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As much a fool as he was, he loved money, and knew how to keep it when he had it, and was wise enough to keep his own counsel.
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It was a particularly unpleasant March. It blew in like a lion and showed no signs of blowing out any other way. The trees and spring flowers that normally began blooming toward the end of the month remained bare. I cut several long branches of forsythia from the bushes in our backyard and put them in water in our living room and family room to force the flowers, checking daily for a hint of yellow.

Eddie, who had turned three the previous November, had one cold after another, several of which I caught myself, and even Jack, who was rarely under the weather, came down with a debilitating flu at the end of February that kept him home for a few days at the beginning of March. A windstorm in the middle of the month brought down an old tree at the far end of our backyard, narrowly missing our garage. Observing the damage the next morning, I felt utterly drained. It would be a big job to cut it into pieces the right size for firewood or for the DPW to pick up at the curb.

“I have had enough!” I said out loud to the cold air, the cloudy sky, and the still hard ground. But no one heard me.

Eddie had been attending nursery school two mornings a week, probably the source of all the sniffles in the family, but during March he missed almost as many sessions as he went to. That meant I had to ask Elsie Rivers, my chief baby-sitter and surrogate grandmother, to come to our house while I taught my poetry course on Tuesday mornings.

All in all, it wasn’t the best month of my life, and I had T. S. Eliot’s cruelest month to look forward to when March was over. Sometimes you just can’t win.

It was in March that I ran into an Oakwood man I had heard of but never met, and I lived to regret that run-in. For run-in was what it was. I was in Prince’s, the upscale supermarket—we have two in our area, one ordinary, one carrying more exotic, and more expensive, items that I like to buy for treats. No chance this penny-pincher will ever take something off a shelf that costs ten cents more than I can pay in another place close to home.

Jack, my lawyer-cop husband who is a fabulous cook, had asked me to pick up some oil-cured olives for a dish he was planning to make over the weekend, and I was staring at cans and jars of green, black, and dark red olives when I heard the sound of a small boy imitating a train or a race car. I wasn’t sure which, and I looked down to find my cart of groceries gone and my son zipping down the aisle pushing the cart at a dangerous level of speed.

“Eddie, stop!” I called as I took off after him, holding a jar of what might be the olives I needed to buy.

But I was too late to avoid disaster. I heard a male voice say, “Ow!” and then, a second or two later as I scampered on the scene, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Eddie had managed to smack the man in the rear, probably rather painfully, and my son now stood looking up at me, his hands behind his back as though the cart had simply taken off by itself, and a sympathetic onlooker, of which there were none, might generously conclude that he was in the process of stopping it when its victim got in the way.

“I’m terribly sorry,” I said to the man, who looked enraged enough to do us both in. “Eddie, you are not to push the cart by yourself.”

He fought back tears, which had no effect on either me or the man rubbing the back of his leg.

“If you can’t control that kid, leave him home when you shop. He’s a goddamn menace.”

“I’m very sorry,” I said again.

“Sorry doesn’t cut it.” He then bent down and, to my utter chagrin, picked up a cane that had apparently been knocked out of his hand when the cart hit him.

I felt terrible. “I hope you’re all right,” I said lamely, taking Eddie’s hand so he could not get away, not that he wanted to. “Can I help you? Is there anything I can do?”

“Keep that kid away from me,” the man growled, taking hold of his cart and pushing it away from us.

“Eddie, you hurt that man,” I said, lifting him and setting him in the child’s seat, where he should have been in the first place.

“No.”

“Yes, you did. You pushed the cart right into him and you hurt him.”

“No!” he shouted.

“Keep quiet. We’ll talk about it when we get home. I just need a few more things.”

“You picked the wrong guy,” a woman’s voice said beside me.

“What do you mean?” I turned to see a woman that I knew vaguely from church, or maybe the town council.

“He growls if you pat him on the head. You’re lucky he just walked away.”

“Who is he?”

“That’s Willard Platt.”

“I’ve heard the name.”

“He and his wife live over in Oakwood on the hill, a big house set way back from the road.”

I knew the one she meant. My aunt had pointed it out many years ago when I was still a nun and came to visit monthly. It was a beautiful home, although somewhat forbidding in its setting, larger than I could ever imagine living in myself and, frankly, not the kind of place I would send my child to trick or treat on Halloween. “Well, my son has left him black and blue. I notice he walks with a cane. I really feel terrible.”

“He probably won’t do anything, but he’s initiated some pesty lawsuits.”

“That’s all I need,” I said.

“Have a nice day,” the woman said breezily and went down toward the other end of the aisle.

I finished my shopping, got in the express line, and checked out. It was late in the afternoon and cold. I pulled Eddie’s hood over his head and tied the cord. He was very docile, sensing my anger. I pushed the cart through the automatic door and turned toward where I had parked my car. As I crossed the car lane that ran in front of the store, I saw someone standing next to a car parked about twenty feet from us. I stopped and looked. It was Willard Platt, cane in hand, watching us. My heart pounding, I went to our car, which was quite close, got Eddie in his car seat and the bag of groceries in the front seat, and went around to my side. I glanced at Platt just before I sat down. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought he was writing something down.

Although I am approaching my mid-thirties, lawsuits and upscale supermarket shopping and children have entered my life only in the last few years. At the age of fifteen I went to live at St. Stephen’s Convent on the Hudson River north of New York’s northern suburbs, and it was my home for fifteen years. I was a nun for many of those years, released from my vows and leaving at the age of thirty to live a secular life in the house I inherited from my Aunt Margaret. The house is now expanded, both in additions and in family, and my own life is very different from those years as a nun, years that I cherish. I am a suburban homeowner, part-time teacher, and full-time wife and mother, all things that bring pleasure to my life, except when they entail collisions at Prince’s.

“It was my fault,” I told Jack when we were having dinner later on. Eddie had eaten, taken a bath, and gone to bed. I had let him know I was angry and that he’d hurt someone and that I never wanted him to do that again. “I let him run around, I took my eyes off him—” I shook my head. “I hope that man wasn’t hurt.”

“You handled it as best you could, Chris. Eddie knows he shouldn’t have done it. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“Does the name Willard Platt mean anything to you?”

“Platt? I don’t think so.”

“You know the big house up on the hill? The one set way back from the road? Probably dates back to the Fifties.”

“Sure. It’s not far from Vitale’s Nursery, where we bought the annuals last spring.”

“That’s the one. He and his wife live there.”

“Oh, that guy. I think he has a permanent gripe against humanity.”

“What have you heard?”

“Well, he doesn’t exactly eat little children for dinner but he’s a general pain in the ass. Made it hard for the town when they wanted to upgrade the sewer over there and had to dig up part of the road. Insisted they post a tremendous bond and do some landscaping on his property that the town should never have paid for. Look, it takes all kinds.”

“I expect he’s in pain. He uses a cane—which our son knocked out of his hand—and when you’re in pain, it’s hard to be bright and smiley.”

Jack gave me a look. “Relax,” he said. “Knowing you, I bet you were nicer to him than anyone else has been for a long time. By the way, did you get those oil-cured olives for me?”

I laughed. Jack always knows what’s important in life. “I did, and they were the cause of the trouble. I was looking over the olive shelf—did you know how many kinds of olives there are?—when Eddie took off with the cart. But I got the olives. What’re you going to do with them?”

“It’s a great-sounding dish: fresh tuna, pasta, those olives, and tomatoes. Maybe some capers in there—I don’t remember. I can’t wait for the weekend.”

“It’ll be here soon enough. I’ll be glad to see the last of March.”

As it happened, the last of March was Friday. It snowed in the morning and the wind blew so hard that small drifts formed on the lawns. They were rather pretty, very smooth, almost like sculptures, starting from nothing and rising in little hills, showing the direction of the wind. But as aesthetically pleasing as they were, I longed for warmer weather and less wind.

I was doing some word processing for my friend Arnold Gold, the lawyer, and happily Eddie took a good nap after lunch. He had become occasionally irritable about naps lately, thinking he was missing something while he slept, and I knew these quiet afternoons would run their course in the next year or sooner. I was able to finish a major section of my work before I heard him stir, so I closed down my work and looked in his room. He had been sleeping in a bed since his third birthday, a metal rail protecting him on one side, the wall on the other.

“Want to go out?” I asked as I helped him out of the bed.

“OK.”

“I want to buy some peat pots for my seedlings,” I said. “Peep pots?” he asked, sounding confused. “Peat pots. They’re little pots for my tomato and pepper plants.”

“OK.”

He put his shoes on and I tied the laces. Then we bundled up and went out to the car. I drove to the nursery that was near the Platt house and picked up a bunch of peat pots and some good potting soil. I was a little ahead of myself, having just planted the seeds on St. Patrick’s Day. The delicate seedlings were barely up and hadn’t formed any true leaves yet, but I wanted the pots handy for when I needed them. Eddie behaved admirably, helping to carry some of the small packages I accumulated. The woman who checked me out gave him a lollipop, so he was in a fine mood as we went out to the car.

The nursery was on a hill, starting near Oakwood Avenue at the bottom and going up the slope from there. They stocked some wonderful things, and I knew if I was ever left there with a lot of money, I would have no trouble spending it. I’d had my eye on a beautiful Japanese split-leaf maple that just dazzled me. The entrance to the nursery was at the highest point, where there was a kind of plateau on which the shop and the parking lot had been built. I drove out the exit lane and then, on a lark, turned up the hill instead of down. In a moment we were driving by the Platt house.

I slowed down to a stop. “Look at that big house, Eddie.”

He peered out the window. One house was just the same as all the others to him.

I drove up to the end of the road, turned in the little cul-de-sac, and started down. The plantings on the Platt property were striking, as were the trees. They showed more thought and care than we had used on our own piece of land. No one was about, and I sat for a moment, just looking, until Eddie called from the backseat. “I wanna go home.”

“OK, we’re on our way.”

I turned the heat up when we got home, and Eddie and I put the peat pots and soil in the broom closet. Then we inspected my seedlings. They didn’t look like much but they held a lot of promise, and that, I thought philosophically, was what life was all about.
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On Saturday morning I awoke to find Jack’s side of the bed empty, which didn’t surprise me. He was a pretty early riser and he enjoyed giving Eddie breakfast on weekend mornings and then fixing something for the two of us.

I went downstairs and into the kitchen. No one was there. I looked into the large family room we built onto the back of the house, but no one was there either.

“Jack?” I called. “Eddie?”

No answer. No one was in the living room or dining room, so I went back upstairs and looked in Eddie’s room. It was empty. So was the room we used as a study. As I was inspecting those rooms, I thought I heard a sound and I called again, but there was no answer. I glanced in our bedroom but no one was there. Feeling as though there was something I was missing, I went downstairs again. This time, although no one was in the kitchen, there was a box on the table. It was tied with a large pink bow.

“Am I supposed to open this?” I asked the empty kitchen.

No answer.

“Then I will.”

I pulled off the ribbon, lifted the lid, and started feeling my way through the tissue paper. I took out piece after piece, but found nothing. Finally, I pulled out the last piece on the bottom and there, written on the bottom of the box in thick red letters, were the words: APRIL FOOL!

“Oh,” I said. “You guys are too much. Where are you?”

At that moment, my husband and my son dashed out of the family room shouting “April Fool” at the top of their lungs.

“You two are really something. Where have you been hiding?”

“We tricked you,” Eddie said, laughing gleefully. “You sure did. I wish I’d thought of tricking you too.”

“Admit it,” Jack said. “This is one area we excel in. Don’t even try to compete.”

I didn’t bother trying. I did a little thinking back to when I was a child and kind of remembered that my father had been a bit of a prankster. He had never given me a box empty except for tissue paper, but he had told me things that were unbelievable—which I almost believed since they came from my father—and then shouted the two magic words before I became too concerned. Although almost thirty years had passed since those days, it seemed I was still in the position of being the one surprised. Something to think about.

Jack and Eddie went out a little while later, as they often did on Saturdays, and I spent some time enjoying being home all by myself. There is something magical about being in a house alone. I love the silence, the feeling that no one has a claim on my attention and my time. I use those infrequent hours to good effect; I do the word processing for Arnold Gold, I read, I prepare for the course I have been teaching at a local college. This morning I just tidied up, checked my seedlings, made sure my kitchen was stocked, and then sat down with the Times.

The guys were back by lunchtime, no surprise there, and Eddie decided to take a nap after he ate, having had a busy morning out with his father after playing a prank on his mother. I came downstairs after getting him into bed and found Jack working on the kitchen faucet, which had been dripping for the last week.

“I got a kit at the hardware store,” he said. “I think this’ll do it for a year or so.”

“That’s great. I thought I’d go back to the nursery and have a look at those Japanese split-leaf maples we talked about. I think they’re awfully expensive but—”

“Don’t write them off because of the price,” my husband, who knows me well, cautioned. “Every time you see one, you say how great they are. I think we have just the place out front to put one, and I’d like to have it. See if they’ll plant it for us. I don’t feel too competent doing that kind of thing.”

“OK. They have a bunch of them. I’ll be back when I’ve made up my mind.” And with that I took off.

I spent a very pleasant half hour or more, looking at various little trees, all of them still with bare branches. What Jack had said was true. I loved the curved shape of the branches and those spider leaves, especially the ones that turned red in the fall. And the front of the house would be perfect. They never grew very tall, instead spreading like an umbrella.

There were quite a number at the nursery, two of them very small, the others a little larger. Although the larger ones cost more, I decided it might be worth it to have a more mature tree, one that had survived more winters. I finally picked out the perfect one and talked to one of the men about having it planted. It was fine with him, but he wanted to wait till the ground was a little softer. We concluded our deal and I went back for a last look at my new tree. The nursery man had tied on a red and yellow SOLD tag, and I had a happy feeling of ownership as I walked back to the car.

It was still early in the afternoon, and as I drove out of the nursery, on a whim I turned right to go up the hill. The sun was shining, I owned a red Japanese split-leaf maple, and I thought it would be nice to look around, especially from a height. I drove up the hill slowly, looking to my left as I reached the Platt house. The driveway was empty, the garage doors down. The mailbox at the end of the drive had a red flag up. As I went by the lawn I saw something not far from the shrubbery near the house. I stopped the car and looked, but the sun was in my eyes.

Something was lying on the grass, not moving. I felt a touch of anxiety. I turned off the motor, grabbed the key, and got out of the car. It wasn’t the kind of road where you had to check left and right before crossing; there were no cars above the nursery and no other houses after this one.

I ran across the lawn, feeling my anxiety turn to panic. Someone was lying there. I heard myself say “No” as I approached the still form. It was a man, probably Willard Platt, lying on his stomach. A cane lay out of reach of his right hand. But it was worse than that. The handle of a knife stuck out of the middle of his back. Someone had stabbed him to death.
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For a moment I was frozen. I couldn’t think. I didn’t know what to do. I said, “Mr. Platt? Mr. Platt?”

The still form did not move. I ran to the door of the house and rang the bell and pounded on the door, calling, “Hello? Anyone home?”

It was as quiet inside as outside. I had to do something but my mind refused to function. I looked at the body one more time, then raced across the lawn to my car, started the motor, made a U-turn, and went down the hill. I was closer to my house than the police station so I drove home, my hands gripping the steering wheel. As I came to the end of the steep road, a van loaded with people turned into it, nearly colliding with me. My shoulders were shaking. I was muttering things to myself, that this could not be, it was not happening.

I stopped the car halfway up the driveway and dashed into the house calling, “Jack? Jack? Are you there?”

“I’m right here. What’s up?” He came around the corner toward me and we collided. “Calm down, Chris. What’s wrong?”

“There’s a body. Jack, Mr. Platt is dead. He’s been stabbed. I just found him. He’s lying on the ground in front of his house. No one’s home. Call the police.”

He said something under his breath, marched me into the kitchen and sat me down in a chair. Then he poured some juice from a container in the refrigerator, set it down in front of me and ordered me to drink. When I had, he said, “OK, now tell me this again.”

I did, a little more slowly.

“You’re sure he’s dead?”

I nodded.

“With a knife in his back?”

“Yes. He was lying on his stomach. His cane was on the grass a foot or so away from the body.”

He took the phone and called 911. As I tried to calm myself, I heard him tell the police essentially what I had told him.

“OK, fine. Yeah. And let me know what’s up.” He hung up and sat beside me. “You OK?”

I nodded. I had my hand against my chest. I swallowed and wiped the moisture from my eyes. I wasn’t quite crying, but I wasn’t not crying either. “I can’t believe this,” I said finally.

“What were you doing at his house?” Jack asked.

“I don’t know.” I tried to recall what had taken me there. “I went to the nursery and bought us a Japanese maple. Then I decided to drive up the hill, just to see the view. It was so nice out.” I looked at him but his face gave away nothing. In the last seconds, he had become a cop. “I passed the Platt house and saw something lying on the grass. It was Willard Platt.”

“You got out of the car?”

“Yes. I crossed the road and went over to see what was wrong. There was a knife sticking out of his back. His cane—” A shudder ran through me. “It was lying on the ground near his right hand. That’s all I remember. I banged on the door but no one was home. So I came here. Jack, I don’t believe this is happening.”

“I think I’ll drive over there and see what’s going on.”

I wanted to tell him to stay, but I let him go. My panic had subsided a little. Maybe a cup of tea would calm me down further.

Jack put his jacket on and came back to the kitchen. He put his arm around me and gave me a squeeze. As he started for the door, the phone rang. I listened while he answered.

It was a strange conversation that made no sense to me, but when he hung up, he unzipped his jacket. “Willard Platt’s OK,” he said, taking the jacket off.

“What? Who just called?”

“One of the cops.”

“If Platt’s not dead, who did I just see at the Platts’ house?”

“It was Platt, but he wasn’t dead.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There’s apparently an annual treasure hunt going on. The drama club at the high school picked today for it since it’s Saturday and it’s April Fools’ Day.”

“That was an April Fools’ joke?”

“Sort of. One of their clues led them to the Platts’. They were supposed to find a weapon of murder.”

“But—”

“But it wasn’t a real knife. It was a stage prop. If you’d touched it—which I know you wouldn’t’ve—you would’ve seen that it was soft. It couldn’t hurt anyone.”

“The van,” I said.

“What?”

“A van turned into the Platts’ road as I got to the bottom of the hill. It must have been the drama students going up to their house.”

“Could be. The cop said the police got there as the kids were leaving.”

“I need a cup of tea.”

“Make two. I’m not going anywhere.”

I still didn’t feel entirely steady on my feet but I put some water on to boil and got a tin of tea out of the cabinet. It was a nice English tea that my friend Melanie’s mother had brought back from London for me. I stuck my nose in it for the aroma and somehow that calmed me down.

We sat at the kitchen table, sipping from our mugs. “I feel like a fool,” I said.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I thought Willard Platt was supposed to be an unpleasant person. What possessed him to lie down on the grass in the cold and pretend to be dead?”

“You got me. Maybe there’s a warm fuzzy side to him that I hadn’t heard about.”

“And why didn’t he have the decency to let me know he was OK?”

“That’s the cold hard side.”

“Thank God he’s all right. Jack, I hope you aren’t planning any more surprises for me today.”

“I promise, we did our thing this morning. If I’d known the way this day was going to turn out, I wouldn’t have done it.”

“I’m not blaming you. I just feel scared and confused. I never want anything like this to happen again.”

“Don’t worry. It won’t.”

I guess I’m still that gullible kid that my father played jokes on. I believed him.

It’s the understatement of the year to say that I am not an accomplished cook. I’m so much better than I was when I left the convent at age thirty, that I sometimes think I’m better than I am. What I’ve done is learn, with the help of Jack and my friend Mel, to cook things that are fail-safe and that taste good besides. I can now roast a chicken whose wonderful scent permeates the house and gives me a couple of hours of olfactory pleasure before I dig in to appreciate the taste.

But it’s Jack who really loves to cook, and I’ve made up my mind it’s probably in the genes, as his sister runs a catering business with their mother, obviously an inherited talent. So on weekends I defer to his greater ability and skill and reserve my pleasure for eating. He clatters around more than I do, and I think he uses more pots and pans, but it’s worth it. On that April first, I was just glad I didn’t have a meal to cook.

When Eddie got up, we went out for a walk, ending up at the home of a neighbor who had recently moved in with a small boy almost exactly Eddie’s age. I didn’t tell Janet, the mother, what I had gone through earlier. Instead we put the two little boys together with a lot of toys and we talked about local politics and a little gossip.

After about an hour and a half I got Eddie to agree to go home and we left. I was feeling much better and even starting to think that I had overdone it. Maybe if I had touched Mr. Platt, I would have seen he was still alive. But I had been so scared and it was a crime scene. I shuddered as I thought about it.

Jack was organizing his ingredients for dinner when we got home, so Eddie and I set the table and then went into the family room to get out of Jack’s way. I hadn’t seen the paper yet and I was reading a story that involved the NYPD, a subject close to our hearts since it’s not just Jack’s employer but also a huge piece of his life, when the phone rang.

“I’ll get it,” I called, dropping the paper and making for the kitchen. “Hello?”

“Chris, it’s Mel. Have you heard?”

“Heard what? Mel, if this is an April Fools’ joke, I don’t want to hear it.”

“What happened? You don’t sound your usual chipper self.”

“I’m not my usual chipper self. It’s been a tough April Fools’ Day.”

“Oh. Sorry. Well, this is no joke. There’s been a murder in Oakwood.”

I almost groaned. “Mel, there hasn’t been a murder. It was an April Fools’ Day prank, a treasure hunt or something. He’s alive and well and I don’t know how the story has gotten around. There’s nothing to it.”

There was silence. “I didn’t even tell you who was murdered.”

“No one was murdered. Believe me. It’s just a bad joke.”

“It’s not a joke, Chris. He’s dead.”

“Who’s dead?” I asked.

“Willard Platt, the man who lives over on the hill above the nursery.”

I took a deep breath. “That’s the murder that isn’t a murder. I’m responsible for the uproar, in a way.” I outlined what had happened, my trip to the nursery, my discovery of the apparently dead body, and then the repercussions. “So you see,” I finished, “there’s nothing to it. It was all some kind of joke and I got in the middle of it by accident and I really don’t want this awful story spread any further.”

Mel said nothing.

“Mel? Are you there?”

“I’m very confused.”

“Well, there’s nothing to be confused about. He’s alive and well and was just cooperating with the high school drama club.”

“I’ll call you back.” She hung up.

I put the phone back and looked at Jack, who had stopped working to see what was going on. “This terrible story is making the rounds,” I said. “That was Mel. What possessed me to go to that nursery today? Why couldn’t I have stayed home and read the paper?”

“Because you’re not a stay-at-home person. I’m sorry this has gotten out of hand. I don’t know who’s spreading the story. Can’t be the high school kids. From what the cop told me, it sounds like they just came, took what they were looking for, and left.”

“Well it isn’t me,” I grumbled. “I’m not telling anyone.” I took a carrot stick from the counter and started chewing as I went back to the family room.

I picked up the Times and found the article I had been reading, looked down the column till I located my place, and started reading again. Eddie came over and asked for a pretzel and we went back to the kitchen to fortify ourselves. I happen to like pretzels too, so I took one for myself.

When I got back into the Times once more, the phone rang. I jumped up, feeling surly, and walked past Jack to the phone. “Hello,” I said in a less than pleasant voice.

“Chris?” It was Mel.

“Yes. Sorry. I’m feeling peeved.”

“Chris, Willard Platt is dead. He was stabbed to death this afternoon—not very long ago—outside his house. One of the teachers was over at the police station a little while ago and heard about it. There’s no question. He’s dead.”

I held the phone at my side for a moment, trying to think of what to say. Then I brought it back to my ear. “I’ll call you back.”

“You’re not gonna tell me he’s dead,” Jack said.

“Please call the police, Jack. I just want this settled so I can put it behind me.”

He rinsed his hands and dried them on a paper towel, took the phone and dialed. I listened while he identified himself and asked the question. There were a lot of uh-huhs and finally a thank-you. He hung up and looked me. “It’s no joke. Platt was out working in his garage, according to his wife. This was after the high school kids and the police left. She called him in for something and he didn’t answer, so she went to look. She found him dead on the ground outside the garage.”

I felt close to tears. I had the sense of not knowing what was real and what was fantasy. I had found a body that was not a body and now the man was dead, probably having been murdered not far from where I’d seen him lying.

“Sit down,” Jack said.

I sat at the kitchen table, aware that this was the second time today that I had lived through this scene.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said.

I shrugged and shook my head, swallowed to get rid of the lump. “This can’t be happening.”

“He wasn’t kidding me.”

“What is going on?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’d better call Mel. I think she thinks I’m losing my mind, probably because I am.” I got up and dialed her number. It was busy. She was probably calling around to find out what was happening. I hung up.

“We need a cordless phone, Chris. We’re the last Americans without one.”

“Joseph doesn’t have one.” Sister Joseph is the General Superior of St. Stephen’s Convent, my home as a nun. She is also the person in the world I feel closest to outside my immediate family.

“We do not live in a convent. Maybe I’ll give them one as a gift next Christmas.”

I smiled.

“Thank God you can smile. I thought you’d really gone to pieces.”

“I am in pieces. The smile is a reflex. What does Joseph need a cordless phone for? She takes calls at her desk. I don’t think she wants to walk around talking. She wouldn’t have her notes in front of her. And don’t even think of a cell phone. Women walk up and down the aisles of the supermarket now talking to their friends. And when they’re driving, they forget to go on the green light because their conversations are so important.”

Jack grinned. “Good. You haven’t lost it. Glad your value system’s still in place.”

I poked him and tried Mel’s number again.

“Hello?”

“It’s Chris.”

“Chris. Are you OK?”

“No, but I’m surviving. You’re right and I’m right. Mr. Platt was apparently murdered sometime after I thought he was but he wasn’t.”

“Right. Do they know who did it?”

“If they do, they didn’t tell Jack. He called the police and they usually answer him pretty fully. Professional confidences exchanged between police are a currency of the job.” I sketched out what he had heard.

“This is very scary.”

“I know.”

“There’s a killer in Oakwood. Hold on. I want to lock my kitchen door.” I heard her open the door and slam it shut. “OK. I feel better. Not really, but you know.”

I did know. “Look, Mel, I have to think. I’ll call you later.”

“Make it tomorrow. We’re going out tonight. Except I wonder if I want to leave the kids with a sitter after this.”

I wondered the same thing. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I hung up. Then I checked the doors to the outside, making sure they were closed tightly and locked.

“We have a killer in town,” I said to Jack, looking over my shoulder to make sure Eddie wasn’t listening. “Mel’s scared and I’m scared and I think all reasonable people should be scared.”

“Stop being so damn reasonable. You’re right. This is really a bad scene. We’ll talk about this later.”
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