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    DIANA IN THE GROVES


    I’d never really appreciated what the term “willowy” meant until the moment when I saw her standing there in the doorway of my so-called office. I did know for sure she’d just stepped out of a double-page Victoria’s Secret ad in Vanity Fair Magazine.


    It had been near the end of a rough week, on the last day of counseling, at the beginning of an impossible quarter. A new aluminum plant had started up nearby the previous month, and the small Washington State town was now flooded with blue-collar workers clamoring to have their offspring educated. The elementary grades bore the brunt of the influx, but Milltown Junior College, where I’d been teaching for ten years, was feeling the pressure too.


    One more counselee to go, and then I could call it a day. I might even have time to review my notes for what I was really hired forto teach psychology. With virtually all the classes loaded to the gunwales, the prospect of advising even one more student was mind-boggling. I’d just finished telling the penultimate one how important French was to his future, since I had hopes of cramming him into the last seat of Mme. Robittaille’s class. No sooner had I succeeded in convincing him, then I discovered the last seat had just been filled by another student. So, with similar assurances, I stuffed him into a German class instead.


    To make matters worse, I was still battling the office’s ambience. Some twenty teachers occupied the warehouse-like facility, separated only by six-foot sheets of thin plywood and a token door to each eight-by-eight space. The one phone at the reception desk seemed to be stuck in a constant ringing mode, and conversations from as far as three cubicles away could be distinctly heard. I closed my eyes and prayed the last of the counselees had decided to go to work at Wal-Mart instead of crowding into Millltown JC.


    A gentle rap on the doorjamb interrupted my optimistic daydream.


    Not only did she have a knockout figureall six feet of itbut her flawless complexion, long blonde hair and incredibly lovely face told me she must have taken a wrong turn somewhere about three miles out of town. I was sure she was about to ask me for directions to the nearest exit off campus. Why else would she be standing there in the doorway of my squalid office space? Only her softly voiced question, “Dr. Cornwall?” convinced me she had found the right person, but it simply intensified the mystery. I nodded.


    “I have a three o’clock appointment with you for counseling,” she explained.


    I considered struggling to my feet, but would very likely have knocked over one of the stacks of books on my desk had I tried to do so. In looking back, I probably also wanted to keep her from noticing my own height barely topped five-sevenif I stood up really straight. Actually, I didn’t have to be concerned about her seeing anything of my short stature, since her gaze was fixed somewhere off to my right, at least an arm’s length away. I motioned her to the only other chair crammed into my stall. She folded herself gracefully into it, revealed two nicely shaped legs, and refocused her eyes to something about four inches above my own eyes, somewhere on the top of my head. I became acutely conscious of the rapidly growing bald spot in approximately that location.


    I cleared my throat and asked stupid question number one. “What courses do you want to take?” Stupid, because: a) the majority of incoming students had no idea what they wanted to take, b) those who did know were usually woefully unsuited for whatever they had in mindsuch as a creative writing course when they had barely made it through high school Englishand c) virtually nothing was now available anyway.


    “I’m not sure what I have to take, but I want to be a teacher.”


    Good God, I thought. You were born to be a model, would make a million a year by just standing there, and you want to be a teacherwhen you won’t even be able to look your students in the eye? I don’t think my sigh was audible. But at least my last counseling job of the quarter was going to be an easy one. Prospective teachers had to take a speech course. Declared fair game by the administration, with no limits on enrollment, speech classes by now were probably auditorium size, but I could still pack in another student. I had a fleeting image of myself as a Tokyo subway-train pusher while doing so.


    I tore a registration form off the pad and started to fill in line one with “Speech 100.” Her look must have shifted to the pad. Her reaction convinced me she had extraordinary skill at reading upside-down handwriting, since I had problems reading mine right-side up. “I can’t take speech.” The way she said it brought my head up sharply. She was terrified. There was absolutely no question about it.


    Even so, her panic level wasn’t sufficiently high for her to risk a look at me. This time my sigh was audible, as the day’s exasperation peaked. This sylph was no different from the other students I’d had to deal with. “Look! You can’t get a degree in education without taking speech. There’s absolutely no way around it.”


    Her soft voice dropped to a whisper. I had to lean forward to hear her, and was suddenly overwhelmed by a strange fragrance. No expert on women’s perfumes, I nevertheless thought I could identify one or two common ones. But this one was so subtle, so elusive. Could it be no perfume at all, just a clean human-female odor?


    I barely heard her. “I know. I know. But couldn’t I take it next quarter? Or next year? Maybe I could start with a math class. That’s what I want to teach.”


    Her chosen field brought me back to harsh reality. I was absolutely certain she had just barely made it through high schoolif she had made it through at all. Millltown Junior College’s entry standards allow anyone reaching age eighteen to registerhigh school diploma or no. “Selective retention” is our motto. And even then we’re overly-retentive and not particularly selective. What a way to end the day! I rummaged through the rubble on my desk to find the readouts on my counselees. The last sheet in the thick package had Diana Halstead’s name written across the top in bold face.


    A moment’s glance at the document brought my head up again. She was still focused on the general vicinity of my bald spot, which made conversation disconcerting, but she was listening. My voice must have mirrored my disbelief. “You had a four-point-0 in high school.” She nodded, and I could have sworn there was a trace of a smile on the same face, which a moment before had expressed nothing but terror at the thought of a speech class.


    I was more than a little impressed. It was no Mickey Mouse high school she’d graduated from. Marysvale was a small community, but was nationally known for the quality of its educational system. “You must have been valedictorian.”


    I could see she valued her school performance, and justly so, but her smile disappeared. She shook her head. “The principal wanted me to, but I didn’t want to.” Her tone was as positive now as it must have been when she had originally turned down the offer.


    I skipped down to her last high school semester, and there it was. An ‘A’ in the school’s calculus honors class.


    In a way, it simplified things. Advanced Calculus undoubtedly had plenty of openings, especially with Hyman Weisgartner teaching it. Hyman was something else again. He’d come aboard a couple of years before. I’d seen him, shortly after he joined the faculty, sitting by himself at a table in the lunchroom, so I thought I’d show some collegiate friendliness by joining him. I sat down and introduced myself. While I can’t swear I’m reporting his first words verbatim, they did go something like, “Let n stand for the cube root of any imaginary number.” Since I had struggled to get a ‘C’ in my mandatory college-stat class, there’s not much point in trying to describe my end of the conversation. Actually, none was necessary on my part. Hyman carried the entire burden of itzero of which I understood.


    Needless to say, I never joined him at lunch again. Nor did any of the other faculty. But I’m certain the absence of eating companions never bothered Hyman, who spent the time writing on napkins, staring at the wall, absently scarfing down whatever happened to be on the day’s menu and forgetting to go to class until one of his students showed up to remind him of his scholarly duties.


    What kind of a mix would result from Diana Halstead sitting in Hyman Weisgartner’s class? A year before, I wouldn’t have even considered putting her there, since I’d heard he had no patience with students. A few discussions with some of his better students quickly disabused me of the notion. Hyman didn’t suffer fools gladly, but he had almost unbelievable endurance when it came to teaching someone whom he was convinced really wanted to learn.


    I informed her I was putting her in his class, then wondered how he would react to a student who refused to look at him. She interrupted before I could fill in the line on the form.


    “He isn’t one of those teachers who wants students to go up to the blackboard and do problems is he?”


    I chuckled at the thought. “He’d probably break your arm if you so much as picked up a piece of chalk. He wants the blackboard all to himself. But you’ll be expected to keep up with him, which won’t be easy. He gives out grades like they’re gold pieces. But I guarantee you’ll know more about math if you make it through his course than you would from the same class at the U.”


    She seemed to be thinking it over. It’s always hard to read unspoken thoughts, especially if the non-speaker won’t look you in the eye. “I’ll do my best,” she said, finally.


    The next choice was easy. Economics. Boring, but virtually a guaranteed ‘A’ for someone of her caliber. Dustin Carli was even more boring than his subject, and the word had long ago gotten aroundwhich more than explained why his class still had several openings.


    She agreed, perhaps because I simply didn’t comment on it either waythough I also think she was beginning to sense my desperation. Her reaction to my next choice reinforced my hunch. “You have to take a Physical Education class, you know. They’re the only mandatory courses here.”


    The shapely shoulders rose slightly in acquiescence. I decided if she was going to concentrate on my bald spot, I was justified in fixing on an incredibly graceful neck emerging from a white blouse.


    Thinking of her height, I ventured, “Volleyball?” I couldn’t quite picture her as a spiking specialist, but her response reassured me.


    She nodded, shifted her glance to the bookshelves behind me, and answered, “I’m not much of a server, but I do pretty well at the net.”


    One more course to go, and really only one possibility. This wasn’t going to be easy. The junior college wasn’t allowed to have education courses on its curriculum, since those were reserved for the state’s teachers’ colleges, so I could only fall back on what I’d originally suggested. “Look! You’re going to have to take speech sooner or later. Why not do it this quarter and get it over with?”


    “I can’t. I just can’t.”


    Actually, the one possibility had two variations. One of the two was definitely out. Celia Compton, who happened to occupy the cubicle next to mine, was the self-appointed censor of faculty behavior, with special emphasis on ferreting out any hanky panky between faculty and students. Professor Compton was absolutely convinced every male faculty member on campus lusted after every female student.


    But what concerned me at the moment was the fact her specialty in her chosen field was the totally unnecessary humiliation she inflicted on her hapless students. She had even been known to mock a student with a speech defect. No way was I about to throw this lamb to a lioness.


    Chester Lockley was something else again. Completely laid back. Handing out grades like they were chewing gum. Devoted to the creed of minimal teaching. I’d encountered him one day outside of the building which housed his class. He was smoking and looking bored. “I thought you had a class,” I commented.


    “I do, but they’re giving speeches. I just can’t stand them.”


    “Ideal.” I decided. And, besides everything else, Chet was a notorious womanizer. I knew he’d turn handstands at the first sight of Diana, and would undoubtedly reward her for her mere presence in his class. I was determined to put her in it, and was equally determined to brief him ahead of time about this paragon. Eased into it, I had no doubt she could definitely give a speech. Besides, someone with her looks could mouth inanities and end up being cheeredat least by the male students.


    The litany returned, as I started to fill in line four. “I can’t. I just can’t.”


    I decided to combine fatherly strictness with the friendliest of reassurances. “If you want to be a teacher, you have to take speech. That’s all there is to it. Besides, Dr. Lockley is very understanding (what an understatement!) and will give you all the special help you need.”


    For a fleeting instant I thought those pleading eyes would meet mine, but they didn’t. Her white skin seemed to fade even more. “How big is the class?”


    Oof! Would it do any good to lie? It was in the auditorium. Two hundred students? Maybe three hundredor even moreif they crowded in extra chairs and, knowing the administration, they probably had.


    In for a penny, in for a pound! “You just have to tell yourself the number of people doesn’t matter.”


    As I said earlier, it’s hard to deduce a person’s thoughts under the best of circumstances. When they refuse to look at you, it’s well nigh impossible. But I think her expression indicated I’d lost a lot of points with what I’d hoped had been a comforting remark.


    The same dizzying fragrance filled the air as she leaned over to sign the registration sheet above my signature. I caught a glimpse of two gentle curves rising below the base of the slender neck. I managed to recover enough to focus on her handwriting. Hers was a sharp contrast to my illegible scribble, as graceful as the figure which then rose from the chair in front of me. She thanked me, though I could hear the reservations. As she left, my one regret was there wasn’t a greater distance to the door so I could savor the sensuous departure I was sure she was totally unaware of.


    I managed to catch Lockley before he left campus. He was skeptical of my description, but quite willing to give special attention and TLC to an overwhelmingly shy coed.


    There was no need to prepare the economics instructor, who spent most of his time with his back to the class, drawing archaic supply and demand curves on the board, while the students boned up for their next physics test. I passed on Weisgartner, too. If Diana showed even a smidgen of competence in his class, Hyman would be pleased and would help her. If she didn’t, then tough! Sooner or later we have to learn to sink or swim.


    My head was still swimming with thoughts of Diana Halstead when I got home. But with a wife who was insanely jealous, I wasn’t about to let any of those thoughts escape into words. Fantasies are difficult to brush aside, however, and Katherine must have wondered about my remarkable ardor that evening.


    But it wasn’t as though I planned on doing anything but play the role of the model professor on campus. Sexual harassment charges had never been made at Millltown J. C., in spite of the devotion and diligence of Celia Comptonthough there was at least one affair I was aware of involving a member of the faculty and a student. I wasn’t about to take any chances, even if Celia hadn’t been my next door neighbor. Besides, I was only too conscious of the height difference between Diana and me, to say nothing of the fact my beautiful counselee probably didn’t have the faintest notion about either my appearance or my interest.


    ***


    It was less than a week into classes, while I was desperately trying to run down an article in Psychology Today without knowing either title or author, and with only a hazy notion about an appropriate key word, when I sensed someone pulling up a chair next to mine at one of the library computers. It was her!


    She was staring at the screen as she announced, out of a clear blue sky, “I’m going to withdraw from speech class. I just have to.”


    For the briefest of moments I thought I might have made the mistake of throwing this lamb to a wolf, but it turned out a lascivious professor was not at all the problem. She didn’t wait for me to ask why she insisted on dropping the class.


    “There must be over four hundred students in class.” Fear mixed with something akin to accusation sounded in her voice. “If I have to stand up in front of them, I’ll die. I know I’ll die.”


    The gruff father figure instantly emerged. “No you won’t. You’re going to be a teacher, remember? When you get up there, think of me telling you that.” (What corn!) I could only envision myself looking down from the Seattle Space Needle where the Washington State Psychological Society had had its last reception. Me, who couldn’t stand to look out of a second story window. I wouldn’t have been reassured then by mere thoughts, however edifying. I changed the subject.


    “How’s the economics class?”


    Though our shoulders weren’t actually touching, I could feel her relaxing. I caught her smiling while she watched the screen scrolling in front of her.” I can read.”


    I looked puzzled at the remark, but I was fairly certain about what she meant. What she said next confirmed my suspicion. “I’m five pages ahead of Professor Carli. All he does is read from the book.”


    I grinned. “Learned to spike yet?”


    There was an answering grin for the monitor’s benefit, a headshake for mine. “No, but I do stop a lot of them from coming over the net.”


    “How about math?”


    There was no question but the soft voice now became tinged with awe. “Professor Weisgartner is the most intelligent man I’ve ever met.”


    I pushed down the resentment and resisted telling her he didn’t even have a master’s degree. In fact, I wasn’t sure he’d graduated from college. I couldn’t picture Hyman ever sitting patiently through any course not directly involved with numbers. He had never gone beyond being an instructor, and since academia put so much emphasis on degreesmeaningless as those werehe never would go any higher … and wouldn’t be the least concerned.


    She went on. “There won’t be any exam until mid-quarter, but I think I’m following his lectures.”


    I wondered if she was actually looking him in the eye while he lectured. I doubted it and certainly hoped not.


    As the weeks went by, Diana would occasionally drop by the office to fill me in on her progress. Each time, she seemed a bit more self-assured, but she was always apologetic, always eyeing the wall behind me or the bald spotwhose increasing extent I’d finally resigned myself toalways leaving much too soon.


    It had been near the beginning of the quarter when I ran into her speech teacher. Chet didn’t wait for me to broach the subject. “Where in hell did she come from, and how did we fall heir to her?”


    I laughed. “The answer to your first question is Marysvale High School, and if you’d get off your duff and check her records, you’ll really be in for a surprise. The answer to the second question is she turned down a scholarship to the U because she thought she’d better start college in stages, with a small one first. So you can imagine what she must have thought when she walked into your class and saw the size of the audience.”


    Chet nodded his head vigorously. “She’s right on the verge of a panic attack. I finally got her up in front of the class, just to read a paragraph out of a book. I usually do with the really shy students. She managed, though I was afraid she was going to faint.” He looked thoughtful. “I would have had to catch her if she had.”


    The thought passed. “She held the book right up in front of her face the whole time. At first I thought she was near-sighted, but the reason for it was so she could be sure not to catch a glimpse of anyone looking at her.”


    “How do you think she’s going to do?”


    “Demosthenes, no. But by the end of the quarter she’ll be giving a full-fledged speech. And I guarantee thunderous applause when she’s finished.”


    Mid-quarter was approaching, and I’d run into her several times. Milltown J.C.’s campus isn’t exactly huge. I do have to admit the meetings weren’t always accidental, though. After all, you can walk down an aisle in the library stacks, supposedly engrossed in a book, and just “happen” to run into someone you might have noticed in the neighboring aisle.


    And once or twice she actually said hello to me first in the hallways. How she recognized me is hard to say, since she seemed to be now keeping her gaze at knee level. It reminded me of the eighteenth century nobleman who was so shy he recognized his footmen only by the calves of their legs. Since I lacked exposed hose, I discarded the possibility as a likely explanation for her spotting me.


    These occasional encounters were brief, and I had mixed feelings about them. It was certainly pleasant to talk to her, but the difference in heights did bother me. Fortunately, as long as we were standing, I could see she’d shifted her gaze to the far distance and wasn’t really examining my thinning head of hair.


    Then mid-quarter came, and it happened!


    My office space was more chaotic than ever. Blue exam books were stacked precariously on the edge of my jam-packed desk, and I was busily scratching away comments, telling myself how, in many cases, I was wasting my time. Essay exams were always especially discouraging.


    As usual, the door was wide open when I looked up to see Diana wearing the same kind of white blouse she’d had on when she’d first entered my office. Today, the blouse was accompanied by a short plaid skirt, split down the side and held together with a jumbo-sized gold safety pin. There was no knocking this time. Not even a gentle rap. She stepped right in, reached back and closed the door. I was about to protest but was given no opportunity to do so.


    “I have something important to tell you,” she said, her voice much louder than usual. At least, I think it was. Somehow, it seemed the entire office had suddenly grown silent. There were no conversations to be heard. Even the compulsive phone was silent. I suddenly had the horrifying feeling “Comstock” Compton’s watchful eye would appear at any moment over the partition separating our offices.


    Oblivious to the world around her, Diana pulled the chair up close to me. Her knees were actually touching mine. I could see her face was aflame, could almost feel the heat from it. She leaned to within inches of my face. Abruptly and frighteningly she made eye contact with me.


    The fragrance of her skin was unmistakable. The sensuous warmth of her breath pressed against my cheek. She leaned even closer. I froze. The words came out in a soft, almost caressing whisper.


    “I got an ‘A’ on Professor Weisgartner’s mid-quarter exam.”

  


  
    WHAT A GAS!


    There were times when Stacey Martin wondered why she had ever gone into teaching. Looking over her tray as she entered the faculty lounge, the luncheon crowd gathered there was hardly inspiring. In the midst of the murmur of voices, she could already hear comments about the previous evening’s TV offeringsthe latest episode of I Love Lucy and some new rock group called the Beatles.


    She sighed. Harrison High wasn’t really all that bad. But, if it weren’t for a few dedicated and talented students in her music classes, she wondered if giving private lessons might not have been a preferable occupationeven with the comparative poverty it would have entailed. Looking around at the dubious offering of lunch companions, she caught sight of social science teacher Joe Harcourt’s hand waving her toward one of the empty chairs at his table.


    It made the choice somewhat easier. At least Joe had a sense of humor. Now and again it grated, but he did occasionally slip into something brighter than a comedy routine. And math instructor Ken Pauling had unobtrusiveness in his favor. With seven children, his preoccupied look and the frown on his face were probably an indication of how he must spend most of his waking hours trying to figure out how to support his brood on a teacher’s salary.


    Amused at herself, Stacey wondered what her mother would think of Joe. Without ever saying it in so many words, Mom had clearly been hoping for a pre-med son-in-law back in Stacey’s college days, but she had finally seemed to settle on the prospect of “one of those nice teachers.” Would Joe qualify? He was single. Wasn’t bad looking. About her age. But he was reputed to be a skinflint. The one, tentative invitation to dinner at the Doggie Diner Drive-in had convinced her of the accuracy of the rumor and that her life in the single lane was preferable to many alternatives.


    Joe and Ken were on their dessertsrather sad looking chocolate cake Stacey had passed up. “How’s things going?” was Joe’s greeting, followed by, “Found any likely candidates for Carnegie Hall yet?”


    Since the questions obviously required no answers, Tracey turned to Ken as she set her tray down. “I’ve got a student who’s worried about math. I’ve talked to her enough to know she’s plenty bright, but she really has a block when it comes to numbers.”


    Ken shook his head. “I get them like that every so often. Not much I can do for them. I suggest you send her to Lenny.”


    Joe guffawed and immediately began a detailed recital of special counselor Leonard Tuskee’s shortcomings. “Lenny wouldn’t be able to find his butt with both hands while standing in phone booth.”


    Though she had spoken to Leonard Tuskee only once or twice, since his counseling sessions had little correspondence with the average teaching schedule, Stacey still felt the need to defend him. “The students I’ve talked to about him all say he’s great, that he really helped them.”


    Joe’s laugh increased in volume and attracted attention from the neighboring tables. “Sure. That’s because he’s about on the same intellectual level as they are. Same limited vocabulary. And, lord, but he’s gullible. Ken! Tell her about the latest with Lenny. This’ll crack you up, Stacey.”


    Ken seemed uncomfortable as he said, “You tell her, Joe. It was your idea in the first place.”


    A snicker led off. “Couple of months ago, Lenny splurged on one of those weird looking Folks Wagons. He said at the time he was disgusted at people who drove big-finned American gas guzzlers, and was going to get himself a real economy vehicle. So the first time I talked to him after he bought it, he tells me he’s getting thirty-eight miles to the gallon.” Joe interrupted his own story and almost choked on his cup of coffee. “That’s when I came up with the idea of the century.


    “I told Ken I was going to sneak out between classes and put some gas in Lenny’s tank. I knew he never locked up the car, so all I had to do was flip the hood, and pour in the gas. Sure enough, a couple of days later, Lenny’s telling everyone who’ll listen that he’s suddenly getting forty-six miles to the gallon.”


    Joe’s face was red with laughter. “So you can guess what I’ve been doing since. Just upping the ante. I put almost a gallon in yesterday. Would have put more in, but there wasn’t any room in the tank. Last I heard, he’s telling everyone he’s getting over sixty miles. What a dope!”


    The laughter stopped abruptly as Joe looked up at the lounge’s entrance. “Well, speak of the angels and you hear the flutter of their wings. Hey Lenny, come on over here. Lots of room.”


    The special-ed had been examining the room’s occupants with a look on his face Stacey felt mirrored her own when she’d first arrived. He smiled and sauntered over.


    “Hey, Lenny,” Joe said. “How you doing?” Then, as the newcomer was setting down his tray, “Hitler’s revenge still running?”


    “VW’s a really great car,” Lenny said. “It’s a miracle automobile, actually. I’m going to write to the company and tell them all about it. Would you believe? I checked it last night, and I know I’m getting better than sixty-five miles a gallon.”


    Ken looked at his watch, gave an embarrassed cough, stood and said, “Next class coming up.”


    A reluctant Joe also rose. “Yup. Time to toss out some more pearls. Nice talking to you, Stacey. And be sure to keep me posted on how that prize car of yours is doing, Lenny.” He laughed as he added, “Might decide to get one, myself.”


    Stacey knew her cheeks had reddened, but not with suppressed laughter. Lenny seemed so open-faced, so innocent of the fact he was probably by now the butt of campus jokes. She made a quick decision.


    “Lenny?”


    “Yes,” he looked up from the salad he had just put a fork into.


    “You know, that Volkswagen of yours …”


    He smiled. “Unbelievable mileage, isn’t it?”


    She was more uncomfortable than ever. “There’s a reason for it, you know.” A long pause. He looked up expectantly.


    “Someone’s been putting gas in your car.” The words came out in a rush.


    He smiled and chewed thoughtfully on a lettuce leaf before he answered. “I know. I saw Joe putting gas in it one of the first days I brought it to school.”


    “But … but, why … why? People think …”


    The smile became a broad grin. “Remember the story of the village idiot? People used to offer him a choice between a nickel and a dime, and he always chose the nickel because it was larger. One day someone asked him why he did that, when the big coin was worth less than the small one. His answer was the obvious one, ‘First time I pick the little one is the last time they let me do any picking.’”


    A pause, a piece of raw carrot, and then, “I haven’t spent a penny on gas since the initial filling. Actually, that means I’ve already saved enough money for a dinner for two at that new French restaurant in town. Got any plans for this evening?”


    It took only a moment to decide. Then the thought came to mind that Mother Martin might not be disappointed after all.

  


  
    CHECKMATE


    The one-sided conversation was being conducted with enthusiasm. Homicide Detective Sergeant Gina Nolan had discovered the joys of low-carb dieting and was expounding on it at some length to her bored partner on the other side of the desk.


    Detective Jill Waliewiski still felt obliged to show some interest. “But if you eat only the meat, what do you do with the bun?” Waliewiski decided it was a dumb question, but it was all she could think of to ask, and now it was too late to take it back.


    “Hungry Joe solved that problem. They feature a double, no-bun burger. It’s terrific. And you can have cheese, two slices of bac…” Nolan’s phone broke in.


    Waliewiski felt a distinct sense of relief when the half of the conversation she could hear had nothing to do with food.


    Nolan looked puzzled as she hung up. “Come on,” she said. “It’s Captain Shaughnessey. He wants to see me, and he sounds annoyed about something. You might as well get the beef first hand. Speaking of beef…”


    Waliewiski tuned out as they walked down the corridor to the captain’s office.


    Rather than being annoyed, Shaughnessey seemed in an expansive mood. “Hey, Whisky, I’m glad you came along. You’re just the one we need. Don’t you have a set of lock picks?”


    “Sure. Don’t you remember? Dad was a locksmith. He taught me how to use ‘em, and I always keep ‘em handy. Need your desk drawer opened?”


    “I may not need anything opened, but take them alongjust in case. I’ve got three patrol cars out at the pile-up on the Halsey off-ramp; otherwise I’d send a uniform over to the Pratt Club. Security guard called. One of the members is behind a closed and locked door. Doesn’t respond to knocks. My guess is the old boy’s snoozing, but we’d better check. And I’d hate to have to smash one of their fancy doors.”


    Nolan thought she saw a hint of amusement on Shaugnessey’s face as they turned to leave. She would understand the reason for it later on.


    “Know anything about the Pratt Club?” Nolan asked as they rolled out of the station lot.


    “Uh-uh, except it’s a men’s residence club. Exclusive, I’ve heard.”


    “Yeah. That’s about all I know about it.”


    The two-story building wasn’t especially imposing, though it occupied almost half a city block. The ornate knocker on the triple-sized mahogany door was imposing, however, and was well matched by the person who opened to their knock: a tall, gray-haired, middle-aged male of military appearance. Within moments, the guard, who at first gave every appearance of being able to cope with any situation, seemed taken aback both by Nolan’s proffered badge and by her general appearance.


    Waliewiski couldn’t account for the response, since Nolan was hardly a gargoyle. The dismay in the doorman’s eyes only intensified when he caught sight of Waliewiski. I’m glad all men don’t react that way when they look at me, she thought.


    “Carl Grayson?” Nolan asked


    “Yes, yes.”


    “You called the police?”


    “Yes, but I thought. I didn’t think. Really, I’m not sure. I have strict orders. Absolutely strict.”


    Nolan raised an eyebrow.


    “Well, you see, no women are allowed. That’s a long-standing club rule.”


    I’ll bet Shaughnessey knew what these assholes were like when he sent us out here, Nolan decided. What she actually said got Waliewiski’s full approval. “That’s fine with me. Maybe when one of the male officers is available he could see his way clear to coming out.”


    Protestations followed. “Oh, no! No. Really. These are exceptional circumstances. Professor Colomb hasn’t answered my knocks. I know he’s in there, but his door is locked. I’m sure he would have answered if he was all right. No. No. Do come in.”


    Their reluctant guide double locked behind them, before leading the way down carpeted and paneled corridors past several closed rooms to the offending door.


    “Isn’t there a master key to all these doors?” Nolan asked as she knocked.


    The nervous doorman: “Yes. Of course. But Professor Colomb had his own lock installed some months ago.”


    Another raised eyebrow.


    “He never did explain why. He’s the only member who’s done that.”


    Nolan knocked again, this time with considerably more authority. “What makes you think there’s something wrong?”


    “We monitor who comes and goes, as a security measure, so I know he didn’t go out. I called him about 2:30 this afternoon to let him know a FedEx package arrived for him, but he didn’t answer. He doesn’t take naps, so I assumed he must be in the bathroom, or maybe visiting one of the other members’ rooms. So I tried again an hour later, and there was still no answer. I checked with Mr. Harperworth,” a nod toward a room further down the corridor, “and Mr. Wesley and Mr. Lamb upstairs, but no one knew anything. They’re the only other members here, today.”


    “Bathrooms?”


    Grayson seemed puzzled at first, then, “Oh, no. Each apartment is self-contained. Some are studios and some are suites, but they all have bathrooms and cooking facilities. Yes, quite self-contained. I even checked the janitor’s closet.”


    “O.K., Jill. Let’s see if you learned anything from your father.”


    Waliewiski removed a fat leather wallet from her jacket and extracted a ring holding steel rods of various shapes and sizes. “Don’t expect this to be movie-fast. Every set of tumblers is different. So relax and give me elbow room.”


    The detective surprised even herself, as her second try caused an audible click. The knob responded to a twist, and the door opened onto a bizarre scene. There was no question but that this was the home of a chess enthusiast.


    A small kitchen and a dining table with four chairs in front of three double-hung windows occupied the far side of the main room. A small fireplace in the left-hand wall was flanked on both sides by glass cases containing at least a dozen exotic chess sets, some unmistakably ivory, others fashioned from various stone, metal and wood products, all laid out on beautiful boards. On the opposite wall was the door to the bedroom and a large tapestry depicting a chess game about to begin, with two seated medieval figures leaning over the pieces. To the right of the front door was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase, which needed only a cursory inspection to reveal a vast collection of chess books.


    A recliner and reading lamp sat in the corner between the tapestry and the bookcase, but the centerpiece of the room was a mahogany table with an inlaid chess board, illuminated by a hanging brushed-brass light fixture. Black and white pieces were arranged on the board, ready for play. Two chairs were drawn up to the table, but only one was occupied. The occupant was clearly dead. A trickle of dried blood showed on the left side of his face, his left temple was crushed, and what appeared to be the weapona fireplace poker lay on the floor beside him.


    ***


    Having evidently now become accustomed to the unthinkable, Grayson seemed less shocked when the crime scene personnelwhich included two additional womenshowed up. Nolan continued her questioning and found the man a nervous, but probably reliable, witness.


    “I arrived a few minutes before nine this morning and relieved TuscarBill Tuscar, that is. He didn’t have anything special to report. We had only two overnighters last night: Professor Colomb and Mr. Lamb. Actually, Professor Colomb iswasa permanent resident. When he wasn’t traveling to chess tournaments, that is.”


    Nolan broke in. “Did Tuscar see Professor Colomb before he left?”


    “He didn’t say. I didn’t ask. But the professor came by my station around eleven and asked me if Mr. Harperworth had arrived. He hadn’t. Not until two in the afternoon. All in all, it was a quiet day. Dr. McNail came by at one, just to pick up his mail, which I had at my station. He left after only a few minutes. Mr. Wesley came in around one-thirty. Those times are in my log book. And we have an in-and-out board, by the way. You probably noticed it at my station.”


    “No one else?”


    “No, ma’m. No one.


    “And Colomb was alive at eleven.”


    “Definitely.”


    ***


    An experienced Nolan soon had the scene well under control, had made a report back to Shaugnessey, and had stationed a patrolman outside the building to move gawkers along. Waliewiski had found an empty suite across the hall, pried further information from Grayson before sending him back to his station to await additional questioning, informed the other occupants of the club that the sergeant would be wanting their statements, and made sure the evening security guard was properly installed and instructed.


    Nolan pocketed the room key she’d removed from the victim, and went across the hall to the room which had been made available to them. After making sure the crime scene personnel had finished, the medics had taken the body off to the morgue and Colomb’s suite had been locked up and sealed, she settled down in one of the luxurious chairs in the borrowed suite across the hall. “We can start with it being an inside job.”


    Waliewiski looked up from her notes. “At least it’s not a locked-room mystery. The door locks itself when it’s closed.”


    “The windows in there are barred,” Nolan added. “So no one crept in from that direction.”


    “Grayson says all the first-floor windows are barred, and the rear entrance has a panic bar. It can be opened only from the inside, and then it sets off an alarm here and at the security company. I’ll check that out before we leave. I’ve done some looking around already. The current occupants have been alerted to what happened and told to hang tough.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Lots,” Waliewiski said, flipping back to the first page of her notebook. “Grayson’s a vast font of knowledge about this place and the creepos who make use of it. To begin with, that all-male business is worse than in a monastery. The security guard has a switchboard and all calls come there first. If it’s a woman, he contacts the recipient first to see if he wants to receive the call. If it’s a male, he just plugs the call through.”


    “Phew. Do they allow email from women?”


    Waliewiski grinned. “Maybe they have a spam filter to weed them out. Anyhow, it’s obvious this is a male refuge from femalesmainly wives. There are fifteen members, twelve of them married.”


    “Let’s concentrate on the ones who are here.”


    “Right. Waltham Harperworth…the one who has a suite on this floor, is a local attorney. I’ve never heard of him, so he probably handles civil cases. Easy to check. He’s married. No kids. Grayson guesses he’s about his age, fifty-five.


    “Terrance Wesley is a stockbroker. Much younger. Late thirties. He’s also married, with a couple of children. Brings them around once in a while. Both of them boys, needless to say.


    “Ernest Lamb’s a bachelor, or at least Grayson thinks he is. No indication there is or ever was a Mrs. Lamb. He’s close to sixty. Has something to do with finances. Grayson didn’t know what exactly.”


    “Colomb?”


    “Grayson waxed eloquent about our victim. As you may have guessed, Colomb was a chess nut.” She paused and added with a grin, “Not too tough a chess nut to crack, though.” She quickly resumed her narrative, half fearing Nolan might launch into a discussion of the pleasures of roasted chestnuts. “Grayson’s a player himself but says he never had a game with Colomb. ‘Out of my league,’ as he described it. The professora widower by the way, and retiredwas always looking for someone to set up the pieces with. Grayson’s quite sure it was why he was waiting for Harperworth today. The deputy coroner give an estimate on time of death?”


    “Best guess: around three. He adds the usual, of course. Allow half an hour either way. He’ll know better after the PM. He’s busy. Won’t be able to get to it before tomorrow at the earliest…you know the deal. Did you tell Grayson to stick around?”


    “Yeah. His relief showed up. Name of…Curtis Chang. I left them chatting up a storm at the guard’s station. Incidentally, Grayson says Chang’s been here since opening day some twenty years ago, and knows all the crooks and crannies of the place, if we need help with anything.”


    “Nice to know, but I don’t imagine we have a killer hiding out anywhere in the building.”


    “Right. And the DC’s estimate narrows down the possibilities.”


    “Exactly. We have four possibles. Any preliminary guesses?”


    “Aw, c’mon, Gina. I’ve hardly spoken to any of them except Grayson.”


    Nolan laughed. “Well, your lock-picking skills got us into the room without our having to break the door down, so I guess you’ve done your share already.”


    “There is something else, though. Something about that room. Something wrong…more than just having a corpse sitting there. I think it has something to do with chess.”


    “What a surprise! You a chess nut, too?”


    “Used to be. Came in first in our high school sophomore tournament. “


    “What happened when you got to be a junior?”


    “Boys happened.”


    Nolan guffawed. “To work. Let’s start with the other chess player, Harperworth. Maybe we should get some take-out. It may be a while before we can finish up.”


    “This I’ve got to see.”


    “What’s that?”


    “A low-carb take-out.”


    ***


    Waltham Harperworth was a small, thin, intense looking individual with piercing brown eyes. Waliewiski quickly decided she wouldn’t have been comfortable facing him from the witness stand. Nolan moved on quickly with the questioning as Waliewiski wrote down the standard full name, address, home phone, work phone and so on.


    Harperworth didn’t need much in the way of urging. “Colomb and I agreed to have a game this morning, but I just couldn’t make it. Tied up in court. Sent him my apologies at noon and thought I might be able to make it by one. No luck. Clients come first, you know. Got here sometime after two and dropped by his suite to add to the earlier apologies. He still wanted to have a game, but I needed a couple of hours to prepare a memo. So, more apologies.”


    Waliewiski broke in. “Did he have the board set up for a game?”


    A head shake. “No. He never did set up ahead of time. Took a lot of relish out of letting his opponent pick out the set before the game. He enjoyed the whole process. Getting out the set, putting out the pieces, choosing the color. He really lived for chess. When he wasn’t playing it, he was thinking about it. Probably dreamed about it.”


    “Was that the last time you saw him?”


    “Yes. Sometime around two. I can’t be more exact than that. Oh. Old Grayson keeps a log. It must have been just a few minutes after I arrived.”


    “Could you give us some idea about what Professor Colomb was like? Did he have any enemies?


    Harperworth appeared amused. “Let me answer the question you really want to ask. No; I didn’t kill him. And, since it seems rather obvious you suspect he was done in by someone who was here today, all I can say is that he was an abrasive and opinionated person, but I can’t believe anyone in the club would have wanted him dead.”


    ***


    “Well, we got something out of that interview,” Nolan commented to her partner, after letting Harperworth leave, with the promise that he would approve and sign a statement the following day.


    “Someone showed up to play a game with Colomb.”


    “Right. It might have been Harperworth.”


    Waliewiski looked puzzled. “There’s still something strange. Did you look close at the board? I got caught up with the rest of the room and didn’t check it over.”


    Nolan shrugged. “Nope. If chess is like checkers, the pieces were just lined up to start. Damn, but I’m getting hungry. Let’s move on to the next one.”


    Waliewiski checked back to an earlier note. “Ernest Lamb.”


    “Hey, have you ever tried Hungry Joe’s grilled lamb chops? They’re absolutely the…


    “I’ll go up to his room and get him.”


    ***


    Ernest Lamb was a considerable contrast to their first interviewee. Short, rather cherubic, gray-blond hair and washed-out blue eyes. Nolan took him rapidly through the preliminaries.


    “From what we can make out so far, Professor Colomb was killed while there were four other occupants of the building, and there seems to be no possible way some outsider could have come in here today.”


    Lamb was obviously annoyed by a question which hadn’t been phrased as such. “Don’t expect me to point the finger at anyone. I didn’t kill him, and I can’t think of any reason why any of the others would have. For that matter, I can’t think of anyone who would have had the nerve to do such a thing. How was he killed, anyway?”


    Nolan ignored the question. “Did you see him anytime today?”


    “No.”


    “You didn’t talk to him? Call him up? Offer to play a game of chess with him?”


    “No to all of that, especially the notion of playing that silly game with anyone. I never have played. Never will. It’s just an excuse for doing nothing. Just sitting there. Wesley and Harperworth would take him on. And a couple of the other members were ready enough to waste their time at it, but not me. I don’t know a rookwhatever that isfrom a pawn, and I don’t want to learn.” As an afterthought he added, “Graysonthe guardplays too, I’m almost sure.”


    “When did you arrive here?”


    “Let me think. Must have been last Tuesday. I haven’t strayed from my room since. Working on a paper. I’m an economist…consultant for Charles Schwab. That’s the reason I joined this club. Nice quiet atmosphere. Nobody bothers anyone else. I can hole up with something important that I’m working on, pull the phone connection, use the computer for my research needs, and things fall into place.”


    After a few more questions and the admonition to remain in the building for the time being, Lamb shrugged and said he had no intention of leaving until he’d finished his paper. With that, he left the officers to ponder his answers.


    ***


    “This place gets weirder and weirder, the more I hear about it,” Waliewiski commented as the door closed behind Lamb.


    “Yeah. Sounds like a morgue. Lots of empty rooms. No one has much to do with anyone else. Peace and quiet the big drawing card. You can sit in your suite and shuffle papers to your heart’s content. I wonder if that was the whole point to this organization.”


    “Hey, Gina, I know how we can find out. Chang, the relief guard who came on. He’s been around since year one, and since he wasn’t here today, he might be an objective ‘third party’ with nothing to hide. It’d be nice to get a fresh look at Colomband the others.”


    “Great idea. I wonder if he knows a good Chinese restaurant nearby.”


    ***


    Despite the name, Curtis Chang was clearly more Caucasian than Asian. Almost as tall as his fellow guard, he was somewhere in the region of his late sixties or seventies, with an alert-looking face. A few moments into the interrogation it became clear that he was an enthusiastic raconteur, only too ready to reveal all he knew about the Pratt Clubwhich turned out to be plenty.


    “Let’s see. It must be twenty…no twenty-five…years since I was hired from a temp agency as a security guard here. Went on permanent payroll shortly afterwards. Easy duty. Good tips.” He grinned. “Christmas is my favorite time of the year.”


    While Waliewiski rapidly filled her notebook, Nolan steered her informant through a quick sketch of the building’s current occupants.


    “Professor Colomb was a strange duck. Seems all he could think of was chess. I don’t know much about the game, myself, but from what I could make out, he was a first-class player. Used to rub his opponents’ noses in their losses when he beat them, which was almost always. He got to be a pain, and those who were chess players pretty much just avoided him.”


    Waliewiski broke in. “Did he ever set up games and play alone?”


    “Uh-uh. A couple of the memberscan’t remember whowere talking about that in the foyer one day. They said he played games in his head.” Chang tapped his forehead to make the point. “He even liked to play blindfolded in some of his actual games, if you can imagine.”


    Harperworth was emerging as an avoider. Someone who did his best to keep away from the persistent Colomb. Wesley, an occasional player, was considered an unworthy opponent by the deceased. Lamb, as Chang confirmed, knew nothing about chess and was openly proud of the fact.


    While Chang was only too willing to expound on the characteristics of the remaining eleven members, Nolan steered him off in another direction.


    “What was the original purpose of the club?”


    Chang grinned. “To get away from wiveswomen in general. They were pretty open about that, the original members. The bylaws explicitly exclude women. I kind of feel the atmosphere has changed, though. I think most of the current members just look on this place as somewhere to relax or to do some private work without being disturbed. We’ve got a couple of authors that I know of.” He paused.


    “There is something different going on, come to think of it. There are two membership meetings each year. First Tuesday in December and June. Budget stuff, mostly. Dues, that sort of thing, and those are sky-high, as you can imagine. But there’s something different, something big coming up at the scheduled meeting next week.”


    “Yes?” Nolan encouraged.


    “This is all second hand of course, but I heard Colomb was proposing a rule change to be voted on at the session.”


    “Yes?” This time it came from both officers.


    “I’m not sure I should be mentioning this, but for a murder investigation…”


    Two nods of encouragement.


    For the first time, Chang appeared visibly nervous. Looking over his shoulder at the closed door, his voice dropped. “He wanted to allow women to visit. Only during the day, of course.”


    “Could he change the rules by just getting a vote at the meeting?”


    Chang shook his head. “Not that easy. He needed ten votes…but I heard he had them.”


    ***


    Between the take-outsNolan’s Shanxi-style braised beef and Waliewiski’s steamed vegetablesand the information they had gleaned, there was a lot to digest. Waliewiski struggled to keep the discussion on the case and away from the virtues of protein. “Do you think the possible rule change had anything to do with Colomb’s murder?” she asked.


    Nolan grinned. “Do you think someone hated his wife’s company so much he’d take a drastic step like that to keep her out of here?”


    “I’m more interested in finding out why Colomb wanted to change the rule. No one claims he was a womanizer. And, from what Chang said, the proposed amendment was a completely new idea for Colomb. He’s been a member for over fifteen years. Why the change of attitude, and why now?”


    Nolan stuffed her paper napkin and plastic fork into the empty cardboard container and tossed it all into the wastebasket. “Good question to ask our last suspect.”


    ***


    Of the three club members, Terrance Wesley was the most relaxed. As he explained, “I do ninety percent of my work right here in my suite. All I need is a computer and a high-speed connection, and today was time for a wrap-up. I still have work to do, so I’ll probably be here until nine or so.”


    “When was the last time you played chess with Colomb?”


    “Ages ago. I don’t have much time for that these days. Not like grad school, where we were all bored and looking for something to do.”


    “You did hear Colomb was proposing a rule change?”


    “Sure did. He distributed his proposal a couple of weeks ago. You should have heard the moans and groans.”


    “So most of the members objected?”


    “I wouldn’t say most. But the ones who did were pretty vocal.”


    “Wouldn’t it have been difficult for him to get the needed ten votes?”


    “I see you’ve been checking out our bylaws. Actually, he had the ten votes in his pocket. In case you’re wondering, Colomb was rolling in dough. Money talks, as you probably know. To put it bluntly, he’d bought the necessary votes. Big deposit to his account in one of the club member’s banks. A contract for a major developerhe had lots of influence with City Hall. You know the sort of thing.


    “I was one who objected, and I planned to vote against the proposal. Harperworth was one who didn’t object. Lamb was madder than hell at the idea and talked to me about it. We both saw the handwriting on the wall, though. With Colomb pushing it, the amendment was bound to go through. He did have a sure ten votes.”


    “Do you have any idea why he wanted the rule change, after all these years? And why he wanted it so badly?”


    Wesley grinned. “Not passion, I can assure you. At least, not in the ordinary sense. The reason was Eva Sugar. In case you’ve never heard of her, she’s one of the top players in the worlda Hungarian who just moved here recently. Colomb has spent weeks refurbishing his digs to impress her, but no way could he just defy the membership. Even he wouldn’t do that. Most of the members are sticklers for following the rules.


    “So he did a lot of politicking, a lot of arm twisting, and he lined up his ducks for next week’s meeting. I, for one, fully expected to see Eva come waltzing in by the weekend after next.”


    ***


    “Well, what do you think?” Nolan looked across the ornate desk at her partner. “You’ve now talked to all four suspects. Any favorite? Shall we just shoo them home to their spouses and start making background checks on them tomorrow?”


    “Let’s take one more look at the crime scene, first. There’s still something about it that bothers me.”


    “OK. But let’s make it short. That braised beef didn’t stay with me. First thing I’m going to do when I get home is check the freezer and...”


    “Alright. One last look.”


    The crime scene personnel had done their usual careful job. Except for traces of powder and the absence of a corpse, nothing differed from that first encounter when the door had swung open.


    A gasp made Nolan turn around.


    “That’s it! That’s it! Look at the board on the table. Look at the way the pieces are set out.”


    Nolan shrugged. “Looks just the way the pieces do on that wall hanging, and on all the boards in the cabinet.”


    “If you were going to set up the pieces for a game would you set them up that way?”


    “Well…not knowing the first thing about it…Yeah. I guess I would. I’d just look at the way the others are set up. It’s all the same as far as I can see. The pieces look a bit different, but I can tell what’s a king, what’s a queen, a horse and so on.”


    “Exactly. Well, that’s not the way it works. When someone sets up the pieces to play, he makes sure there’s a white square to his right in the first row.”


    “And there is.”


    “That’s because the board is part of the table. So we can skip that step. You wouldn’t have gotten it wrong. It’s the next step in the setup that’s haywire here.”


    “OK. OK. What’s the next step?”


    “You set up the pieces so the white queen is on a white square and the dark queenin this case the red oneis on a red square.”


    “Gotcha. They were set up wrong. But so what?”


    “Stop and think about it. Would Colomb have set them up wrong? Or Grayson? Or Harperworth? Or Wesley?”


    “I see what you’re getting at. But Colomb wouldn’t have been planning to play a game with Lamb. He knew he didn’t play.”


    “Right, Gina. Now fill it in.”


    There was a long pause before Nolan spoke. “Lamb came in to talk to Colomb, probably to talk him out of proposing that amendment. They argued. Colomb was adamant, and if the others report his personality correctly, he probably made Lamb mad as hell. Lamb picks up the poker and clobbers him. Probably didn’t mean to kill him, but he did. And, with the red haze fading, he suddenly realizes he’s one of four possibles for the murder. That’s when he decides to throw suspicion as far away from himself as possible.”


    “You’ve got it. He carefully wipes off the poker, then sets up the board for a gamealways being careful to leave no prints. Since he’s the only one in the building who doesn’t play, he figures that with the board set up, he’ll be eliminated as a suspect. Except that the result is just the opposite. The finger points right at him.”


    “Let’s go have a chat with Lamb.”


    As they were leaving, Grayson met them at the door of the suite, a box in his hand. He seemed embarassed. “Dr. McNair left this for me when he dropped by today. Said a patient gave it to him and he doesn’t eat chocolates. Unfortunately, I don’t and neither does Chang. I thought you folks might like them. I also wondered if I could leave now. The little woman called and said my supper is getting cold.”


    Nolan sampled the box as the officers went up to the second floor.


    “There’s a lot of carbohydrates there, Gina,” Jill said.


    “Nah. Chocolate’s mostly fat.”

  


  
    THE MISSING SHIPMENT


    The explosion happened late in the morning on a day soon after the office of Brantley and Lemke had come suddenly alive and as active as in more prosperous times. The temporary secretary/receptionist was wrestling with the intricacies of Word Perfect, Brantley had his overcoat on and was in a hurry to leave while still carrying on a rapid-fire conversation with Lemke. At that moment the secretary’s phone rang right under Brantley’s elbow. He picked it up, and his face was soon showing a mixture of negative emotions.


    “Yes, Mr. Stanislaus.” Pause. “The shipment went out yesterday afternoon.” Pause. “I know. It’s just across town.” Pause. “Yes, I agree. You should have had it hours ago. Just a moment. I’ll get right back to you.”


    Brantley covered the mouthpiece and turned to Lemke. “Damn! It’s old man Stanislaus. He’s frothing at the mouth about a missing shipment. He’ll be bending my ear for hours, and here I have to meet Emma at the airport. I’m late already, but I have to do whatever I can to keep him happy.” Stanislaus, Inc. was one of Brantley and Lemke’s few remaining large clients. Lemke shook his head in dismay over a foul-up they could ill afford to have happen.


    Back to the phone. “Yes, Mr. Stanislaus, I’ll check immediately.” Pause “Yes, I understand.” Pause. “Yes, I know.”


    Lemke signaled to Brantley. Brantley looked puzzled, then handed him the car keys and smiled a thank you. It was only minutes later, while Brantley was still on the phone and the temp’s eyes were glued to the screen, that the explosion rocked the building.


    ***


    Sergeant McCaffrey decided, shock or no shock, the best time to question witnesses is as soon as possible after the crime. The temp was clearly out of it, but could manage a few answers. Brantley showed the impact of the tragedy less, but he was sprawled in one of the chairs in the outer office, looking distinctly uncomfortable. Their stories agreed. Brantley had been interrupted by a phone call on his way to pick up his wife at the airport. Lemke had volunteered to go for him, while Brantley tried to placate an angry client. The bomb planted in Brantley’s car brought instant death to the volunteer.


    McCaffrey was taking notes in his own unique shorthand style while firing questions at the two. “Who was the client who called?”


    “Stanley Stanislaus, the president of Stanislaus, Incorporated. He was complaining about a missing shipment. I just can’t believe it. Poor Lemke! If it hadn’t been for that call, I would have been the one blown to smithereens!”


    McCaffrey slowly put his notepad away, unclipped the handcuffs from his belt and said, “I doubt that very much. I don’t think there was the least chance of that happening.” McCaffrey made it a point to clearly enunciate the Miranda warning as he quickly slipped the cuffs over the startled Brantley’s wrists.


    “You can turn over your cell phone now, Mr. Brantley. I would guess that the last call you made on it was to this office phone. I suppose it was in your overcoat pocket and you pressed the memory button for this number while you were standing here. I doubt very much that there was any rush to pick up Mrs. Brantley at the airport, and I can guess who profits from Lemke’s death. As for the Stanislaus shipment, I’d be willing to bet it isn’t missingassuming of course that there actually was a shipment in the first place.”


    Brantley sputtered, though his intention had been to say nothing. “You’re just speculating. You have absolutely nothing to go on. Everything I told you is absolutely true.”


    “Thank you. I was hoping you’d say that. Evidently you didn’t catch the news. There was a fire at the Stanislaus warehouse early this morning. Mr. Stanislaus was badly burnt. He was in no condition to call anyone, and certainly would not have been the least concerned about a missing shipment.”

  


  
    THE WHITE MOUNTAIN


    The People of the Ocean came from the setting sun and settled on a large island called Tamohana, where the reefs broke the fury of the seas, and quiet lagoons teeming with fish surrounded its shores. A white-capped mountain stood in the center of the island, capturing the passing clouds and forcing them to shed their burden of rain down upon the fertile land. Grateful to this guardian of their crops, the people soon worshipped it as their god, whom they called Pali.


    There on Tamohana the people multiplied and prospered. There was no need to tend the breadfruit and the coconut, nor any difficulty in harvesting their endless bounty. No tree bore its fruit higher than a tall man’s reach. The taro grew wild, and the tubers swelled and broke the earth inviting the people to pluck them from the ground. The fish swam willingly into the waiting nets. Enormous, flightless birds roamed the land, easily trapped and providing mounds of flesh to be roasted in the campfires.


    Best of all, there was peace in the land. No one raised spear or club against his neighbor. No war canoes sailed along the island’s shore. At this time the chief of the people was a woman, and the rule of the people passed from mother to daughter.


    Then, one day, after countless circlings of the sun and many generations had come and gone, when a woman-chief called Tamai ruled, the island began to tremble. The people fled here and there in terror. Enormous cracks opened in the ground. The great White Mountain spewed smoke and ash. The sky darkened, and the clouds hovering high over Tamohana flung forked lightning down into the pandanus groves.


    After three days of huddling in their huts, which had been torn and beaten by the storms, after cringing at every roar from the White Mountain, and after fighting off the fear following every new upheaval in the ground around them, the people saw the skies clear. The sounds in the earth abated, the winds died down to occasional gusts. Then the people gathered, terror still gripping their hearts.


    One among them, a cousin of Tamai, an old man respected by all because he knew the legends of the people word for word, stood and spoke to them. His voice carried above the wind, which still came rushing down the mountainside in fearful gusts. “Pali is speaking to us. He has given us much since our ancestors came to Tamohana, and yet we have given him nothing in return. He is now showing us his displeasure at our neglect. We must give him something, something we value above all else, something which will show him we are grateful. If we do that, he will curb his anger and once more shower us with his gifts.” The people murmured and then agreed, shouting for him to tell them what they should give to Pali.


    Just before the time of troubles there had been great rejoicing on Tamohana, because Tamai had given birth to a girl child, one lovely to behold. Even at birth, she had flowing black silky hair. Her large dark eyes already seemed to catch every movement around her, and a smile hovered on her face, seeming to welcome any who looked at her. The people had come from all over the island to see the proud mother and the beautiful baby lying under the pili-grass mats stretched outside their stone shelter, shading the newborn from the sun. All agreed they had never looked upon so adorable a creature. All agreed they were fortunate to have been born in a time when they could see such a sight. All agreed the Ocean People were blessed to have the promise of her rule one day.


    The memories of those happy days came back suddenly to first two or three in the crowd, then dozens, then hundreds. “Tamai’s child” they whispered, then they spoke the words aloud, and finally they shouted the baby’s name.


    Tamai, herself, had been sitting cross-legged in front of her shelter, her child peacefully asleep at her breast. She heard the first murmurs, and she knew there was nothing more valuable in the whole of Tamohana than the sweet, dark-haired infant breathing softly against her body. She also knew Pali would settle for nothing less. The clouds were closing, sheet lightning flashed across the horizon, the ground trembled in impatience. With a look of agonizing pain etched across her face and then a last hug, she yielded the child to three young and sturdy men, powerful runners, who began immediately on their long journey to the mountainside and up its eastern flank.


    Tamai could not take her eyes off the tip of the White Mountain, the end of the journey for her child. Few of the people dared to look at the mountain. None could look at her. Most straggled back to their torn shelters, searched in the rubble for a few morsels to feed to their crying children, and waited. After a while, the sun peered through the clouds, the trembling abated, the sheets of fire in the distance faded and went out, though the mountain still coughed and belched intermittently.


    By sundown, even the wind had tired. Tamai had not. Still she watched as a full moon peered over the shoulder of the White Mountain. Soon the men would return. Soon, the last link with her child would be announced.


    Most of the people were asleep. Even the moon was going to rest when the tired runners returned. None of them could look at Tamai, but one crept close to her and in a half whisper said, “It is done.” Tamai rose and disappeared into her stone shelter.


    In the morning, when the people awoke, the happy days before the rumblings seemed to have returned. A gentle breeze blew over Tamohana. The mountain was still. Small puffs of white clouds clung to its sides, gently moving up the slopes. There were whispers of thanks among the people, but no one went near Tamai’s stone shelter.


    The first to notice the sea change was a young boy who had gone down to the lagoon at daybreak to find some shellfish to eat. But where, the last time he had come down to the beach, there had been a long stretch of white sand, now the sea was lapping at the base of the coconut palms. Some heard his cries and rushed to the beach in time to see the ocean water hugging the tree trunks, moving past them, slowly rising up and covering circle after circle on the bark.


    By noon the villages were threatened by the inexorable tide. Canoes were pulled up to escape the flood, and stores moved to higher ground. The people murmured among themselves, and the old man who had spoken of Pali spoke once more, this time of Tumu. “We have given our most precious gift to the god of the mountain, but we have also taken much from the ocean and never once given back in return. Tumu is telling us he too has been neglected.” Voices rose in the crowd, asking what should be done. The answer, “Another child,” came swiftly.


    No other mother was as willing as Tamai to sacrifice her child for the good of the people, but one baby was torn away. The same young man who had thrown the girl child into the smoking crater, stood on the edge of a boulder not yet flooded and hurled this new offering out into the foaming water. But the ocean continued to advance. “More, more.” The cries mingled with the wailing of infants and the screams of desperate mothers, but nothing could halt the rising waters.


    The crowd became a mob. In fear and despair, some of the people sought more sacrifices for the encroaching ocean. Others banded together to fend off the attackers. More and more, groups turned to the canoes and paddled out over the waters they could not defeat in search of yet another Tamohana. The sea continued to rise until finally only Tamai and a cluster of her relatives were left clinging to the mountainside. Soon her kin, after much persuasion, convinced her to board the last canoe stocked with provisions and fresh water. Even then, she insisted they stay near the island to watch the White Mountain disappear beneath the ever-advancing tide.


    Moments before the waves submerged the last of the land, a small wooden canoe no larger than a cradle emerged from the crater and drifted on the swells. Tamai signaled for the paddlers to approach it. Lying in a bed of ferns was a child, a boy child, not much older than the infant sacrificed to Pali. Still engorged with milk, Tamai’s breasts welcomed the newcomer. The crew heaved sighs of relief, turned the prow toward the rising sun and drove the craft forward with quick slashes of their paddles.


    The days went buy. The efforts of the paddlers and the friendly wind, caught in their tapa cloth sails, moved them ever eastward. Tamai found comfort in her foster child, but something was amiss. Despite its greedy nursing, the child was becoming smaller, not larger. And at night, when only one of the crew stayed awake to guide the sail, the old man who had lectured the people had found the child could speak. Far from the one alert crewman on the long canoe, the two of them whispered to each other, the old man telling the sprit boy/man the legends of the Ocean People, the small creature passing on secrets of the White Mountain in return.


    Every day, as the canoe’s occupants strained their backs and shaded their eyes searching for land, the child became smaller and smaller. Every night his whispered revelations to the old man became softer and softer. The day the prowman shouted news of land, the child had disappeared.


    The land was Tonga, the island Tongatapu, and it was empty of people. For many years, Tamai and her kin felt they had found another Tamohana. The people again prospered, and the land provided food and clothing and shelter in abundance. Tamai had many children, most of them daughters, and the people rejoiced. Then, one day, war canoes approached over the horizon. Tamai led her peaceful people to the beach, only to be greeted by a shower of spears and by fierce warriors crashing through the surf with war clubs.


    The attack stopped abruptly when spears thrown at Tamai rebounded short of their target and each found the chest of an attacking warrior. The white waves turned red with their blood. Bodies rose and fell on the swells. In terror, the survivors reversed their canoes and paddled frantically toward the far horizon whence they had come.


    It was night when the old man explained to Tamai what had happened, the small boy they had rescued from the disappearing mountain had been the incarnation of mana, and she was now the repository of the force. He went on to teach her the incantations which would make it possible for her to pass it along to the eldest of her sons, and it was her first son who took over the chieftainship of the Ocean People.

  


  
    DEAD AND ALIVE


    Even as he was hoisting the weighted body over the side, Allan Turning was amused at how difficult the fiction writers made murder seem. It had all been very easy for him, and the chances of his being discovered were virtually nil. Might as well say they were nil. No one had seen them leave the shorefront house and, even if they had, it would have made not one iota of difference.


    What wasn’t going to be easy was to have Jay Milner McNeil alive as well as dead. It would require considerable doing. Nonetheless, good old McNeil was now off to a watery grave. Allan heaved him over the side and, by the light of a near-full August moon, watched the bubbles rise in the calm sea.


    Good old charming, fun-loving, shrewd, vindictive, multi-billionaire J. M. was going down some 2000 feet, just a few miles off of Oahu. Good old J. M., who had been spending his declining years traveling the world, doing as he pleased, dressed in what looked like castoffs, while staying in the fanciest hotels and eating in the most exclusive restaurants. He’d once been denied service in an ultra-exclusive establishment. The manager had insisted, “No tie, no jacket, no service.” J. M. immediately called his attorney, negotiated the purchase of the entire chain in a matter of weeks, then personally fired the manager.


    It was also good old J. M. who had formed the two-billion-dollar Dorothy McNeil Foundation in memory of his wife. Its philanthropic gifts were legendary; its seven-person board of directorswhich included Allanwas the envy of executives of less prestigious charitable organizations. And, if he hadn’t had a run of bad luck at the Vegas gambling tables, Allan would have been more than happy to settle for the six-figure incomewouldn’t have needed J. M. both dead and alive.


    Yes, the first goal had been easy. And the second part should go without a hitch, given his advanced consideration of all possible contingencies. Absolutelywithout a hitch.


    The first step toward accomplishing both purposes had been when he moored his cruiser at the dock of J. M.’s waterfront home on the North Shore. He’d been expected. The reason he’d given for the visit had been well rehearsed. He’d known J. M. would go along. Would be amused at Allan’s proposal. Would have already made up his mind how the shifting of the Foundation’s reserves from safe treasury notes to risky Pattson, Inc. bonds was nonsense, but he would definitely get pleasure from playing along. He made it even easier for Allan by accepting the invitation to a late evening sail on the glassy-calm Pacific waters.


    Allan had brought a blank proxy voting form with him, and the penultimate act of the evening had been J. M.’s signing and dating of the document. As anticipated, good old McNeil, totally amused at the suggestion, had risen to the challenge. Allan would now be given the opportunity to try convincing him to vote yes on the only matter to come before the board at their meeting the following month.


    After a flamboyant signing and dating, J. M. laid down the pen, grinned and said, “You know as well as I do Allan, I’m going keep the reserve fund in safe and sane treasury notes, no matter what you say. You’ll never get to turn any McNeil Foundation money over to any private corporation, nevermind con artists like the Pattsons. So, go ahead. I’m waiting.”


    The ultimate act followed. The old man’s skull must have been thin, since the blow of the sap crushed it so easily.


    ***


    Now, for keeping J. M. alive.


    While the Board meeting was always scheduled for J. M.’s convenience, there was never any guarantee he would actually show. His vote, as often as not, came in to the meeting by a last minute phone call or by fax from strange and exotic regions of the worldor sometimes not at all. None of the directors had ever dared to challenge this unorthodox attendance or absence. There was no reason to think matters would be different this year.


    Allan went over his plan in detail as he checked the box endorsing the fund transfer. First and foremost the plan then involved feeding the document into a fax machine in a rented apartment in Dubuque, with the time delay carefully tested and retested. But Allan was leaving nothing to chance and still preparing for all contingencies.


    Of the remaining five board members, he could be sure of a supporting vote from two, should J. M.’s fax somehow go astray. And Kohler Feingold, a multi-millionaire in his own right, was always a possibility. The directorship, with its attendant munificent honorarium, meant little more for him than a prestige item on a long list of philanthropic activities. He’d be impatient to leave. Since the rotating chairmanship had now devolved upon Allan, there would be plenty of opportunity to make Feingold even more impatient, to stampede him into voting for the transfer just to get the meeting over.


    Yes, all bases were covered. Once the decision was made, Lloyd Pattson would hand Allan a dispatch case packed with $250,000 in hundred dollar bills, Jimmy Kofax from Vegas would be there with his hand out for half the amountsince Kofax had become tired of promises and had now made no bones about what would be done to Allan’s bones if the money weren’t available immediately after the meeting. Then, finally, the payoff would leave Allan free, clear, with a sizeable sum in his bank account and the McNeil honorarium yet to arrive on the first of the coming year. Careful planning could indeed work wonders.


    ***


    Unfortunately, the September first Honolulu meeting had not even come to order when a phone call from Isaac Ferrari indicated trouble ahead.


    “What’s going on there, Turning? Why can’t I get a fax to you?” The tone was angry, the hoarseness indicated Ferrari was still tied to an oxygen tank. Allan knew the invalid wouldn’t have been able to make the meeting, knew also how he was inflexible, and would be unalterably opposed to moving the reserves out of their guaranteed safe location in treasury notes. Not receiving his fax would be all to the good, but not getting J. M.’s fax could mean relying on an alternative part of his planning. Fortunately, Allan had fully intended to check out the machine long before the vital message was due to arrive.


    Hotel management was effusively apologetic. “I’m very sorry sir. We have new machines in the warehouse and will have one there immediately, along with a technician to set it up.”


    Allan wasn’t reassured by the technician’s appearance, a black man with a “Kevin” name tag who showed up with a compact package under his arm. His quick slashing open of the carton and efficient setting up of the pristine new machine helped to allay anxieties, however. Within moments, a test sheet was spewing out. A message to the desk brought an immediate reply.


    “She’s all set to go,” Kevin said, after pointing out the simple steps needed to transmit, “If you’ve got any questions, here’s my cellphone number. I’ll be around all day.”


    Within minutes, Ferrari’s fax appeared, along with an angry note describing in detail what he considered to be a dire threat to the Foundation’s solvency. The secretary passed it along to Allan, who smiled at the futile ire, returned the document to her, then welcomed the first of the directors and the Foundation’s attorney.


    Surveying the three directors seated around the table, Allan totaled up their apparent age as somewhere over two hundred and fifty years. They would be easy to manipulate, even without J. M.’s expected fax. Feingold, just now showing up, was already checking out his Rolex. The meeting then opened at four-thirty on the dot. It would definitely be over before five. Discussion was desultory. Allan’s two supporters contributed little. The vote would certainly be three for. It would not be enough to carry the motion if the expected fax didn’t arrive, since a four vote majority was always the minimum needed for passage, but Feingold’s vote could and would make the difference. Allan kept watching the clock. The fax would arrive by four-fifty-one. He was hardly listening to the chatter.


    The machine burped to life at exactly four-fifty-one. Allan smiled. The secretary lifted the document from the feed tray, glanced at it, frowned and passed it along to the attorney. Allan’s smile faded. The attorney conferred with the secretary before announcing, “This fax is from J.M., but there’s no indication of where it came from. I’m not sure it can be considered valid under those circumstances.”


    Allan recovered quickly. “I’m certain that’s just a defect in the printing. At any rate, we can have a vote to accept. Do I hear a motion to effect?”


    Impatiently, Feingold took time from checking his watch to say, “I so move.” The motion was seconded and unanimously approved. The attorney passed the paper along to Allan.


    Silence followed, since Allan was speechless. Not only was the vote against the transfer, the appended note in J. M.’s unmistakable Spenserian hand was a detailed and devastating argument against it. The date next to the signature was September 1.


    The storm broke. The vote, which immediately followed, unanimously opposed the transfer, Allan having given his nodding assent when faced with the futility of any opposition. The room quickly cleared, there were perfunctory goodbyes: “Cheers.” “See you again next year, Allan.” “Gotta catch the 7:12 to Frisco.” The secretary was the last to leave, handing the semi-paralyzed Allan her draft of the minutes on her way out.


    Even in his dazed condition, Allan managed to phone the technician. Kevin arrived promptly.


    “Can you tell where this message came from?” Allan asked, as he pointed to J. M.’s signed message.


    “Sure thing. It’s no fax. Just a copy. Someone fed the original into the machine right here in this room.”


    “But it couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. I was here all the time. No one touched the machine, except to take faxes out of it. It had to have come from somewhere else.”


    Kevin grinned. “No way. For one thing, every fax from this piece of equipment will show it as an incoming call…if there is one.” He guffawed, then added, “For another, all the phone lines in the hotel have been out since 4:30. They just came back on, about a minute ago. So, if one of you folks didn’t make this copy, there has to be a ghost in the machine.”


    As he spoke, he picked up the document and a puzzled expression crossed his face. “Hey! What you been doing here? This thing’s all wet. Looks like it’s been dumped in the ocean.”


    The phone interrupted as a white-faced Allan groped for words. A very contrite hotel manager identified himself. “Sorry about the phone interruption, sir. I hope you weren’t expecting any important messages.” Without waiting for a reply, the voice went on. “There’s a Mr. Kofax who has been waiting for you at the desk. Shall I send him up? Ohnever mindI think he’s already on the way.”

  


  
    A FAMILY MATTER


    “God knows best,” Maria said, hugging Louise, while her own tears flowed in torrents. Louise’s husbandMaria’s brotherGiovanni Bianco, had just been reported as being on the plane which had crashed outside New York City in the early morning. There had been no survivors. As a representative of California contractors, Giovanni had been attending a meeting of the parent organization, Construction Companies USA.


    By some mystical intuition, the Biancos had begun to gather at Louise’s home without being asked, without a second thought, the moment they heard of the crash and of Giovanni’s death. Maria, his sister, had been the first to arrive. His parents were only moments behind, their almost all-encompassing grief still leaving room to console their daughter-in-law. The older brothers, Sergio from Los Angeles and Luigi from Reno had called and were on the way to Truckee with their families. Nothing could bring the Biancos together more quickly than disaster.


    Louise felt an instantaneous comfort in the presence of her Italian in-laws, in their tears mingling with her own. She almost smiled as Mama Bianco rushed off to the kitchen, saying, “Luigi will be here any minute and he’ll have left without eating breakfast, I know.” Even a sudden death demanded the living be fortified with food.


    “Have you told Serena yet?” Maria asked.


    Horrifying as the news had been for her, Louise knew it would be even more so for her eight-year-old. She shook her head, glad Serena had probably another hour of untroubled sleep before finding out what had happened to her beloved father. The thought of what it would mean to her daughter helped her to regain some element of composure. Every bit she could muster would be needed to help Serena over what she would suffer when she heard of her father’s death.


    An added comfort was the arrival of Angelo Freita, Maria’s husband, and their three children. Younger than Serena, they would be relatively unaffected by the tragedy and might provide occupation and distraction for the young girl who loved to take care of the Freita brood. Massive Angelo, even taller and heavier set than her own Giovanni, gave Louise a bear hug. “We are all going to miss him,” he said.


    By noon, the house was full of cousins, nieces, nephews and assorted other relatives. Mama Bianco gave Louise no time to think, having put her in charge of the inevitable bread baking, while she scoured the refrigerator for sauce ingredients and the cupboards for the right pasta to prepare what was now about to turn into an enormous feast.


    Serena was the only one almost totally unaffected by the melee, the only one now withdrawn in a corner, thinking onlyas Louise was certainabout the father who would never again walk through the door, sweep his beloved Serena up into his strong arms, hug her and ask her what trouble she’d gotten into at school that day. Louise now painfully recalled how the ritual never failed to make his daughter break into giggles.


    The closeness of the bond between father and daughter had been surprising, since Serena was not his child. The sixteen year-old Louise had run away from home, fallen in with a drug crowd in the Las Vegas area and drifted into a pointless and abusive affair with Walter Trapp. She was soon pregnant. Trapp quickly found a replacement and threw her out of his apartment long before the birth.


    Most of the following year had been a harrowing one. The birth had been difficult, and the doctor told her the complications meant it would be her one and only child. Welfare, job training as a practical nurse which took her away from her baby, and her own dismay at having to use food stamps, to wear Salvation Army discards and to live in marginal public housing almost destroyed her. Giovanni Bianco’s fortuitous arrival on the scene made all the difference.


    Kind, gentle, Big Joe, as they called him at the construction company, fell in love with the mother and was completely enchanted by the baby. Marriage soon followed, and Giovanni took immediate steps to adopt Serena. Finally locating Trapp, he found him reluctant to give up something he hadn’t wanted in the first place but had now changed his mind on learning someone else valued the child.


    Trapp demanded money. Giovanni had laughed at the demand and, with only a minimal amount of persuasion, managed to get the necessary papers signed. Trapp was out of the picture and, so far as Serena was concerned, she was Giovanni’s natural daughter. Only the Bianco family members were aware she was adopted.


    The Biancos were known all along the Nevada-California border as the construction clan. Enrico had started out as a hod carrier when he’d first moved to the Reno area. Hard work, careful nursing of every penny, honest dealings, and a flair for construction made the resulting company of Bianco Contractors, Inc. a firm to be reckoned with.


    Louise had been uneasy at her first meeting with the Biancos, especially with Enrico. She had wondered how he would react, not only to her, but also to Serena. She need not have been concerned. Enrico had stated, unequivocally, “Serena is my grandchild.” The wrinkled face had then broken into a smile, and he went on in the quiet, commanding voice which he seldom raised, “I will see to it there will never be any doubt about that.” And he had.


    Still active in the company now run by his three sons and son-in-law, Enrico knew every politician, law enforcement officer and businessman in the Truckee area. It hadn’t been difficult for him to have the birth records changed. Officially, Serena was now Serena Bianco, daughter of Louise and Giovanni Biancoand had always been.


    But Serena Bianco now needed help. The listless child tore at Louise’s heart. Less than a day after they arrived home from the ceremony in New York in remembrance of the crash victims, Louise decided something drastic had to be done to break through to her daughter. A week of harrowing listlessness, of tearless grief, of unspoken sorrow was just too much. Even Serena’s return to school seemed incapable of penetrating the barrier.


    Louise found the document, debated with herself, then decided it was only fair to tell Enrico first before taking the drastic step. On her way out the door, the phone rang. The voice, even after a lapse of all these years, was appallingly familiarthe same sneering quality, the thinly veiled contempt, the underlying whine were still all there. “What’s the matter, Lou? Don’t you remember old Walter? Saw your picture in the paper. You and my nice looking daughter. I thought I’d call and renew old acquaintances now you’re single again.”


    Louise’s hand froze to the phone. She couldn’t find words.


    “I was wondering what kind of a settlement the airlines was going to make on you. Seems to me my daughter needs to have her future assured now she’s lost her adoptive daddy. Maybe she needs her real father back.” It was too much. She slammed the receiver down into its cradle, grabbed her purse and fled out the door.


    Mama Bianco’s immediate reaction was to put on the coffeepot when her distracted daughter-in-law arrived. The Bianco front room was warm and friendly, with the lit fireplace completely dispelling the fall chill. Enrico waved her to a chair and waited for her to explain the reason for her sudden visit. The words poured out.


    “Giovanni insisted we keep the adoption papers showing Serena’s biological father. He said he’d heard how sometimes a person needed to know blood relatives if they come down with an inherited disease. So I put the papers away after we received the birth certificate saying Giovanni was Serena’s father.”


    Enrico waited for her to go on. She took a breath and continued. “I thought maybe, if Serena found out Giovanni wasn’t her biological father, it would help her to get over his death.”


    Enrico’s face was impassive. As she went on to tell him about the phone call, there was no change in his expression. When she’d finished, he said, “He will call again.”


    “I know.”


    “When he does, tell him you will meet him. Ask him where he is staying. Then call me.” The words and Mama Bianco’s coffee helped. Even so, Louise was terrified at what the next days would bring.


    The call came the following evening. Choking with hatred and disgust, she promised to meet him. He was staying in Reno and gave her his address. Within moments, she’d placed a call to Enrico.


    “Come over immediately, and bring those papers,” he told her


    The Bianco front room had never seemed so small. Sergio and Marco alone would have filled it. With the added bulk of Angelo Freita, there was hardly breathing room.


    “Come in, come in, Louise,” Enrico said. “I want you to listen close to what I say to my boys.”


    She nodded, as he turned to the three young giants. “There is a Mr. Walter Trapp at this address.” Enrico handed Angelo the note he had written when Louise called, saying in his soft voice, “He is annoying Louise. The three of you will pay him a visit and explain to him he must not do so anymore. Tell him he must not so much as call her or come anywhere near her. Be gentle. I think he will understand.”


    Turning to Louise he said, “Please give me the papers you spoke to me about?”


    She handed him the adoption papers. With a casual motion he tossed them into the fireplace, and all five of the room’s occupants watched them flare up and disappear.


    “Now I think it is time for us to help Serena.” Enrico said, his face creasing into a smile. “We will come together this weekend. The children, too.” His smile widened. “She cannot possibly stay unhappy with all of us telling her how much we love her.”

  


  
    A MARRIAGE OF CONVENIENCE


    “Things are going to have to change.” Harry Sunforth’s coffee tasted especially bitter this morning, but coffee wasn’t what he was referring to.


    Lowell Shea, his breakfast companion, was too involved with the racing form and his laptop computer to do more than grunt. And here he had been invited over specifically to listen to Harry’s proposal for drastically changing his life and lifestyle!


    Harry was twenty-eight, had only yesterday been shocked to catch sight in the mirror of a thinning spot on the top of his head, and could see thirty looming in the near distance. It was already six years since college, and he hadn’t achieved any of the glowing goals held out to the graduating class at commencement.


    Yes, it was time for something different. Time to settle down. Time to alter a lifestyle which was going places, all of them in the wrong direction. Lowell, seven years older, with a stint in the army behind him, had been more sophisticated, more knowing, and had always been the leader of the two-man team. They had been successful, by some standards, but life was no longer satisfying. Something was missing.


    “I’m tired of penny-ante scams, of spending hours at the track, of being nice to patsies. And one of these days the racing commission will catch up with us, kick us out of the clubhouse and even bar us from the track.”


    The sudden burst of words momentarily took Lowell’s attention away from the racing formulas he’d been entering into the computer. “Those penny-ante scams have kept you in expensive booze, good-looking bimbos, your fancy sports car and this place.” Lowell waved a hand to indicate their surroundings. “You’d never find a forty-hour-a-week job paying half as well. If you’d invested your earnings the way I have, you wouldn’t be doing all this moaning and groaning. Besides, if we get kicked out of the track, we’ll go south. The weather’s better there, anyway.”


    “I’m still sick of it.”


    Lowell gave his attention back to the computer, saying, “So what are you going to do? Get a job on the stock exchange?”


    “I’m going to marry a wealthy wife.”


    The racing form dropped to the table as the click of the computer keys ended abruptly. “What?”


    “You heard me. “I’m going to marry a wealthy wife. And I’ve already got her picked out. I met her at the track clubhouse. Her name’s Millicent Mohan. She’s a widow. Her husband left her with enough Dupont stock to paper the whole racetrack. I know she’s sweet on me, and she’s already making noises like marriage.”


    “C’mon, Harry. Grow up! I’ll bet she’s a con-artist, just like you. She probably thinks you’re a millionaire, yourself. Have you been wining and dining her?”


    Harry nodded.


    “Did she ever offer to pick up the tab?”


    “No. But she isn’t a woman’s libber. She isn’t one to insist on paying.”


    “So what makes you think she’s rich, besides your believing her Dupont story?”


    “You should see the limo she drives around in. With a uniformed chauffeur. And she has a luxury apartmentand I mean luxury.”


    Lowell sneered at the evidence. “So she’s looking for a rich husband, and she’s splurged on a fancy rental car and a month’s rent among the city’s affluent. It doesn’t mean a thing. When are you going to see her again?”


    “Tonight. We’re meeting at the Market Bistro for dinner, and then we’re off to a night club.”


    “Hmm. Pretty fancy. Tell you what, I’ll check on her. Maybe she is who she says she is. And if she isn’t, I’ll bring you the proof.”


    The evening went very well. Millieshe had insisted he call her Millie when they had first metwas no raving beauty, perhaps, but also not a bad-looking woman. Tall, almost as tall as Harry. Dark hair; brown eyes, somewhat on the small side; a rounded nose, maybe a bit too large; the chin, perhaps too determinedbut, taken all together, she was still attractive. She hadn’t volunteered her age, and Harry estimated she had a ten to fifteen year advantage over him. He didn’t mind.


    Much of the evening was spent trying to determine the best way to play the game. They flirted, and he wondered how much further to push the budding relationship at such an early stage. Weighing the alternatives, he decided the danger of coming on too strong outweighed the danger of appearing too restrained. But the way she clung to him when they danced had him convinced advances would not have been unwelcome. Still, discretion won out. A peck on her cheek was her reward for what he called a “wonderful evening.” The action and the sentiment were reciprocated with considerable ardor. Harry drove off in his Lexus, satisfied the game was going well, though he could see problems ahead.


    Lowell showed up again at breakfast time, brimming with enthusiasm, and with neither his laptop nor what until then had been the inevitable racing form. “You’re right, Harry. I hate to admit I was wrong, but I think you’ve got your money on an odds-on favorite. Millicent Mohan not only owns a tidy portion of Dupont, but she’s a major stockholder in Metropolitan Life. She really has the bucks. Believe me. And the way she was hanging on to you last nightI think you’re going to end up in the winner’s circle.”


    “How do you know all this?”


    “I was there, Harry. Just outside the Bistro. I even took her picture, several of them. Here’s one right here.” He pulled out a glossy black and white photo showing Harry emerging from the restaurant with a smiling and admiring Millie on his arm. “I was going to do a complete check on her, but I didn’t have to. The maître d’ knows her and knew her husband. She’s for real.”


    Lowell suddenly realized how Harry, strangely silent, was not sharing his own growing enthusiasm. “What’s wrong?” Lowell asked. “You’re sitting on a gold mineor will be, if you play your cards right.”


    “Which is exactly the problem. My cards are running out. My credit cards, that is. I’ve borrowed up to and over the hilt to keep Millie entertained. I won’t even be able to pay this month’s rent.”


    “Not to worry. I’ll underwrite you. Four thousand should snow her with flowers, fancy chocolates, and some of Philly’s restaurants that’ll make the Market Bistro seem like Denny’s.”


    Harry looked skeptical. Lowell’s shrewdness and success in the trade was matched only by the tight hold he maintained on his earnings. “What’s the catch?”


    “Seven for four by payday. That’s what we used to charge in the army. I’ll be there on payday. And if there’s no marriage, you can pay me back from your regular earnings. But I’m so sure my money is on a winner, I’ll settle for the four if you loseno interest. Well?”


    Harry’s face lit up. “I’m sure four thousand will do it. And, what the hell! I’ll double your investment.”


    The pace of the courtship accelerated at a rate Harry actually found alarming. In less than two weeks he was standing in front of his full-length mirror, staring at himself in a rented and ridiculously expensive dress suit. The day of the wedding had arrived. It was to be a quiet affair. Millie had few friends or relatives, and none whom she felt were interested in anything other than her money. She quickly agreed when Harry mentioned a friend of his who would be best man, and who had already promised to find an old girlfriend to fill in as bridesmaid.


    A pounding on the door interrupted Harry’s uneasy reverie. It was Lowell, disheveled and out of breath. Several moments passed before Harry’s visitor could speak, and then the news poured out.


    “We’ve been conned. Millicent Mohan is in her chateau on the Riviera. You’re about to marry Sylvia Marcotti, a small-time operator.”


    “I don’t believe it.”


    “Neither did I when I found out. But you don’t have to believe me. Get your coat and let’s go to the track. I began to get suspicious this morning, and I called Jim Dandy. He knows damn near everyone who bets at the track, so I figured he’d be able to tell me about your girlfriend. He knows her all right, and he said he’ll be happy to tell you in detail about her. He’ll be there early. He said to meet him at the clubhouse.”


    Jim Dandy, born James Danforth, had moved up from the betting windows to full managership of on-track betting. Always dressed impeccably, with a necktie stickpintoo large to be a diamondwhich had contributed to his nickname, Jim had frequently been the source of inside information to Harry and Lowell’s benefit.


    Today, Jim met them in the track’s cocktail lounge, which had just opened for the pre-race customers who were trickling in.


    “I couldn’t believe it when Lowell told me about you and Sylvia.” Jim shook his head several times before continuing. “I’ve known her for years. We were in the same high school class. Her father owned a small truck farm in Jersey. He never made much off of it, and boozed what little he did make. His son got into a lot of trouble with the police, and Sylvia just drifted. She showed up here a few months ago, and tried to hit me up for some money when she recognized me. I shied off, but she found enough somewhere to place a few bets. Managed to hit it lucky, but you know how those flukes are. They never last.


    “So, when Lowell here told me about the rich dame you were courting and started describing her, I was almost sure I knew who he was talking about. The pictures he showed me cinched it.”


    Harry’s mouth had become parchment dry, in spite of the drink he’d downed almost immediately.


    Lowell called for another round, as he described what he’d done once he became aware of the looming disaster. “I made a few quick phone calls, and found out Millicent Mohan is in Europe. I talked to her secretary at her home on Long Island, and he told me she’d left weeks ago and didn’t plan on coming back until after the Cannes film festival.”


    Both Jim and Lowell did their best to calm their companion, who was working himself up into a bewildered but towering rage. “But what about the limo, the apartment? What about the maître d’?”


    “The limo is what tipped me off,” Lowell said. “When I went to rent one for the wedding, I recognized the chauffeur. And I checked at her apartment. It’s already empty and available for rent. And, even though he won’t admit it, the maître d’ was just paid off, I’m sure. He claims he might have been mistaken. Says she looks just like the Mohan woman. Bullshit!”


    Harry began to describe in some detail the mayhem he was planning to wreak on the woman he’d been scheduled to marry within the hour.


    Only the combined efforts of his companions, along with several more drinks, could persuade him not to risk an assault charge for the satisfaction of a particularly bloody revenge.


    “Look at it this way, Harry,” Jim said. “Just being left at the altar will be more than enough punishment. Believe me. I’ve seen it. You couldn’t do anything worse to a woman than to leave her there high and dry, standing around with the justice of the peace, wondering why in hell you haven’t shown up.”


    Jim took off for work, while Lowell continued to commiserate with a partner who was now rapidly becoming maudlin. The drinking continued.


    The next morning, Harry could only dimly remember the events of the previous day. Still in bed, and fully clothed, he made a few feeble attempts to keep the room from moving clockwise. The morning sun, which was shining through the window where the shade had been left up, didn’t help. What success he had only made the room move counter-clockwise, and it took him several minutes to realize the pounding wasn’t entirely inside his head. Groaning, he stumbled toward the door to find a Lowell who looked very much as he himself felt.


    Lowell slipped in and slammed the door behind him, then hooked up the chain. “Jeezus! Jeezus! Jeezus!” he said, waving the morning newspaper in front of him. “Look at this!”


    Harry tried focusing his eyes. The effort created waves of nausea, which only became worse as he managed to finally unfuzz the photo and story Lowell was pointing at. The picture was of a man, his hand held out toward the camera, effectively blocking his face. The evening-gowned woman next to him was looking in his direction.


    The bold caption under the photograph was “Mafia Boss Pardoned. Sister Meets Him At Prison Gate.” The article which followed proclaimed: “Governor Trovati dropped a bombshell yesterday when he pardoned Big Al Marcotti who was serving six consecutive life sentences for murder. The freed prisoner told the press how grateful he was to the governor for the pardon and how he had no intention of returning to his former life. ‘I’ll probably go back to farming, like my Dad, and I’m going to take care of my kid sister, here. She stood by me all the time I was in the pen, and I’m going to try to make it up to her for all these years we haven’t had together. She’s had a tough life, and she doesn’t deserve any more hard knocks.’ Sylvia Marcotti’s only comment to the press was how she was overjoyed at the governor’s action. ‘It’s going to be wonderful to have a big brother again.’


    Harry’s mouth was open. Comprehension was slow, painful and virtually indigestible.


    Lowell was frantic. “Did you ever talk to her about me? Did you ever tell her my name? Huh? Did you tell her where I live? For chrissakes, Harry, snap out of it! What did you tell her about me?”


    Harry began to shake his head, then stopped because of the resulting explosion of pain. “Nothing. Nothing. We never talked about anything except how we felt about each other!”


    Lowell heaved a sigh of relief. “OK. Throw something in a suitcase. I’m getting you the hell out of here.”


    Harry still wasn’t clear about what was happening. “Why?”


    “Jeezus, Harry! What do you think a Mafia boss is going to do to a guy who just stood up his sister at the altar? Do you think he’s going to kiss you on both cheeks? That he’s going to fire his hit men? That he’s really going back to farming? C’mon, I’m taking you to the airport.” As he was speaking he moved over to the curtained window and carefully peered out.


    Through the haze and headache Harry began to grasp something of his predicament.


    “I’ll drive you right to the airport and you can catch the next plane to LA,” Lowell was saying to his dazed passenger as he pulled away from the curb. “I’ll foot the bill, don’t worry. Just disappear when you get there. You can pick up false ID. Don’t let anybody know where you are. And whatever you do, don’t try to contact me! Don’t mention me to anyone! I don’t want Big Al to find out I ever had anything to do with you. Sure as hell I don’t want him to know I was scheduled to be your best man at his sister’s marriage where the groom just up and walked out on her.”


    Los Angeles turned out to be a bummer. It was days before Harry could find the necessary identification papers. His growing beard was slow in coming out and continued to itch for weeks, the only job he’d been able to find was delivering pizzas, and the tips were hardly worth accepting. The worst of it was the continued looking over his shoulder. He couldn’t believe he’d escaped so completely. And many times he gave silent thanks for Lowell’s presence of mind, knowing his own physical and mental condition would have frozen him on the spot if Lowell hadn’t rushed him off to the airport.


    Several weeks went by before he drifted into the public library after work with the idle notion there might be something in the hometown newspaper to relieve his anxiety. “Maybe Big Al’s had a heart attack and died,” he said to himself. “Or maybe one of the mob has decided to take over and wiped him out. Damn stupid governor! I hope they wiped him out, too”


    The library had issues of the Philadelphia Enquirer going much further back than Harry needed or wanted. The stack of March issues was a confused mess. Pages as well as dates were out of sequence. Harry decided to search out the fateful day. Rummaging through the issues, he found March 25, but no photograph and no caption. “Wasn’t it the 25th?” He was sure it had been the day of the proposed wedding. Then it occurred to him the story of the pardon had been in the following day’s paper. The 26th still produced no story. Harry could have sworn he had the right issue, but dates had become a jumble in his mind since he’d come to the West Coast. Putting the page aside, he continued to search through the stack of newspapers, not noticing the blinking lights indicating the library was about to close.


    Walking down along the table, the library worker was turning off the reading lamps when Harry looked up, holding out the offending paper for inspection. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to know if there’s a different edition of this issue, something later in the day with different stories.”


    The worker inspected the paper. “Not with the Enquirer, there wouldn’t be. I don’t know of any major papers with separate editions. A regional edition, maybe, like the New York Times West Coast issue. What were you looking for?”


    “It was a picture and story. I could have sworn it was right there on this page. It was a real important item. At least, it was to me.”


    “Maybe someone pulled a fast one on you, the way my crazy sister did to me on April 1st. I went out and got the morning paper when I heard it hit the front door, and there it wasmy picture on the front page announcing me as the forty-one-million dollar winner of the Super Power-Ball Sweepstakes. I hooped and hollered and was ready to call the head librarian to tell him what he could do with this job, when my wife just barely caught me in time. She was in on the joke, but she sure didn’t want it to go that far.


    “Yeah. Faking a newspaper page is easy to do these days. These outfits have a photocopier prints the size of a web press. A little cutting and pasting and copying can produce something you can hardly tell from the real thing”


    Harry was barely listening, while wildly flipping the pages in front of him. All he could think of was the photo. And a hidden memory of something barely noticed at the timea flashy stickpin on “Big Al’s” tie. And what would a woman in an evening gown be doing meeting a released convict? And the building in the background surely looked more like the main branch of the Bank of Philadelphia than like a Federal prison.


    It took the photo in the April 20th issue to bring him crashing back to reality. There was Lowell, fancy dress-suit and all, with Millie on his arm. The heading of the story read: LOWELL SHEA AND MILLICENT MOHAN WED TODAY IN QUIET CEREMONY.


    The story went on to describe their coming world-tour honeymoonthree months on a luxury liner. But Harry was really fixed on the photo, especially on the best man, whose necktie stickpin sparkled.


    The anxious voice of the library worker barely penetrated. “You O.K.? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

  




End of sample
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