since recovering from the attempt on her life at the spa, Alvirah had regained all the weight she’d paid three thousand dollars to lose and was again a comfortable size somewhere between a 14 and a 16. But Willy constantly observed that when he put his arms around her, he knew he was holding a woman—not one of those half-starved zombies you see in the fashion ads Alvirah was so fond of studying.

Forty years of affectionately listening to Willy’s observations had left Alvirah with the ability to hear him with one ear and close him out with the other. Now as she gazed at the tranquil cottages perched atop the grass-and-sand embankment that served as a seawall, then down below at the sparkling blue-green water and the stretch of rock-strewn beach, she had the troubled feeling that maybe Willy was right. Beautiful as the Cape was, and even though it was a place she had always longed to visit, she might not find a newsworthy story here for her editor, Charley Evans.

Two years ago Charley had sent a New York Globe reporter to interview the Meehans on how it felt to win forty million dollars. What would they do with it? Alvirah was a cleaning woman. Willy was a plumber. Would they continue in their jobs?

Alvirah had told the reporter in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t that dumb, that the next time she picked up a broom it would be when she was dressed as a witch for a Knights of Columbus costume party. Then she had made a list of all the things she wanted to do, and first was the visit to the Cypress Point Spa—where she planned to hobnob with the celebrities she’d been reading about all her life.

That had led Charley Evans to ask her to write an article for the Globe about her stay at the spa. He gave her a sunburst pin that contained a microphone so that she could record her impressions of the people she spoke with and play the tape back when she wrote the article.

The thought of her pin brought an unconscious smile to Alvirah’s face.

As Willy said, she’d gotten into hot water at Cypress Point. She’d picked up on what was really going on and was nearly murdered for her trouble. But it had been so exciting, and now she was great friends with everyone at the spa and could go there every year as a guest. And thanks to her help solving the murder on the ship last year, they had an invitation to take a free cruise to Alaska anytime they desired.

Cape Cod was beautiful, but Alvirah had a sneaking suspicion Willy might be right, that this might be an ordinary vacation that wouldn’t make good copy for the Globe.

Precisely at that moment she glanced over the row of hedges on the right perimeter of their property and observed a young woman with a somber expression standing at the railing of her porch next door and staring at the bay.

It was the way her hands were gripping the railing: Tension, Alvirah thought. She’s stuffed with it. It was the way the young woman turned her head, looked straight into Alvirah’s eyes, then turned away again. She didn’t even see me, Alvirah decided. The fifty- to sixty-foot distance between them did not prevent her from realizing that waves of pain and despair were radiating from the young woman.

Clearly it was time to see if she could help. “I think I’ll just introduce myself to our neighbor,” she said to Willy. “There’s something up with her.” She walked down the steps and strolled over to the hedge. “Hello,” she said in her friendliest voice. “I saw you drive in. We’ve been here for two hours, so I guess that makes us the welcoming committee. I’m Alvirah Meehan.”

The young woman turned, and Alvirah felt instant compassion. She looked as though she had been ill. That ghostly pallor, the soft, unused muscles of her arms and legs. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I came here to be alone, not to be neighborly,” she said quietly. “Excuse me, please.” That probably would have been the end of it, as Alvirah later observed, except that as she spun on her heel the girl tripped over a footstool and fell heavily onto the porch. Alvirah rushed to help her up, refused to allow her to go into her cottage unaided and, feeling responsible for the accident, wrapped an ice pack around her rapidly swelling wrist. By the time she had satisfied herself that the wrist was only sprained and made her a cup of tea, Alvirah had learned that her name was Cynthia Rogers and that she was a schoolteacher from Illinois. That piece of information hit with a resounding thud on Alvirah’s ears because, as she told Willy when she returned to their place an hour later, within ten minutes she’d recognized their neighbor. “The poor girl may call herself Cynthia Rogers,” Alvirah confided to Willy, “but her real name is Cynthia Lathem. She was found guilty of murdering her stepfather twelve years ago. He had big bucks and was well known. All the papers carried the story. I remember it like it was yesterday.”

“You remember everything like it was yesterday,” Willy commented.

“That’s the truth. And you know I always read about murders. Anyhow, this one happened here on Cape Cod. Cynthia swore she was innocent, and she always said there was a witness who could prove she’d been out of the house at the time of the murder, but the jury didn’t believe her story. I wonder why she came back. I’ll have to call the Globe and have Charley Evans send me the files on the case. She’s probably just been released from prison. Her complexion is pure gray. Maybe”—and now Alvirah’s eyes became thoughtful—“she’s up here because she really is innocent and is still looking for that missing witness to prove her story!” To Willy’s dismay, Alvirah opened the top drawer of the dresser, took out her sunburst pin with the hidden microphone and began to dial her editor’s direct line in New York.

•  •  •

That night, Willy and Alvirah ate at the Red Pheasant Inn. Alvirah wore a beige-and-blue print dress she had bought at Bergdorf Goodman but which, as she remarked to Willy, somehow didn’t look much different on her than the print dress she’d bought in Alexander’s just before they won the lottery. “It’s my full figure,” she lamented as she spread butter on a warm cranberry muffin. “My, these muffins are good. And, Willy, I’m glad that you bought that yellow linen jacket. It shows up your blue eyes, and you still have a fine head of hair.”

“I feel like a two-hundred-pound canary,” Willy commented, “but as long as you like it.”

After dinner they went to the Cape Playhouse and thrilled to the performance of Debbie Reynolds in a new comedy being tried out for Broadway. At intermission, as they sipped ginger ale on the grass outside the theater, Alvirah told Willy how she’d always enjoyed Debbie Reynolds from the time Debbie was a kid doing Singin’ in the Rain with Gene Kelly, and that it was a terrible thing Eddie Fisher ditched her when they had those two small babies. “And what good did it do him?” Alvirah philosophized as the warning came to return to their seats for the second act. “He never had much luck after that. People who don’t do the right thing usually don’t win in the end.” That comment led Alvirah to wonder whether Charley had sent the information on their neighbor by Express Mail. She was anxious to read it.

•  •  •

As Alvirah and Willy were enjoying Debbie Reynolds, Cynthia Lathem was at last beginning to realize that she was really free, that twelve years of prison were behind her. Twelve years ago . . . she’d been about to start her junior year at the Rhode Island School of Design when her stepfather, Stuart Richards, was found shot to death in the study of his mansion, a stately eighteenth-century captain’s house in Dennis.

That afternoon Cynthia had driven past the house on her way to the cottage and pulled off the road to study it. Who was there now? she wondered. Had her stepsister Lillian sold it or had she kept it? It had been in the Richards family for three generations, but Lillian had never been sentimental. And then Cynthia had pressed her foot on the accelerator, chilled at the rush of memories of that awful night and the days that followed. The accusation. The arrest, arraignment, trial. Her early confidence. “I can absolutely prove that I left the house at eight o’clock and didn’t get home till past midnight. I was on a date.”

Now Cynthia shivered and wrapped the light blue woolen robe more tightly around her slender body. She’d weighed 125 pounds when she went to prison. Her present weight, 110, was not enough for her five-foot eight-inch height. Her hair, once a dark blonde, had changed in those years to a medium brown. Drab, she thought as she brushed it. Her eyes, the same shade of hazel as her mother’s, were listless and vacant. At lunch that last day Stuart Richards had said, “You look more like your mother all the time. I should have had the brains to hang on to her.”

Her mother had been married to Stuart from the time Cynthia was eight until she was twelve, the longer of his two marriages. Lillian, his only birth child, ten years older than Cynthia, had lived with her mother in New York and seldom visited the Cape.

Cynthia laid the brush on the dresser. Had it been a crazy impulse to come here? Two weeks out of prison, barely enough money to live on for six months, not knowing what she could do or would do with her life. Should she have spent so much to rent this cottage, to rent a car? Was there any point to it? What did she hope to accomplish?

A needle in a haystack, she thought. Walking into the small parlor, she reflected that compared to Stuart’s mansion, this house was tiny, but after years of confinement it seemed palatial. Outside, the sea breeze was blowing the bay into churning waves. Cynthia walked out on the porch, only vaguely aware of her throbbing wrist, hugging her arms against the chill. But, oh God, to breathe fresh, clean air, to know that if she wanted to get up at dawn and walk the beach the way she had as a child, no one could stop her. The moon, three-quarters full, looking as though a wedge had been neatly sliced from it, made the Bay glisten, a silvery midnight blue. But where the moon did not reach it, the water appeared dark and impenetrable.

Cynthia stared unseeingly as her mind wrenched her back to the terrible night when Stuart was murdered. Then she shook her head. No, she would not allow herself to think about that now. Not tonight. This was a time to let the peace of this place fill her soul. She would go to bed, and she’d leave the windows wide open so that the cool night wind would pour into her room, making her pull the covers closer around her, deepening her sleep.

Tomorrow morning she would wake up early and walk on the beach. She’d feel the wet sand under her feet, and she’d look for shells, just as she had when she was a child. Tomorrow. Yes, she’d give herself the morning to help bridge her reentry into the world, to regain her sense of equilibrium. And then she would begin the quest, probably hopeless, for the one person who would know that she had told the truth.

•  •  •

The next morning, as Alvirah prepared breakfast, Willy drove to get the morning papers. When he returned he was also carrying a bag of still-hot blueberry muffins. “I asked around,” he told a delighted Alvirah. “Everyone said to go to the Mercantile behind the post office for the best muffins on the Cape.”

They ate at the picnic table on the deck. As she nibbled on her second blueberry muffin, Alvirah studied the early morning joggers on the beach.

“Look, there she is!”

“There who is?”

“Cynthia Lathem. She’s been gone at least an hour and a half. I bet she’s starving.”

When Cynthia ascended the steps from the beach to her deck, she was met by a beaming Alvirah, who linked her arm in Cynthia’s. “I make the best coffee and fresh-squeezed orange juice. And wait till you taste the blueberry muffins.”

“I really don’t want—” Cynthia tried to pull back but was propelled across the lawn. Willy jumped up to pull out a bench for her.

“How’s your wrist?” he asked. “Alvirah’s been real upset that you sprained it when she went over to visit.”

Cynthia realized that her mounting irritation was being overcome by the genuine warmth she saw on both their faces. Willy—with his rounded cheeks, strong, pleasant expression and thick mane of white hair—reminded her of Tip O’Neill. She told him that.

Willy beamed. “Fellow just remarked on that in the bakery. Only difference is that while Tip was speaker of the house, I was savior of the outhouse. I’m a retired plumber.”

As Cynthia sipped the fresh orange juice and the coffee and picked at the muffin, she listened with disbelief, then awe, as Alvirah told her about winning the lottery, going to Cypress Point Spa and helping to track down a murderer, then going on an Alaskan cruise and figuring out who killed the man who sat next to her at the community table.

She accepted a second cup of coffee. “You’ve told me all this for a reason, haven’t you?” Cynthia said. “You recognized me yesterday, didn’t you?”

Alvirah’s expression became serious. “Yes.”

Cynthia pushed back her bench. “You’ve been very kind, and I think you want to help me, but the best way you can do that is to leave me alone. I have a lot of things to work out, but I have to do them myself. Thank you for breakfast.”

Alvirah watched the slender young woman walk between the two cottages. “She got a little sun this morning,” she observed. “Very becoming. When she fills out a little, she’ll be a beautiful girl.”

“You may as well plan on getting the sun too,” Willy observed. “You heard her.”

“Oh, forget it. Once Charley sends the files on her case I’ll figure out a way to help her.”

“Oh my God,” Willy moaned. “I might have known. Here we go again.”

•  •  •

“I don’t know how Charley does it,” Alvirah sighed approvingly an hour later. The overnight Express Mail envelope had just arrived. “It looks as though he sent every word anyone ever wrote about the case.” She made a tsk-tsking sound. “Look at this picture of Cynthia at the trial. She was just a scared kid.”

Methodically, Alvirah began sorting the clippings on the table; then she got out her lined pad and pen and began to make notes.

Willy was reclining on the padded chaise he had claimed for his own, deeply immersed in the sports section of the Cape Cod Times. “I’m just about ready to give up on the Mets getting the pennant,” he commented sadly, shaking his head.

He looked up for reassurance, but it was clear that Alvirah had not heard him.

At one o’clock Willy went out again, returning this time with a quart of lobster bisque. Over lunch Alvirah filled him in on what she had learned. “In a nutshell, here are the facts: Cynthia’s mother was a widow when she married Stuart Richards. Cynthia was eight at the time. They divorced four years later. Richards had one child by his first marriage, a daughter named Lillian. She was ten years older than Cynthia and lived with her mother in New York.”

“Why’d Cynthia’s mother divorce Richards?” Willy asked between sips of the bisque.

“From what Cynthia said on the witness stand, Richards was one of those men who always belittled women. Her mother would be dressed to go out, and he’d reduce her to tears by ridiculing what she was wearing—that kind of thing. Sounds like he just about gave her a nervous breakdown. Apparently, though, he had always been fond of Cynthia, always taking her out around her birthday and giving her presents.

“Then Cynthia’s mother died, and Richards invited the young girl to visit him here at Cape Cod. Actually she wasn’t so young by then—she was about to start her junior year at the Rhode Island School of Design. Her mother had been sick for a while, and there apparently wasn’t much money left; she said she was planning on dropping out of school and working for a year or two. She claimed that Stuart told her that he’d always planned to leave half his money to his daughter Lillian and the other half to Dartmouth College. But he stayed so angry after Dartmouth let women in as full-time students that he changed his will. She said he told her he was leaving her the Dartmouth portion of his estate, about ten million dollars. The prosecutor got Cynthia to admit that Richards also told her she’d have to wait for him to die to get it; that it was too bad about college, but that her mother should have provided for her education.”

Willy put down his spoon. “So there’s your motive, huh?”

“That’s what the prosecutor said, that Cynthia had wanted the money right away. Anyhow, a guy named Ned Creighton happened to drop in to visit Richards and overheard their conversation. He was a friend of Lillian’s, about her age. Cynthia apparently had known him slightly from when she and her mother had lived with Richards at the Cape. So Creighton invited Cynthia to have dinner with him, and Stuart urged her to go.

“According to her testimony, she and Creighton had dinner at the Captain’s Table in Hyannis, and then he suggested they go for a ride in his boat, which was anchored at a private dock. She said they were out on the Nantucket Sound when the boat broke down; nothing was working, not even the radio. They were stranded until nearly eleven, when he was finally able to get the motor going again. She apparently had only had a salad at dinner, so once they made shore she asked him to stop for a hamburger.

“She testified that Creighton wasn’t very happy about having to stop on the way home, although he did finally pull in at some hamburger joint around Cotuit. Cynthia said she hadn’t been on the Cape since she was a child and didn’t know the area all that well, so she wasn’t sure exactly where they stopped. Anyway, he told her to wait in the car, that he would go in and get the burger. All she remembered about being there was a lot of rock music blaring and seeing teenagers all over the place. But then a woman drove up and parked next to their car, and when she opened her door, it slammed into the side of Creighton’s car.” Alvirah handed Willy a clipping. “That woman, then, is the witness no one could find.”

As Alvirah absentmindedly sipped the bisque, Willy scanned the paper. The woman had apologized profusely and had examined Ned’s car for scratches. When she found none, she’d headed into the hamburger joint. According to Cynthia, the woman had been in her mid- to late-forties, chunky, with blunt-cut hair dyed an orange-red shade, and she’d been wearing a shapeless blouse and elastic-waisted polyester slacks.

The clipping went on to recount Cynthia’s testimony that Creighton had returned complaining about the line for food and about kids who couldn’t make up their minds when they gave an order. She said he’d been obviously edgy, so she didn’t tell him at the time about the woman banging the door into his car.

On the witness stand, Cynthia had testified that during the forty-five-minute drive back to Dennis, all of it along unfamiliar roads, Ned Creighton had hardly said a word to her. Then, once they reached Stuart Richards’s house, he’d just dropped her off and driven away. When Cynthia went into the house, she’d found Stuart in his study, sprawled on the floor next to his desk, blood drenching his forehead, blood caked on his face, blood matting the carpet beside him.

Willy read more of the account out loud: “ ‘The defendant stated that she thought Richards had had a stroke and had fallen, but that when she brushed his hair back she saw the bullet wound in his forehead, then spotted the gun lying next to him, and she telephoned the police.’ ”

“She said she thought then that he had committed suicide,” Alvirah recounted. “But then she picked up the gun, of course putting her fingerprints on it. The armoire in the study was open, and she admitted that she knew Richards kept a gun in it. Then Creighton contradicted just about everything she had told the police, saying that, yes, he had taken her out to dinner, but that he had gotten her home by eight o’clock, and that all through the meal she had gone on about how she blamed Stuart Richards for her mother’s illness and death, and that she intended to have it out with him when she got home. The time of death was established at about nine o’clock, which of course looked bad for her, given Creighton’s contrary testimony. And even though her lawyers advertised for the woman she’d met at the burger joint, nobody came forward to verify her story.”

“So do you believe Cynthia?” Willy asked. “You know an awful lot of murderers can’t face the reality of what they’ve done and actually end up believing their own lies, or at least go through the motions of trying to confirm them. She could just be looking for this missing witness in an effort to finally convince people of her innocence, even though she’s already served her time. I mean, why on earth would Ned Creighton lie about the whole thing?”

“I don’t know,” Alvirah said, shaking her head. “But you can be sure that somebody is lying, and I’ll bet my bottom dollar that it isn’t Cynthia. If I were in her boots, I’d set off to try and find out what it was that made Creighton lie, what was in it for him.”

With that, Alvirah turned her attention to the bisque, not speaking again until she had finished it off. “My, that was good. What a great vacation we’re going to have, Willy. And isn’t it wonderful that we took this cottage right next to Cynthia so that I’m here to help her clear her name?”

Willy’s only response was the clatter of a spoon and a deep sigh.

•  •  •

The long and peaceful night’s sleep followed by the early morning walk had begun to clear the emotional paralysis that Cynthia had experienced from that moment twelve years earlier when she’d heard the jury pronounce the verdict: Guilty. Now as she showered and dressed she reflected that these past years had been a nightmare in which she had managed to survive only by freezing her emotions. She had been a model prisoner. She had kept to herself, resisting friendships. She had taken whatever jailhouse college courses were offered. She had graduated from working in the laundry and the kitchen to desk assignments in the library and assistant teaching in the art class. And after a while, when the awful reality of what had happened finally set in, she had begun to draw. The face of the woman in the parking lot. The hamburger stand. Ned’s boat. Every detail she could force from her memory. When she was finished she had pictures of a hamburger place that could be found anywhere in the United States, a boat that looked like any Chris-Craft of that year. The woman was a little more clearly defined but not much. It had been dark. Their encounter had lasted only seconds. But the woman was her only hope.

The prosecutor’s summation at the end of the trial: “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Cynthia Lathem returned to the home of Stuart Richards sometime between 8:00 and 8:30 P.M. on the night of August 2, 1981. She went into her stepfather’s study. That very afternoon Stuart Richards had told Cynthia he had changed his will. Ned Creighton heard that conversation, overheard Cynthia and Stuart quarreling. She needed money immediately to pay for her education and demanded he help her. That evening Vera Smith, the waitress at the Captain’s Table, overheard Cynthia tell Ned that she would have to drop out of school.

“Cynthia Lathem returned to the Richards mansion that night, angry and worried. She went into that study and confronted Stuart Richards. He was a man who enjoyed upsetting the people around him. He had changed his will to include her, but she knew it would be just like him to change it again. And the anger she’d harbored for the way he had treated her mother, the anger that rose in her at the thought of having to leave school, at being turned out into the world virtually penniless, made her go to the armoire where she knew he kept a gun, take out that gun and fire three shots point-blank into the forehead of the man who loved her enough to make her an heiress.

“It is ironic. It is tragic. It is also murder. Cynthia begged Ned Creighton to say that she had spent the evening with him on his boat. No one saw them out on the boat. She talks about stopping at a hamburger stand. But she doesn’t know where it is. She admits she never entered it. She talks about a stranger with red-orange hair to whom she spoke in a parking lot. With all the publicity this case has engendered, why didn’t that woman come forward? You know the reason. Because she doesn’t exist. Because like the hamburger stand and the hours spent on a boat on Nantucket Sound, she is a figment of Cynthia Lathem’s imagination.”

Cynthia had read the transcript of the trial so often that she had the district attorney’s summation committed to memory. “But the woman did exist,” Cynthia said aloud. “She does exist.” For the next six months, with the little insurance money left her by her mother, she was going to try to find that woman. She might be dead by now, or moved to California, Cynthia thought as she brushed her hair and twisted it into a chignon.

The bedroom of the cottage faced the sea. Cynthia walked to the sliding door and pulled it open. On the beach below she could see couples walking with children. If she was ever to have a normal life, a husband, a child of her own, she had to clear her name.

Jeff Knight. She had met him last year when he came to do a series of television interviews with women in prison. He’d invited her to participate, and she’d flatly refused. He’d persisted, his strong intelligent face filled with concern. “Don’t you understand, Cynthia, this program is going to be watched by a couple of million people in New England. The woman who saw you that night could be one of those people.”

That was why she finally had agreed to go on the program, had answered his questions, told about the night Stuart died, held up the shadowy sketch of the woman she had spoken with, the sketch of the hamburger stand. And no one had come forward. From New York, Lillian issued a statement saying that the truth had been told at the trial and she would have no further comment. Ned Creighton, now the owner of the Mooncusser, a popular restaurant in Barnstable, repeated how very, very sorry he was for Cynthia.

After the program, Jeff kept coming to see her on visiting days. Only those visits had kept her from total despair when the program produced no results. He would always arrive a little rumpled-looking, his wide shoulders straining at his jacket, his unsettled dark-brown hair curling on his forehead, his brown eyes intense and kind, his long legs never able to find enough room in the cramped visiting area of the prison. When he asked her to marry him after her release, she told him to forget her. He was already getting bids from the networks. He didn’t need a convicted murderer in his life.

But what if I weren’t a convicted murderer? Cynthia thought as she turned away from the window. She went over to the maple dresser, reached for her pocketbook and went outside to her rented car.

It was early evening before she returned to Dennis. The frustration of the wasted hours had finally brought tears to her eyes. She let them run down her cheeks unchecked. She’d driven to Cotuit, walked around the main street, inquired of the bookstore owner—who seemed to be a longtime native—about a hamburger stand that was a teenage hangout. Where would she be likely to find one? The answer, with a shrug, was, “They come and go. A developer picks up property and builds a shopping center or condominiums, and the hamburger stand is out.” She’d gone to the town hall to try to find records of food-service licenses issued or renewed around that time. Two hamburger joint type places were still in business. A third had been converted or torn down. Nothing stirred her memory. And of course she couldn’t even be sure they had been in Cotuit. Ned might have been lying about that too. And how do you ask strangers if they know a middle-aged woman with orange-red hair and a chunky build who had lived or summered on the Cape and hated rock-and-roll music?

As she drove through Dennis, Cynthia impulsively ignored the turn to the cottage and again drove past the Richards home. As she was passing, a slender blonde woman came down the steps of the mansion. Even from this distance she knew it was Lillian. Cynthia slowed the car to a crawl, but when Lillian looked in her direction she quickly accelerated and returned to the cottage. As she was turning the key in the lock she heard the phone ring. It rang ten times before it stopped. It had to be Jeff, and she didn’t want to talk to him. A few minutes later it rang again. It was obvious that if Jeff had the number he wouldn’t give up trying to reach her.

Cynthia picked up the receiver. “Hello.”

“My finger is getting very tired pushing buttons,” Jeff said. “Nice trick of yours, just disappearing like that.”

“How did you find me?”

“It wasn’t hard. I knew you’d head for the Cape like a homing pigeon, and your parole officer confirmed it.”

She could see him leaning back in his chair, twirling a pencil, the seriousness in his eyes belying the lightness of his tone. “Jeff, forget about me, please. Do us both a favor.”

“Negative. Cindy, I understand. But unless you can find that woman you spoke to there’s no hope of proving your innocence. And believe me, honey, I tried to find her. When I did the program, I sent out investigators I never told you about. If they couldn’t find her, you won’t be able to. Cindy, I love you. You know you’re innocent. Ned Creighton lied, but we’ll never be able to prove it.”

Cynthia closed her eyes, knowing that what Jeff said was true.

“Cindy, give it all up. Pack your bag. Drive back here. I’ll pick you up at your place at eight o’clock tonight.”

Her place. The furnished room the parole officer had helped her select. Meet my girlfriend. She just got out of prison. What did your mother do before she got married? She was in jail.

“Good-bye, Jeff,” Cynthia said. She broke the connection, left the phone off the hook and turned her back to it.

•  •  •

Alvirah had observed Cynthia’s return but did not attempt to contact her. In the afternoon, Willy had gone out on a half-day charter boat and returned triumphantly with two bluefish. During his absence, Alvirah again studied the newspaper clippings of the Stuart Richards murder case. At Cypress Point Spa she had learned the value of airing her opinions into a recorder. That afternoon she kept her recorder busy.

“The crux of this case is why did Ned Creighton lie? He hardly knew Cynthia. Why did he set her up to take the blame for Stuart Richards’s death? Stuart Richards had a lot of enemies. Ned’s father at one time had business dealings with Stuart, and they’d had a falling out. But Ned was only a kid at that time. Ned was a friend of Lillian Richards. Lillian swore that she didn’t know that her father was going to change his will, that she’d always known she would get half his estate and that the other half was going to Dartmouth College. She said she knew he was upset after Dartmouth decided to accept women students but didn’t know he was upset enough to finally change his will and leave the Dartmouth money to Cynthia.”

Alvirah turned off the recorder. It certainly must have occurred to someone that when Cynthia was found guilty of murdering her stepfather, she would lose her inheritance, and Lillian would receive everything. Lillian had married somebody from New York shortly after the trial was over. She’d been divorced three times since then. So it didn’t look as though Ned and she had ever had any romance going. That left only the restaurant. Who were Ned’s backers? Motive for Ned to lie, she thought. Who gave him the money to open his restaurant?

Willy came in from the deck, carrying the bluefish fillets he’d prepared. “Still at it?” he asked.

“Uh-huh.” Alvirah picked up one of the clippings. “Orange-red hair, chunky build, in her late forties. Would you say that description might have fit me twelve years ago?”

“Now, you know I would never call you chunky,” Willy protested.

“I didn’t say you would. I’ll be right back. I want to talk to Cynthia. I saw her coming in a few minutes ago.”

•  •  •

The next afternoon, after having packed Willy off on another charter fishing boat, Alvirah attached her sunburst pin to her new purple print dress and drove with Cynthia to the Mooncusser restaurant in Barnstable. Along the way Alvirah coached her. “Now remember, if he’s there, point him out to me right away. I’ll keep staring at him. He’ll recognize you. He’s bound to come over. You know what to say, don’t you?”

“I do.” Was it possible? Cynthia wondered. Would Ned believe them?

The restaurant was an impressive white colonial-style building with a long, winding driveway. Alvirah took in the building, the exquisitely landscaped property that extended to the water.

“Very, very expensive,” she said to Cynthia. “He didn’t start this place on a shoestring.”

The interior was decorated in Wedgwood blue-and-white. The paintings on the wall were fine ones. For twenty years—until she and Willy hit the lottery—Alvirah had cleaned every Tuesday for Mrs. Rawlings, and her house was one big museum. Mrs. Rawlings enjoyed recounting the history of each painting, how much she paid for it then and, gleefully, how much it was worth right now. Alvirah often thought that with a little practice she could probably be a tour guide at an art museum. “Observe the use of lighting, the splendid details of sunrays brightening the dust on the table.” She had the Rawlings spiel down pat.

Knowing Cynthia was nervous, Alvirah tried to distract her by telling her about Mrs. Rawlings after the maître d’hotel escorted them to a window table.

Cynthia felt a reluctant smile come to her lips as Alvirah told her that, with all her money, Mrs. Rawlings never once gave her so much as a postcard for Christmas. “Meanest, cheapest old biddy in the world, but I felt kind of sorry for her,” Alvirah said. “No one else would work for her. But when my time comes, I intend to point out to the Lord that I get a lot of Rawlings points in my plus column.”

“If this idea works, you get a lot of Lathem points in your plus column,” Cynthia said.

“You bet I do. Now don’t lose that smile. You’ve got to look like the cat who ate the canary. Is he here?”

“I haven’t seen him yet.”

“Good. When that stuffed shirt comes back with the menu, ask for him.”

The maître d’ was approaching them, a professional smile on his bland face. “May I offer you a beverage?”

“Yes. Two glasses of white wine, and is Mr. Creighton here?” Cynthia asked.

“I believe he’s in the kitchen speaking with the chef.”

“I’m an old friend,” Cynthia said. “Ask him to drop by when he’s free.”

“Certainly.”

“You could be an actress,” Alvirah whispered, holding the menu in front of her face. She always felt that you had to be so careful, because someone might be able to read lips. “And I’m glad I made you buy that outfit this morning. What you had in your closet was hopeless.”

Cynthia was wearing a short lemon-colored linen jacket and a black linen skirt. A splashy yellow, black and white silk scarf was dramatically tied on one shoulder. Alvirah had also escorted her to the beauty parlor. Now Cynthia’s collar-length hair was blown soft and loose around her face. A light beige foundation covered her abnormal paleness and returned color to her wide hazel eyes. “You’re gorgeous,” Alvirah said.

Regretfully Alvirah had undergone a different metamorphosis. She’d had her Sassoon hair color changed back to its old orange-red and cut unevenly. She’d also had the tips removed from her nails and had left them unpolished. After helping Cynthia select the yellow-and-black outfit, she’d gone to the sale rack, where for very good reasons the purple print she was wearing had been reduced to ten dollars. The fact that it was a size too small for her accentuated the bulges that Willy always explained were only nature’s way of padding us for the last big fall.

When Cynthia had protested the desecration of her nails and hairdo, Alvirah simply said, “Every time you talked about that woman, the missing witness, you said she was chunky, had dyed red hair and was dressed like someone who shopped from a pushcart. I’ve got to be believable.”

“I said her outfit looked inexpensive,” Cynthia corrected.

“Same thing.”

Now Alvirah watched as Cynthia’s smile faded. “He’s coming?” she asked quickly.

Cynthia nodded.

“Smile at me. Come on. Relax. Don’t show him you’re nervous.”

Cynthia rewarded her with a warm smile and leaned her elbows lightly on the table.

A man was standing over them. Beads of perspiration were forming on his forehead. He moistened his lips. “Cynthia, how good to see you.” He reached for her hand.

Alvirah studied him intently. Not bad-looking in a weak kind of way. Narrow eyes almost lost in puffy flesh. He was a good twenty pounds heavier than in the pictures in the files. One of the kind who are handsome as kids and after that it’s all downhill, Alvirah decided.

“Is it good to see me, Ned?” Cynthia asked, still smiling.

“That’s him,” Alvirah announced emphatically. “I’m absolutely sure. He was ahead of me on line in the hamburger joint. I noticed him ’cause he was sore as hell that the kids in front were hemming and hawing about what they wanted on their burgers.”

“What are you talking about?” Ned Creighton demanded.

“Why don’t you sit down, Ned?” Cynthia said. “I know this is your place, but I still feel as though I should entertain you. After all, you did buy me dinner one night years ago.”

Good girl, Alvirah thought. “I’m absolutely sure it was you that night, even though you’ve put on weight,” she snapped indignantly to Creighton. “It’s a crying shame that because of your lies this girl had to spend twelve years of her life in prison.”

The smile vanished from Cynthia’s face.

“Twelve years, six months and ten days,” she corrected. “All my twenties, when I should have been finishing college, getting my first job, dating.”

Ned Creighton’s face hardened. “You’re bluffing. This is a cheap trick.”

The waiter arrived with two glasses of wine and placed them before Cynthia and Alvirah. “Mr. Creighton?”

Creighton glared at him. “Nothing.”

“This is really a lovely place, Ned,” Cynthia said quietly. “An awful lot of money must have gone into it. Where did you get it? From Lillian? My share of Stuart Richards’s estate was nearly ten million dollars. How much did she give you?” She did not wait for an answer. “Ned, this woman is the witness I could never find. She remembers talking to me that night. Nobody believed me when I told them about a woman slamming her car door against the side of your car. But she remembers doing it. And she remembers seeing you very well. All her life she’s kept a daily diary. That night she wrote about what happened in the parking lot.”

As she kept nodding her head in agreement, Alvirah studied Ned’s face. He’s getting rattled, she thought, but he’s not convinced. It was time for her to take over. “I left the Cape the very next day,” she said. “I live in Arizona. My husband was sick, real sick. That’s why we never did come back. I lost him last year.” Sorry, Willy, she thought, but this is important. “Then last week I was watching television, and you know how boring television usually is in the summer. You could have knocked me over with a feather when I saw a rerun of that show about women in prison and then my own picture right there on the screen.”

Cynthia reached for the envelope she had placed beside her chair. “This is the picture I drew of the woman I’d spoken to in the parking lot.”

Ned Creighton reached for it.

“I’ll hold it,” Cynthia said.

The sketch showed a woman’s face framed by an open car window. The features were shadowy and the background was dark, but the likeness to Alvirah was astonishing.

Cynthia pushed back her chair. Alvirah rose with her.

“You can’t give me back twelve years. I know what you’re thinking. Even with this proof a jury might not believe me. They didn’t believe me twelve years ago. But they might, just might, now. And I don’t think you should take that chance, Ned. I think you’d better talk it over with whoever paid you to set me up that night and tell them that I want ten million dollars. That’s my rightful share of Stuart’s estate.”

“You’re crazy.” Anger had driven the fear from Ned Creighton’s face.

“Am I? I don’t think so.” Cynthia reached into her pocket. “Here’s my address and phone number. Alvirah is staying with me. Call me by seven tonight. If I don’t hear from you, I’m hiring a lawyer and getting my case reopened.” She threw a ten-dollar bill on the table. “That should pay for the wine. Now we’re even for that dinner you bought me.”

She walked rapidly from the restaurant, Alvirah a step behind her. Alvirah was aware of the buzz from diners at the other tables. They know something’s up, she thought. Good.

•  •  •

She and Cynthia did not speak until they were in the car. Then Cynthia asked shakily, “How was I?”

“Great.”

“Alvirah, it just won’t work. If they check the sketch that Jeff showed on the program, they’ll see all the details I added to make it look like you.”

“They haven’t got time to do that. Are you sure you saw your stepsister yesterday at the Richards house?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then my guess is that Ned Creighton is talking to her right now.”

Cynthia drove automatically, not seeing the sunny brightness of the afternoon. “Stuart was despised by a lot of people. Why are you so sure Lillian is involved?”

Alvirah unfastened the zipper on the purple print.

“This dress is so tight I swear I’m going to choke.” Ruefully she ran her hand through her erratically chopped hair. “It’ll take an army of Sassoons to put me back together after this. I guess I’ll have to go back to Cypress Point Spa. What did you ask? Oh, Lillian. She has to be involved. Look at it this way. Your stepfather had a lot of people who hated his guts, but they wouldn’t need a Ned Creighton to set you up. Lillian always knew her father was leaving half his money to Dartmouth College. Right?”

“Yes.” Cynthia turned down the road that led to the cottages.

“I don’t care how many people might have hated your stepfather, Lillian was the only one who benefited by you being set up to be found guilty of his murder. She knew Ned. Ned was trying to raise money to open a restaurant. Her father must have told her he was leaving half his fortune to you instead of Dartmouth. She always hated you. You told me that. So she makes a deal with Ned. He takes you out on his boat and pretends that it breaks down. Somebody kills Stuart Richards. Lillian had an alibi. She was in New York. She probably hired someone to kill her father. You almost spoiled everything that night by insisting on having a hamburger. And Ned didn’t know you’d spoken to anyone. They must have been plenty scared that witness would show up.”

“Suppose someone recognized him that night and said they’d seen him buying the burger?”

“In that case he’d have said that he went out on his boat and stopped afterward for a hamburger, and you were so desperate for an alibi you begged him to say you were with him. But no one came forward.”

“It sounds so risky,” Cynthia protested.

“Not risky. Simple,” Alvirah corrected. “Buh-lieve me, I’ve studied up on this a lot. You’d be amazed in how many cases the one who commits the murder is the chief mourner at the funeral. It’s a fact.”

They had arrived back at the cottages. “What now?” Cynthia asked.

“Now we go to your place and wait for your stepsister to phone.” Alvirah shook her head at Cynthia. “You still don’t believe me. Wait and see. I’ll make us a nice cup of tea. It’s too bad Creighton showed up before we had lunch. That was a good menu.”

They were eating tuna salad sandwiches on the deck of Cynthia’s cottage when the phone rang.

“Lillian for you,” Alvirah said. She followed Cynthia into the kitchen as Cynthia answered the call.

“Hello.” Cynthia’s voice was almost a whisper. Alvirah watched as the color drained from her face. “Hello, Lillian.”

Alvirah squeezed Cynthia’s arm and nodded her head vigorously. “Yes, Lillian, I just saw Ned. . . . No, I’m not joking. I don’t see anything funny about this. . . . Yes. I’ll come over tonight. Don’t bother about dinner. Your presence has a way of making my throat close. And, Lillian, I told Ned what I want. I won’t change my mind.”

Cynthia hung up and sank into a chair. “Alvirah, Lillian said that my accusation was ridiculous but that she knows her father could drive anyone to the point of losing control. She’s smart.”

“That doesn’t help us clear your name. I’ll give you my sunburst pin so you can record the conversation. You’ve got to get her to admit that you had absolutely nothing to do with the murder, that she set Ned up to trap you. What time did you tell her you’d go over to her house?”

“Eight o’clock. Ned will be with her.”

“Fine. Willy will go with you. He’ll be on the floor in the backseat of the car. For a big man he sure can roll himself into a beach ball. He’ll keep an eye on you. They certainly won’t try anything in that house. It would be too risky. Next to Willy, my sunburst pin is my greatest treasure,” she said. “I’ll show you how to use it.”

Throughout the afternoon, Alvirah coached Cynthia on what to say to her stepsister. “She’s got to be the one who put up the money for the restaurant. Probably through some sham investment companies. Tell her unless she pays up, you’re going to contact a top accountant you know who used to work for the government.”

“She knows I don’t have any money.”

“She doesn’t know who might have taken an interest in your case. That fellow who did the program on women in prison did, right?”

“Yes. Jeff took an interest.”

Alvirah’s eyes narrowed, then sparked. “Something between you and Jeff?”

“If I’m exonerated for Stuart Richards’s death, yes. If I’m not, there’ll never be anything between Jeff and me or anyone else and me.”

•  •  •

At six o’clock the phone rang again. Alvirah said, “I’ll answer. Let them know I’m here with you.” Her booming “Hello” was followed by a warm greeting. “Jeff, we were just talking about you. Cynthia is right here. My, what a pretty girl. You should see her new outfit. She’s been telling me all about you. Wait. I’ll put her on.”

Alvirah frankly listened in as Cynthia explained, “Alvirah rents the next cottage. She’s helping me. . . . No, I’m not coming back. . . . Yes, there is a reason to stay here. Tonight just maybe I’ll be able to get proof I wasn’t guilty of Stuart’s death. . . . No, don’t come down. I don’t want to see you, Jeff, not now. . . . Jeff, yes, yes, I love you. . . . Yes, if I clear my name, I’ll marry you.”

When Cynthia hung up she was close to tears. “Alvirah, I want to have a life with him so much. You know what he just said? He quoted ‘The Highwayman.’ He said, ‘I’ll come to thee by moonlight, though hell should bar the way.’ ”

“I like him,” Alvirah said flatly. “I can read a person from his voice on the phone. Is he coming tonight? I don’t want you getting upset or being talked out of this.”

“No. He’s been made anchorman for the ten o’clock news. But I bet anything he drives down tomorrow.”

“We’ll see about that. The more people in this, the more chance of having Ned and Lillian smell a rat.” Alvirah glanced out the window. “Oh, look, here comes Willy. Stars above, he caught more of those darn bluefish. They gave me heartburn, but I’d never tell him. Whenever he goes fishing I keep a package of Tums in my pocket. Oh, well.”

She opened the door and waved over a beaming Willy, who was proudly holding a line from which two limp bluefish dangled forlornly. Willy’s smile vanished as he took in Alvirah’s bright red mop of unruly hair and the purple print dress that squeezed her body into rolls of flesh. “Aw, nuts,” he said. “How come they took back the lottery money?”

•  •  •

At seven-thirty, after having dined on Willy’s latest catch, Alvirah placed a cup of tea in front of Cynthia. “You haven’t eaten a thing,” she said. “You’ve got to eat to keep your brain clear. Now, have you got it all straight?”

Cynthia fingered the sunburst pin. “I think so. It seems clear.”

“Remember, money had to have changed hands between those two—and I don’t care how clever they were, it can be traced. If they agree to pay you, offer to come down in price if they’ll give you the satisfaction of admitting the truth. Got it?”

“Got it.”

At seven-fifty Cynthia drove down the winding lane with Willy on the floor of the backseat. The brilliantly sunny day had turned into a cloudy evening. Alvirah walked through the cottage to the back deck. Wind was whipping the bay into a frenzy of waves that slammed onto the beach. The rumbling of thunder could be heard in the distance. The temperature had plummeted, and suddenly it felt more like October than August. Shivering, she debated about going next door to her own cottage and getting a sweater, then decided against it. In case anyone phoned, she wanted to be right here.

She made a second cup of tea for herself and settled at the dinette table, her back to the door leading from the deck. Then she began writing a first draft of the article she was sure she would be sending to the New York Globe. Satisfied, she read aloud what she had written. “ ‘Cynthia Lathem, who was nineteen years old when she was sentenced to a term of twelve years in prison for a murder she did not commit, can now prove her innocence. . . .’ ”

From behind her a voice said, “Oh, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

Alvirah swiveled around and stared up into the angry face of Ned Creighton.

•  •  •

Cynthia waited on the porch steps of the Richards mansion. Through the handsome mahogany door she could hear the faint sound of chimes. She had the incongruous thought that she still had her own key to this place, and she wondered if Lillian had changed the locks.

The door swung open. Lillian was standing in the wide hallway, light from the overhead Tiffany lamp accentuating her high cheekbones, wide blue eyes, silvery blond hair. Cynthia felt a chill race through her body. In these twelve years, Lillian had become a clone of Stuart Richards. Smaller of course. Younger, but still a feminine version of his outstanding looks. And with that same hint of cruelty around the eyes.

“Come in, Cynthia.” Lillian’s voice hadn’t changed. Clear, well-bred, but with that familiar sharp, angry undertone that had always characterized Stuart Richards’s speech.

Silently, Cynthia followed Lillian down the hallway. The living room was dimly lighted. It looked very much as she remembered it. The placement of the furniture, the Oriental carpets, the painting over the fireplace—all were the same. The baronial dining room on the left still had the same unused appearance. They’d usually eaten in the small dining room off the library.

She had expected that Lillian would take her to the library. Instead, Lillian went directly back to the study where Stuart had died. Cynthia narrowed her lips, felt for the sunburst pin. Was this an attempt to intimidate her? she wondered.

Lillian sat behind the massive desk.

Cynthia thought again of the night she’d come into this room and found Stuart sprawled on the carpet beside that desk. She knew her hands were clammy. Perspiration was forming on her forehead. Outside she could hear the wind wailing as it increased in velocity. Lillian folded her hands and looked up at Cynthia.

“You might as well sit down.”

Cynthia bit her lip. The rest of her life would be determined by what she said in these next minutes. “I think I’m the one who should suggest the seating arrangements,” she told Lillian. “Your father did leave this house to me. When you phoned, you talked about a settlement. Don’t play games now. And don’t try to intimidate me. Prison took all the shyness out of me, I promise you that. Where is Ned?”

“He’ll be along any minute. Cynthia, those accusations you made to him are insane. You know that.”

“I thought I came here to discuss receiving my share of Stuart’s estate.”

“You came here because I’m sorry for you and because I want to give you a chance to go away somewhere and begin a new life. I’m prepared to set up a trust fund that will give you a monthly income. Another woman wouldn’t be so generous to her father’s murderer.”

Cynthia stared at Lillian, taking in the contempt in her eyes, the icy calm of her demeanor. She had to break that calm. She walked over to the window and looked out. The rain was beating against the house. Claps of thunder shattered the silence in the room. “I wonder what Ned would have done to keep me out of the house that night if it had been raining like this,” she said. “The weather worked out for him, didn’t it? Warm and cloudy. No other boats nearby. Only that one witness, and now I’ve found her. Didn’t Ned tell you that she positively identified him?”

“How many people would believe that anyone could recognize a stranger after nearly thirteen years? Cynthia, I don’t know whom you’ve hired for this charade, but I’m warning you—drop it. Accept my offer, or I’ll call the police and have you arrested for harassment. Don’t forget it’s very easy to get a criminal’s parole revoked.”

“A criminal’s parole. I agree. But I’m not a criminal, and you know it.” Cynthia walked over to the Jacobean armoire and pulled open the top drawer. “I knew Stuart kept a gun here. But you certainly knew too. You claimed he had never told you that he’d changed his will and was leaving the Dartmouth half of his estate to me. But you were lying. If Stuart sent for me to tell me about his will, he certainly didn’t hide what he was doing from you.”

“He did not tell me. I hadn’t seen him for three months.”

“You may not have seen him, but you spoke to him, didn’t you? You could have put up with Dartmouth getting half his fortune but couldn’t stand the idea of splitting his money with me. You hated me for the years I lived in this house, for the fact that he liked me, while you two always clashed. You’ve got that same vile temper he had.”

Lillian stood up. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Cynthia slammed the drawer shut. “Oh, yes, I do. And every fact that convicted me will convict you. I had a key to this house. You had a key. There was no sign of a struggle. I don’t think you sent anyone to murder him. I think you did it yourself. Stuart had a panic button on his desk. He didn’t push it. He never thought his own daughter would harm him. Why did Ned just happen to stop by that afternoon? You knew Stuart had invited me here for the weekend. You knew that he’d encourage me to go out with Ned. Stuart liked company and then he liked to be alone. Maybe Ned hasn’t made it clear to you. That witness I found keeps a diary. She showed it to me. She’s been writing in it every night since she was twenty. There was no way that entry could have been doctored. She described me. She described Ned’s car. She even wrote about the noisy kids on line and how impatient everyone was with them.”

I’m getting to her, Cynthia thought. Lillian’s face was pale. Her throat was closing convulsively. Deliberately, Cynthia walked back to the desk so that the sunburst pin was pointed directly at Lillian. “You played it smart, didn’t you?” she asked. “Ned didn’t start pouring money into that restaurant until after I was safely in prison. And I’m sure that on the surface he has some respectable investors. But today the government is awfully good at getting to the source of laundered money. Your money, Lillian.”

“You’ll never prove it.” But Lillian’s voice had become shrill.

Oh God, if I can just get her to admit it, Cynthia thought. She grasped the edge of the desk with both hands and leaned forward. “Possibly not. But don’t take the chance. Let me tell you how it feels to be fingerprinted and handcuffed. How it feels to sit next to a lawyer and hear the district attorney accuse you of murder. How it feels to study the faces of the jury. Jurors are ordinary-looking people. Old. Young. Black. White. Well dressed. Shabby. But they hold the rest of your life in their hands. And, Lillian, you won’t like it. The waiting. The damning evidence that fits you much more than it ever fitted me. You don’t have the temperament or the guts to go through with it.”

Lillian stood up. Her face was frozen in hatred. “Bear in mind there were a lot of taxes when the estate was settled. A good lawyer could probably destroy your so-called witness, but I don’t need the scandal. Yes, I’ll give you your half.” Then she smiled.

•  •  •

“You should have stayed in Arizona,” Ned Creighton said to Alvirah. The gun he was holding was pointed at her chest. Alvirah sat at the dinette table, measuring her chances to escape. There were none. He had believed her story this afternoon, and now he had to kill her. Alvirah had the fleeting thought that she’d always known she would have made a wonderful actress. Should she warn Ned her husband would be home any minute? No. At the restaurant she’d told him she was a widow. How long would Willy and Cynthia be? Too long. Lillian wouldn’t let Cynthia go until she was sure there was no witness alive, but maybe if Alvirah kept him talking, she’d think of something. “How much did you get for your part in the murder?” she asked.

Ned Creighton smiled, a thin sneering movement of his mouth. “Three million. Just enough to start a classy restaurant.”

Alvirah mourned the fact that she had lent her sunburst pin to Cynthia. Proof. Absolute, positive proof, and she wasn’t able to record it. And if anything happened to her, no one would know. Mark my words, she thought. If I get out of this, I’m going to have Charley Evans get me a backup pin. Maybe that one should be silver. No, platinum.

Creighton waved his pistol. “Get up.”

Alvirah pushed back the chair, leaned her hands on the table. The sugar bowl was in front of her. Did she dare throw it at him? She knew her aim was good, but a gun was faster than a sugar bowl.

“Go into the living room.” As she walked around the table, Creighton reached over, grabbed her notes and the beginning of her article and stuffed them in his pocket.

There was a wooden rocking chair next to the fireplace. Creighton pointed to it. “Sit down right there.”

Alvirah sat down heavily. Ned’s gun was still trained on her. If she tipped the rocker forward and landed on him, could she get away from him? Creighton reached for a narrow key dangling from the mantel. Leaning over, he inserted it in a cylinder in one of the bricks and turned it. The hissing sound of gas spurted from the fireplace. He straightened up. From the matchbox on the mantel he extracted a long safety match, scratched it on the box, blew out the flame and tossed the match onto the hearth. “It’s getting cold,” he said. “You decided to light a fire. You turned on the gas jet. You threw in a match, but it didn’t take. When you bent down to turn off the jet and start again, you lost your balance and fell. Your head struck the mantel and you lost consciousness. A terrible accident for such a nice woman. Cynthia will be very upset when she finds you.”

The smell of gas was permeating the room. Alvirah tried to tilt the rocker forward. She had to take the chance of butting Creighton with her head and making him drop the gun. She was too late. A vise-like grip on her shoulders. The sense of being pulled forward. Her forehead slamming against the mantel before she fell to the stone hearth. As she lost consciousness, Alvirah was aware of the sickening smell of gas filling her nostrils.

•  •  •

“Here’s Ned now,” Lillian said calmly at the sound of door chimes. “I’ll let him in.”

Cynthia waited. Lillian still had not admitted anything. Could she get Ned Creighton to incriminate himself? She felt like a tightrope walker on a slippery wire, trying to inch her way across a chasm. If she failed, the rest of her life wouldn’t be worth living.

Creighton was following Lillian into the room. “Cynthia.” His nod was impersonal, not unpleasant. He pulled up a chair beside the desk where Lillian had an open file of printouts.

“I’m just giving Cynthia an idea of how much the estate shrank after the taxes had been settled,” Lillian told Creighton. “Then we’ll estimate her share.”

“Don’t deduct whatever you paid Ned from what is rightfully mine,” Cynthia said. She saw the angry look Ned shot at Lillian. “Oh, please,” she snapped, “among the three of us, let’s say it straight.”

Lillian said coldly, “I told you that I wanted to share the estate. I know my father could drive people over the edge. I’m doing this because I’m sorry for you. Now here are the figures.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Lillian pulled balance sheets out of the file. “Allowing for taxes and then interest made on the remainder, your share would now be five million dollars.”

“And this house,” Cynthia interjected. Bewildered, she realized that with each passing moment Lillian and Ned were becoming more visibly relaxed. They were both smiling.

“Oh, not the house,” Lillian protested. “There’d be too much gossip. We’ll have the house appraised, and I’ll pay you the value of it. Remember, Cynthia, I’m being very generous. My father toyed with people’s lives. He was cruel. If you hadn’t killed him, someone else would have. That’s why I’m doing this.”

“You’re doing it because you don’t want to sit in a courtroom and take the chance on being convicted of murder, that’s why you’re doing it.” Oh God, Cynthia thought. It’s no use. If I can’t get her to admit it, it’s all over. By tomorrow Lillian and Ned would have the chance to check on Alvirah. “You can have the house,” she said. “Don’t pay me for it. Just give me the satisfaction of hearing the truth. Admit that I had nothing to do with your father’s murder.”

Lillian glanced at Ned, then at the clock. “I think at this time we should honor that request.” She began to laugh. “Cynthia, I am like my father. I enjoy toying with people. My father did phone to tell me about the change in his will. I could live with Dartmouth getting half his estate but not you. He told me you were coming up—the rest was easy. My mother was a wonderful woman. She was only too happy to verify that I was in New York with her that evening. Ned was delighted to get a great deal of money for giving you a boat ride. You’re smart, Cynthia. Smarter than the district attorney’s office. Smarter than that dumb lawyer you had.”

Let the recorder be working, Cynthia prayed. Let it be working. “And smart enough to find a witness who could verify my story,” she added.

Lillian and Ned burst into laughter. “What witness?” Ned asked.

“Get out,” Lillian told her. “Get out this minute and don’t come back.”

•  •  •

Jeff Knight drove swiftly along Route 6, trying to read signs through the torrential rain that was slashing the windshield. Exit 8. He was coming up to it. The producer of the ten o’clock news had been unexpectedly decent. Of course there was a reason. “Go ahead. If Cynthia Lathem is on the Cape and thinks she has a lead on her stepfather’s death, you’ve got a great story breaking.”

Jeff wasn’t interested in a great story. His only concern was Cynthia. Now he gripped the steering wheel with his long fingers. He had managed to get her address as well as her phone number from her parole officer. He’d spent a lot of summers on the Cape. That is why it had been so frustrating when he had tried to prove Cynthia’s story about stopping at the hamburger stand and gotten nowhere. But he’d always stayed in Eastham, some fifty miles from Cotuit. Exit 8. He turned onto Union Street, drove to Route 6A. A couple of miles more. Why did he have the sense of impending doom? If Cynthia had a real lead that could help her, she could be in danger.

He had to slam on his brakes when he reached Nobscusset Road. Another car, ignoring the stop sign, raced from Nobscusset across 6A. Damn fool, Jeff thought as he turned right, then left toward the bay. He realized that the whole area was in darkness. A power failure. He reached the dead end, turned left. The cottage had to be on this winding lane. Number six. He drove slowly, trying to read the numbers as his headlights shone on the mailboxes. Two. Four. Six. Jeff pulled into the driveway, threw open the door and ran through the pelting rain toward the cottage. He held his finger on the bell, then realized that because of the power failure it did not work. He pounded on the door several times. There was no answer. Cynthia wasn’t home. He started to walk down the steps, then a sudden unreasoning fear made him go back, pound again on the door, then turn the knob. It twisted in his hand. He pushed the door open.

“Cynthia,” he started to call, then gasped as the odor of gas rushed at him. He could hear the hissing coming from the fireplace. Rushing to turn the jet off, he tripped over the prone figure of Alvirah.

•  •  •

Willy moved restlessly in the backseat of Cynthia’s car. She’d been in that house for more than an hour now. The guy who’d come later had been there fifteen minutes. Willy wasn’t sure what to do. Alvirah really hadn’t given specific instructions. She just wanted him to be around to make sure Cynthia didn’t leave the house with anyone.

As he debated, he heard the screeching sound of sirens. Police cars. The sirens got closer. Astonished, Willy watched as they turned into the long driveway of the Richards estate and thundered toward him. Policemen rushed from the squad cars, raced up the steps and pounded on the door.

A moment later a sedan pulled into the driveway and stopped behind the squad cars. As Willy watched, a big fellow in a trench coat leapt out of it and took the steps to the porch two at a time. Willy climbed awkwardly out of the car and hoisted himself to his feet in the driveway.

He was in time to grab Alvirah as she staggered from the back of the sedan. Even in the dark he could see the welt on her forehead. “Honey, what happened?”

“I’ll tell you later. Get me inside. I don’t want to miss this.”

In the study of the late Stuart Richards, Alvirah experienced her finest hour. Pointing her finger at Ned, in her most vibrant tones, she pronounced, “He held a gun to me. He turned on the gas jet. He smashed my head against the fireplace. And told me that Lillian Richards paid him three million dollars to set up Cynthia as the murderer.”

Cynthia stared at her stepsister. “And unless the batteries in Alvirah’s recorder are dead, I have both of them on record admitting their guilt.”

•  •  •

The next morning, Willy fixed a late breakfast and served it on the deck. The storm had ended, and once again the sky was joyously blue. Seagulls swooped down to feast on surfacing fish. The bay was tranquil, and children were making castles in the damp sand at the water’s edge.

Alvirah, not that much worse for her experience, had finished her article and phoned it in to Charley Evans. Charley had promised her the most ornate sunburst pin that money could buy, one with a microphone so sensitive it could pick up a mouse sneezing in the next room.

Now, as she munched a chocolate-covered doughnut and sipped coffee, she said, “Oh, here comes Jeff. What a shame he had to drive back to Boston last night, but wasn’t he wonderful telling the story on the news this morning, and all about how Ned Creighton is talking his head off to the cops? Buh-lieve me, Jeff will go places with the networks.”

“That guy saved your life, honey,” Willy said. “He’s aces high with me. I can’t believe I was curled up in that car like a jack-in-the-box when you had your head in a gas jet.”

They watched as Jeff got out of the car and Cynthia rushed down the walk and into his arms. Alvirah pushed her chair back. “I’ll run over and say hello. It’s a real treat to see how they look at each other. They’re so in love.”

Willy placed a gentle but firm hand on her shoulder. “Alvirah, honey,” he begged, “just this once, for five minutes, mind your own business.”


The Tell-Tale Purr

There comes a time when in the name of common decency grandmothers ought to die. I confess that in the early stages of my life I had a halfhearted affection for my grandmother but that time is long since past. She is now well up in her eighties and still exceedingly vain even though at night her teeth repose in a water glass by her bed. She has a constant struggle every morning to get her contact lenses popped into her myopic eyes and requires a cane to support her arthritic knees. The cane is a custom-made affair designed to resemble the walking stick Fred Astaire used in some of his dances. Grandma’s story is that she danced with him when she was young and the cane/walking stick is her good-luck charm.

Her mind is still very keen and seems to become keener even as her eccentricities grow. She, who always proudly considered herself frugal, is spending money like water. Thanks to several investments her husband, my grandfather, made, she is downright wealthy and it has been with great pleasure that I have observed her simple lifestyle. But now it is different. For example, she just put an elevator, which cost forty thousand dollars, in her modest home. She is sure she will live to be one hundred and is contemplating building a state-of-the-art gym in the backyard because she read in a Harvard medical report that exercise is good for arthritis.

I submit to you that a better cure for her arthritis is to put an end to it forever. This I propose to do.

You must realize that I am her sole grandson and heir. Her only child, my mother, departed this earth shortly after I graduated from college. In the twenty-six years since then I have married and divorced twice and been involved in many ill-fated ventures. It is time for me to stop wasting my time on useless enterprises and enjoy a life of comfort. I must help to make that possible.

Obviously her demise would need to seem natural. At her advanced age, it would not be unlikely to have her pass away in her sleep, but if someone holding a pillow were to help that situation occur there is always the danger of a bruise that might make the police suspicious. Police always look for motive and I would be a living, breathing motive. I am uncomfortable about the fact that when under the influence of wine I was heard to say that the only present I wanted from my grandmother for my next birthday was a ticket to her funeral.

How then was I to help my grandmother sail across the River Styx without arousing suspicion?

I was quite simply at a loss. I could push her down the stairs and claim she fell but if she survived the fall, she would know that I caused it.

I could try to disable her car but that ancient old Bentley she drives with the skill of Mario Andretti would probably survive a crash.

Poison is easily detectable.

My problem was solved in a most unexpected way.

I had been invited to have dinner at the home of a successful friend, Clifford Winkle. I value Clifford’s superb wines and gourmet table far more than I value Clifford. Also I find his wife, Belinda, insipid. But I was in the mood for a splendid dinner in comfortable circumstances and looked forward to the evening with pleasure.

I was seated with Clifford and his wife, enjoying a generous scotch on the rocks that I knew had been poured from a two-hundred-dollar bottle of single malt reserve, when their little treasure, ten-year-old Perry, burst into the room.

“I’ve decided, I’ve decided,” he shouted, spittle spraying from the space between his upper front teeth.

The parents smiled indulgently. “Perry has been reading the complete works of Edgar Allan Poe this week,” Clifford told me.

The last time I was a guest I had endured Perry’s endless description of a book he had read about fly-fishing, and how by reading it, he could really, really understand all about baiting and casting and catching and why fly-fishing was really, really special. I wanted desperately to interrupt him and tell him I had already seen A River Runs Through It, Robert Redford’s splendid film on the subject but, of course, I did not.

Now Perry’s all-consuming passion was obviously Edgar Allan Poe. “ ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ is my favorite,” he crowed, his short red hair spiking up on the crown of his skull, “but I could write a better ending, I know I could.”

Barefoot boy with cheek out-Poes Poe, I thought. However, I wanted to show some small degree of interest. I was down to my last sip of the two-hundred-dollar scotch and hoped that by directing attention to myself, Clifford might notice my empty glass and not neglect his duty as my host. “In high school I wrote a new ending to ‘The Cask of Amantillado,’ ” I volunteered. “I got an A in my English class for it. I remember how it began.” I cleared my throat. “ ‘Yes. I killed him. I killed him a long fifty years ago. . . .’ ”

Perry ignored me. “You see in the ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ the guy killed the old man because he can’t stand looking at his eye. Then he buries the old man’s heart but when the cops come he thinks he hears the heart beating and goes nuts and confesses. Right?”

“Right!” Clifford affirmed enthusiastically.

“Exactly. Um-hmm,” Belinda agreed, beaming at her whiz kid.

“In my book, the guy kills the old man, but another guy watches him do it, then helps him cut up the body and bury the heart under the floor. When the cops come in, the murderer laughs and jokes with them and thinks he’s getting away with it. Then when the cops go, the friend comes back and as a joke says he can hear the old man’s heart beating. Isn’t that good?”

Fascinating, I thought. If only Poe had lived to meet Perry.

“But then the murderer, ’cause he doesn’t know it’s a joke, believes he really is hearing the heart, and you know what?”

“What?” Clifford asked.

“I can’t guess,” Belinda gushed, her eyes wide, her hands clutching the arms of her chair.

“The murderer dies of fright because of the heart he thinks he’s hearing.”

Perry beamed at his own brilliance. Send for the Nobel Prize, I thought, not realizing there was more to come.

“And the twist is that his friend was going to split the money the old man had hidden somewhere in London and now he realizes he’ll never know where to find it so he’s punished for the crime too.” Perry grinned triumphantly, an ear-to-ear grin that made all the freckles on his cheeks bond together in a henna-tinted mass.

It was I who led the applause and my reaction was genuine. The sound had scared the murderer to death. My grandmother’s fear of cats rushed into my mind. She shakes and trembles to the point of almost fainting at the sight or sound of one. It goes back, I am told, over eighty years ago when a rabid cat attacked her in the garden. She still bears a scar on her left cheek from that long-ago encounter.

My grandmother has a new elevator.

Suppose . . . just suppose, Grandma got stuck in her new elevator in the dark during a power failure. And then she hears the sounds of cats yowling and hissing and howling and purring. She hears them scratching at the door of the elevator. She is sure they will break through. She cowers, shrieking, against the back of the elevator, then crumples onto the floor, the memory of that long-ago attack overwhelming her. No, it is not a memory. It is happening. She is sure that the cat is poised to attack her again, not just one cat but all the cats in this crazed, menacing pack, foaming at the mouth, teeth bared.

There is only one way to escape the panic. She is frightened into heart failure and her death would be blamed on her being trapped, alone, at night, in the new elevator.

I was so excited and thrilled at this solution to my problem that I hardly tasted the excellent dinner and was uncommonly responsive to Perry who, of course, dined with us and never shut up.

I planned my grandmother’s death very carefully. Nothing must arouse even the slightest suspicion. Fortunately there are frequent power failures in her area of northern Connecticut during wind storms. She has talked of installing a home generator but so far that has not happened. Still, I knew I had to move swiftly.

Night after night for the next few weeks, I roamed through the nearby towns, slithering through dark alleys and around abandoned buildings, any place where wild cats gathered. I tossed pieces of meat and cheese to get them fighting with one another, their teeth bared, their ungodly yowls rumbling from their throats, getting it all on tape. One night I was attacked by a cat who, frantic for the food in my hand, sprung on me, her front claw ripping my left cheek in the same spot my grandmother was scarred.

Undeterred, I kept on my mission, even recording cats in animal shelters, where I caught the plaintive meows of discarded felines bewildered by their fate. At the home of a neighbor I secretly caught on tape the contented purring of her cherished pet.

A cacophony of sound, a work of genius. That was the result of my labors.

As I was engaged in my nocturnal wanderings, by day I was also lavishing attention on my grandmother, visiting her at least three times a week, enduring at mealtime the vegetarian regime that was her latest quirk to stay alive until her hundredth birthday. Seen with such frequency, the annoying habits she was developing became increasingly hard to take. She began avoiding my eyes when I spoke to her as though she were aware everything I said was a lie. She also took on a nervous mannerism of pursing then releasing her lips, which gave the impression she was always sucking on a straw.

Grandma lived alone. Her housekeeper, Ana, a kind Jamaican woman, arrived at 9 A.M., prepared Grandma’s breakfast and lunch, tidied the house, then went home and returned to prepare and serve dinner. Ana was very protective of Grandma. She had already confided to me her distress that Grandma might somehow get trapped in the elevator when she was alone. “You know how when it gets very windy, she gets power failures that can last for hours,” Ana worried. I assured her that I too was troubled by that possibility. Then, I impatiently waited for the weather to cooperate and a good wind storm to come along. It finally happened. The weather report was for heavy winds during the night. That evening I had dinner with Grandma, a particularly difficult dinner, what with the vegetarian menu, Grandma’s averted eyes, her twitching mouth and then the dismaying news that she was meeting an architect concerning her idea for building a personal gym. It was clearly time to act.

After dinner, I kissed Grandma good night, went into the kitchen, where Ana was tidying up, then drove away. At that time, I only lived three blocks from Grandma. I parked my car and waved to my next-door neighbor, who was just arriving home. I felt it was fortuitous that, if necessary, he could testify that he had seen me enter my own modest rental cottage. I waited an hour and then slipped out my back door. It was already dark and chillingly cold, and it was easy to hurry undetected back to Grandma’s house. I arrived through the wooded area, checking to be sure that Ana’s car was gone. It was, and I slipped across the lawn to the window of the den. As I had expected, I could see Grandma, hunched up on her recliner, an old fur lap robe wrapped around her, watching her favorite television show.

For the next ten minutes she stayed there, then, as I had expected, promptly at nine o’clock, the fur robe dragging behind her, she turned off the television and made her way to the front of the house. In a flash, key in hand, I was at the basement door and inside. As soon as I heard the rumble of the elevator, I threw the switch, plunging the house into silence and darkness.

I crept upstairs, my feet noiseless in my sneakers, my flashlight a thin beam. From the sound of my grandmother’s cries for help I could detect that the elevator was only a few feet off the floor. Now for the tricky part. I placed my tape recorder on the vestibule table behind a book I had left for Grandma. I reasoned that Ana, if indeed she noticed it, would think nothing of it being there. I had developed a habit of bringing books and little gifts for Grandma.

And then I turned on the tape. The sound that thundered from it was a litany from cat hell, meowing, clawing, scratching and howling, their shrieks interwoven with the sudden incongruous rattle of purring contentment.

There was absolute silence from the elevator.

Had the recording done its job already? I wondered. It was possible, but I wouldn’t know for sure until the morning. The tape was twenty minutes long and would play repeatedly until midnight. I was sure that would be sufficient.

I let myself out of the house and walked home at a quick pace, bracing against the sharp wind that was now making tree branches bend and dance. Chilled to the bone, I went directly to bed. I confess I could not fall asleep. The mental image of my grandmother’s stiffening body inside her elevator kept me from restful slumber. But then as I allowed myself to imagine finally getting my hands on all her money, my frame of mind improved and from dawn till eight o’clock I enjoyed a refreshing slumber.

But then as I began to prepare breakfast, several possibilities occurred to me. Suppose Grandma’s face was frozen into a frightened mask? Would that make anyone suspicious? Worse yet, suppose for some reason the recording had not automatically turned off!

My original plan had been to await Ana’s phone call, the one that would convey the sad news that Grandma had been trapped in the elevator and must have had a heart attack. At the frightening possibility that the tape just might still be playing, I leapt up from the breakfast table, threw on some clothes and rushed over, arriving as Ana was opening the front door. To my vast relief there was no sound from the recorder.

The morning was overcast, which meant that the vestibule was dark. As Ana greeted me she tried to turn on the light. Then she frowned. “My God, there must have been another power failure.” She turned and made a beeline for the stairs to Grandma’s bedroom. I, on the other hand, raced down to the basement and threw the master switch on the panel. The whir of the elevator rewarded me. I rushed up the stairs and was there when Ana yanked open the elevator door. Grandma was on the floor wrapped in her mink fur lap robe. She opened her eyes and blinked up at us. With the fur wrapped around her head, the strands of fur resting on her cheek, for all the world she had the face of a cat. Her mouth pursed in and out as though she were sipping milk. “Grandma . . .” My voice failed. With Ana’s help, she was struggling to her feet, her hands on the floor, her back arched to help regain her balance.

“Eerr . . . eerr . . .” she sighed. Or was she saying “Purrrr . . . purrrr”?

“Eerrr, that’s the best sleep I’ve had in years,” Grandma said contentedly.

“Weren’t you frightened trapped in there?” Ana asked incredulously.

“Oh, no, I was tired and I just made the best of it. I tried calling out but there was no one to hear me. I decided not to waste my voice.”

The recording had been playing. I had heard it myself.

Grandma was eyeing me. “You look terrible,” she said. “I don’t want you worrying about me. Don’t you know I’ll live to be one hundred? That’s my promise to you. So I was stuck in the elevator. The carpet is thick. I lay down and was nice and warm under the robe. In my dreams I was hearing this faint purring sound like water lapping against the shore.”

Afraid I would give myself away, I stumbled downstairs and grabbed my recorder from the table, then realized that in my haste I had knocked a small object off the table. I bent down and picked it up. It was a hearing aid. I started to lay it down and saw there was another one on the table.

Ana was coming down the stairs. “How long has Grandma been wearing hearing aids?” I demanded.

“They’re just what I’m coming for. She leaves them on that table every night. She’s so vain that I guess she didn’t tell you that her hearing has been going steadily downhill and she’s practically deaf now. She’s been studying lip reading and is quite good at it. Haven’t you noticed the way she always looks at your lips when you’re talking? She finally got the hearing aids but uses them only for television in the evening and always leaves them right here.”

“She can’t hear?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“Only a few sounds, deep ones, nothing shrill.”

That happened five years ago. Of course, I immediately destroyed the tape, but in my sleep I hear it playing over and over. It doesn’t frighten me. Instead it keeps me company. I don’t know why. There’s something else that’s a little strange. I cannot look at my grandmother’s face without seeing the face of a cat. That’s because of those whiskers on her cheeks and lips, the odd pursing movements of her mouth, the narrow intense eyes that are always focused on my lips. Also, her bedchamber of choice is now the elevator where, for naps and at night, she curls up on the carpeted floor wrapped in her mink lap robe. Her breathing has even taken on a purring sound.

I can hardly keep my wits about me as I await my inheritance. I do not have the courage to try to precipitate its arrival again. I live with Grandma now, and as time passes, I believe I am beginning to resemble her. The scar on her cheek is directly under her left eye; mine is in the same spot. I have a very light beard and shave infrequently. At times my beard looks just like her whiskers. We have those same narrow green eyes.

My grandmother loves very warm milk. She’s taken to pouring it into a saucer to cool it before she laps it up. I tried it and now I like it that way too. It’s purr-fect.

ops/images/title.jpg
MARY HIGGINS CLARK

Death Wears a
Beauty Mask

AND OTHER STORIES

I

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney  New Delhi






ops/images/common.jpg








ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/copy.jpg





ops/images/9781501111013.jpg



