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IN SEARCH OF A KILLER

Lucy poked her head into Bob’s office. “Bob? I’m done here, but I’d like to look at Sherman’s house. Is that okay?”

“Good idea,” said Bob, opening his drawer. “I’ve got a set of his keys here. It’s on Oak Street, number 202.”

“Thanks,” said Lucy, taking the keys.

“I’m the one who should thank you,” said Bob. “I really appreciate what you’re doing.”

“I don’t know what Rachel told you, but I’m not a professional investigator. There’s no guarantee that I’ll be able to figure out what happened.”

“I know, I know,” said Bob.

“I just don’t want you to get your hopes up,” she said, meeting his eyes. “You’ve got to face the fact that you may never know what happened.”

He nodded.

Lucy sighed. “And if he was murdered, well, you’ve got to realize that most murder victims are killed by someone they know.”

Bob swallowed hard. “By someone I know?”

“Most likely,” said Lucy. “Do you still want me to go ahead?”

Bob looked her straight in the eye. “Absolutely,” he said.

“Okay,” agreed Lucy, but as she limped down the steps to the parking area she wished she had a little more to go on than a gut feeling that Sherman Cobb hadn’t committed suicide . . .
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For my cousin Margery Baird




Chapter One

Sherman Cobb wasn’t feeling well. In fact, he hadn’t been feeling well for quite some time. He couldn’t even remember the last time he woke up in the morning feeling rested and refreshed, ready to face whatever the new day brought. That was why he was sitting in Doc Ryder’s waiting room, expecting the worst.

He’d first visited the doctor a few weeks ago, complaining of pain and tiredness. “Ordinary enough symptoms,” Doc Ryder had said in a reassuring tone of voice. But when the doctor palpated his abdomen, Sherman was sure he’d noticed an expression of alarm flicker across his face. It was quickly suppressed, but Sherman had noticed it and Doc Ryder’s usually brusque and hearty tone became cautious and guarded as he ordered a battery of tests. “Nothing to worry about—just to be on the safe side,” he’d said, but Sherman hadn’t believed him.

Deep inside, he knew something was wrong, just like some women can tell they’re pregnant long before the strip turns blue on a pregnancy kit. He didn’t know how he knew, but he could feel death overtaking him, like the gradual chill you feel when the furnace goes out. First your hands and feet feel cold; then you notice you can’t seem to get warm and the radiator feels cool to the touch. You check the thermostat and notice the temperature has fallen a few degrees; the oil tank must be empty or perhaps the pilot light has blown out. You go down to the cellar to investigate.

That’s what he’d done. He’d come to the doctor to find out what was wrong. But no matter what it turned out to be, he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. His pilot light was struggling to stay lit, but he knew it was just a matter of time before he finally ran out of fuel.

He sighed and reminded himself that he’d cheated the grim reaper a few times in his life and could hardly complain that his chit had finally come due. He’d had a good life, a productive life. He’d had his share of success; he’d known great happiness. All told, he thought, there was only one thing that he wished had been different.

Maybe it could be, he thought, wondering whether he should simply leave things be or should try to change them after all these years. And if he did, would there be enough time?

 


 



Pausing at the kitchen door with an armful of lilac blossoms she had just cut, Julia Tilley realized Papa was angry about something. In her twenty years she had become an expert reader of his moods, always watching for the slightest flicker of his mustache, the curl of his mouth and the lowering of his brows. Not that such acute awareness was required today—she could hear his voice reverberating through the entire house, like thunder.

Julia hesitated, unsure what to do. The lilacs would certainly wilt unless she got them into water very soon. On the other hand, Papa’s anger seemed to be directed to her older sister, Harriet, and Julia was content to leave it that way. She certainly didn’t want to draw his attention by going inside the house.

Moving quickly, she picked up the old enamel bucket that held kitchen scraps and carried it out to the compost heap next to the garden, where she emptied it. She then took it to the pump and filled it with clean water for the lilacs. She set them in the shade and sat down on the porch steps, wondering what to do for the duration. She could walk down the drive to the mailbox, hoping Papa’s tantrum would be over by the time she returned, or she could stay here on the stoop and—well, not exactly eavesdrop because that would be wrong, like opening someone’s mail—but perhaps a phrase or two would come to her and she could figure out what all the fuss was about.

“Damned scoundrel . . . a Communist . . . filthy New Dealer . . .”

So, it was about Thomas O’Rourke, the young man her sister Harriet had been seeing. Julia had suspected as much. He was a labor organizer and a big supporter of Mr. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Papa, a Maine Republican, had no doubt that Mr. Roosevelt’s policies would ruin the country.

“I love him, Papa, and you’re not going to stop me.”

Julia’s eyebrows shot up in amazement. Harriet was daring to argue with Papa.

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that, young lady,” was Papa’s predictable response.

“I’m not young, Papa, don’t you see? I’m thirty years old. I’ve always done what you said and what has it gotten me? I’m an old maid—too good for anyone in this town, that’s for sure.”

Julia considered this. It was true, she realized, with a jolt. None of the farmers and small tradesmen who lived in Tinker’s Cove would want a college-educated wife like Harriet. Or herself, for that matter.

“Is that what you want? To marry some man and become his laundress, his cook, his concubine?” Papa practically spat out the words.

On the stoop, Julia hugged herself. She could see Papa’s expression as clearly as if she were the object of his wrath. The bristly eyebrows, the narrow nose and hollow cheeks, the frowning mouth. How could Harriet bear to confront him? How could she stand his disapproval?

“Yes, Papa,” replied Harriet, coolly. “That’s exactly what I want, more than anything. I want to feel Thomas’s arms around me, his lips pressed against mine. I want to give myself to him. I want to bear his children.”

Julia’s jaw dropped, and apparently, so did Papa’s. There was silence. A long silence. Julia sat very still, watching the swallows’ swooping flight above the neat rows of baby lettuce in the vegetable garden.

When Papa finally spoke, his voice was as cold and hard as ice.

“Understand this: If you marry Thomas O’Rourke, you are no daughter of mine and you will have nothing that is mine. Marry him and you will become dead to me.”

Julia’s lips twitched, hearing the awful words.

 


 



Rachel reached out to gently shake Julia awake, but hesitated. Miss Tilley was almost ninety years old and, like a lot of very old people, didn’t sleep well at night. It seemed a shame to disturb her, even if lunch was ready. She had made up her mind to turn down the pot when Miss Tilley’s eyes sprang open.

“Ah, you’re awake,” said Rachel. “Are you ready for lunch? It’s your favorite, shrimp wiggle on toast.”

Julia Ward Howe Tilley blinked and looked around. She’d been dozing, she realized. Papa was long gone, and dear Mama. And Harriet was dead, too. Julia stroked her arthritic fingers and furrowed her brow. She was the only survivor, the last remaining member of her family. Or was she? What if Harriet had given Thomas O’Rourke a child? Her heart beat a little faster at the thought.




Chapter Two

Finally, a sunny day, thought Lucy Stone, wife of restoration carpenter Bill Stone, mother of four and part-time reporter. Thick, gray clouds had covered the little Maine town of Tinker’s Cove for most of March. According to the weatherman, it was global warming that brought one cold, gray, sunless day after another. There hadn’t been much warm about it, but it had certainly depressed everyone Lucy knew. But today the sun was shining and good spirits would be restored.

Lucy reached for her bright pink turtleneck and pulled it over her head, shook out her shining cap of hair and studied her reflection in the mirror that hung over her dresser. Were those gray hairs? she wondered, leaning closer for a better look. She ran her hand through her short, dark hair and gently grasped a handful so the sun that was streaming through the window could fall on it.

When did that happen? she asked herself. When did her hair start turning gray? And why hadn’t she noticed? She considered yanking out the gray hairs, but there were too many of them. She would have to get some hair color. Or should she leave it be and let her hair lighten naturally? She remembered her mother, who had always insisted her hair was as dark as ever, long after it had faded. No, she decided, she wasn’t ready for the salt-and-pepper look.

As she turned her head from side to side, imagining the effect of the hair color, the shaft of sunlight fell on her face. Was that a little mustache she was sprouting on her upper lip? Lucy leaned anxiously into the mirror. No, she wasn’t sprouting a mustache; it was a series of fine lines. Little wrinkles, she realized, dismayed. And there were more, around her eyes. She’d simply have to be more careful to remember to apply moisturizer, she told herself, reaching for her favorite gray slacks.

She pulled them over her legs and automatically reached for the button, but something was wrong. Had she somehow twisted the waistband? She looked down and saw a little pooch of flesh protruding between the two sides of the zipper. She sucked in her breath and zipped up the pants, then fastened the button. She carefully let out her breath and the button held. Just to be on the safe side, she pulled a long black sweater on over the pink turtleneck. The effect was slimming, but she knew it was only a temporary solution. Summer was coming, which meant shorts and sleeveless shirts and—she gasped in horror at the thought—a swimsuit.

She was definitely going to have to do something, maybe exercise more or go on a diet, she told herself as she hurried out of the house and started the car. It was almost eight and she didn’t want to be late for breakfast with the girls.

Calling themselves “the girls” was a joke—but the group of four women took their weekly Thursday morning breakfasts at Jake’s Donut Shack very seriously. All married with families and numerous commitments, they had discovered that breakfast was easier to fit into their busy schedules than lunch.

Pulling open the door at Jake’s, Lucy headed for the corner table in the back where they always met. As usual, she was the last to arrive.

“We ordered for you,” said Sue Finch. “Your regular.”

“Thanks,” said Lucy, slipping into her seat and reaching for the coffeepot. “I guess I’ll start my diet at lunch.”

“You’re going on a diet? Which one?” asked Rachel Goodman, pushing her oversize glasses back up her nose. “I’ve heard that Zone diet is very good.”

“Not if you care about your health,” said Pam Stillings, adjusting her macrame shawl. Pam had gone to Woodstock and had never quite gotten over it. “You can’t tell me that eating nothing but meat and cheese and butter is good for you.”

“All you ever eat is brown rice and tofu,” observed Sue, checking her perfect manicure. Sue was a faithful Vogue reader and a borderline shopaholic.

“Well, I like it,” replied Pam, tucking her long brown hair behind her ear. “And it’s good for you.”

“I like it, too. I like everything. That’s my problem,” moaned Lucy. “What should I do? I could barely get my pants buttoned this morning.”

“It’s all a matter of mathematics,” said Rachel, picking up her fork and diving into a big stack of pancakes. Rachel had majored in chemistry before dropping out of college to marry law student Bob Goodman. He was now a partner in an established Tinker’s Cove law firm. “You simply have to expend more calories than you consume.”

“Exercise more and eat less,” translated Sue, stirring some artificial sweetener into her black coffee.

“Look at her: She lives on nothing but coffee,” declared Pam, digging into her bowl of oatmeal. “You do that and pretty soon your metabolism slows down to nothing. It’s smarter to eat plenty of fiber. It makes you feel full.”

“Well, if I’m going on a diet, I’ll need my strength,” said Lucy, as the waitress set an overflowing plate, including a cheese omelet, sausage, home fries and buttered toast, in front of her.

“It’s not fair,” said Rachel, who was frighteningly well informed. “Did you know that our metabolism slows down seven percent every ten years? Figure it out: We need almost twenty percent less food than we did when were twenty.”

Lucy resolved to eat only half of her omelet, and to skip the fried potatoes and sausage.

“That’s not the only thing that’s not fair,” said Sue. “I’m starting to get wattles under my chin.”

Lucy’s hand reflexively went to her throat. Was it as firm as it used to be?

“The skin on the back of my hands is getting so thin,” complained Pam. “They get all wrinkly when I bend my wrists back.”

Lucy looked down at her hands. It was true, the skin wrinkled back like the Saggy Baggy Elephant’s.

“Don’t you hate that?” sympathized Rachel. “But what I mind most are my disappearing lips. Where do they go? No matter how much lipstick I use, they just seem to curl under or something.”

Lucy extended her tongue, tentatively. Her lips still seemed to be there.

“No, the worst thing is that when I look in the mirror, I look just like my mother,” said Sue.

Lucy felt a shock of recognition.

“Frightening, isn’t it? Not that I plan to follow in my mother’s footsteps. She’s addicted to plastic surgery. Just had her third face-lift.” Rachel shuddered.

“My mother weighed two hundred and fifty pounds when she died,” said Sue, who probably wouldn’t hit the hundredand-twenty-pound mark on Doc Ryder’s scale. “But somehow, I still look like her.”

“My mother was in denial,” confessed Lucy. “She dealt with aging by just pretending she looked the way she always had.” She paused, remembering. “She didn’t.”

“My mom smokes like a fiend and drinks like a fish,” said Pam, shaking her head in amazement. “The only reason I can think that she’s still alive is that her liver is pickled and her lungs are smoked like hams.”

“Thanks for the image,” complained Rachel, pushing her ham to the side of her plate. “I’ve lost my appetite, thank you.”

“I guess the thing to do is to learn from their mistakes,” Lucy said. “Mom neglected her looks and got all washed-out looking, but I don’t have to let that happen. I’m picking up some hair color today.”

The others nodded in agreement with Lucy, except for Rachel, who peered at them owl-like through her glasses.

“Don’t you see what you’re doing?” she asked. “You’re all reacting to your mothers. Sue’s mom was fat, so she doesn’t eat. Pam’s mom smokes, so she not only refuses to smoke, she buys all her food at the natural foods store. Lucy’s mom didn’t take care of her looks, so Lucy’s resolved to cover her gray. We need to stop reacting . . .” She paused, collecting her thoughts. Then she spoke. “Instead of reacting we need to formulate our own personal positive paradigm for aging.”

The others looked at her blankly.

“What is it with her and the big words?” asked Pam. “Can any of you guys help me out and tell me exactly what a paradigm is and where you can get one?”

They all laughed.

“It’s a vision, a plan,” explained Rachel.

“That sounds like an awful lot of work,” observed Lucy. “Maybe we just need better role models. Someone positive.” She thought for a minute. “Like Miss Tilley. How’s she doing, Rachel?”

Rachel provided home care for Miss Tilley, the retired librarian, who was the oldest resident of Tinker’s Cove.

“She’s great,” said Rachel. “Same as always. You remember taking sociology in college? About inner-directed and outer-directed people? Well, Miss Tilley is the most inner-directed person I know. She just does what she does. You know, she eats the same meals for dinner every week?” Sue counted them off on her fingers. “Roast beef on Sunday, cold beef on Monday, chicken on Tuesday, shrimp wiggle on Wednesday, shepherd’s pie on Thursday, chicken à la king on Friday and baked beans on Saturday.”

“Actually, I didn’t take sociology,” said Pam. “And if I had, I probably wouldn’t remember it anyway. But I guess I’m inner-directed because we have spaghetti every Wednesday.”

“It just means that she doesn’t care what other people think,” said Sue.

“She’s just herself,” agreed Lucy. “There’s nobody like her.”

“That’s exactly right,” agreed Rachel. “For example, she likes to wear a certain style of shoe. She’s worn it for years. Gets two pairs every year mail order from the company. Well, they finally discontinued it. So she was looking through the catalog and these sneakers that light up when you walk caught her eye. For kids, you know. Well, she decided she had to have them. I told her they were for kids, that she’d look ridiculous. Didn’t faze her in the least. She told me she doesn’t have much excitement in her life anymore and she was going to get the sneakers. And she did.”

Sue was incredulous. “She’s wearing sneakers that twinkle when she walks?” she asked.

Rachel nodded. “She likes them so much she ordered two more pairs, in case they discontinue them.”

“I’ll have to stop by and visit,” said Lucy. “This I’ve got to see.”

“How old is she anyway?” asked Pam. “She must be getting up there.”

“Actually, her ninetieth birthday is coming up.” Rachel drank the last of her coffee. “I think she’s feeling her age a little bit. Lately she’s asked me to help her go through her closets and drawers to clean things out. She’s also got a meeting coming up with Bob’s partner, Sherman. He handles most of the older clients’ wills and things.”

“Very sensible,” observed Pam. “After all, she can’t expect to live too much longer.”

“Ninety years,” mused Lucy. “Think how much has changed in her lifetime. We’ve gone from long skirts and corsets to . . . Britney Spears!”

When they all stopped laughing, Sue held up her hand. “I’ve got an idea,” she declared.

They all moaned.

“You’re going to love this,” she continued, gazing off into the distance. “Why don’t we have a birthday party for Miss Tilley? A really big party, you know, invite the whole town. Have the high school band and the chorus. She could arrive on a fire engine. After all, she is the town’s oldest resident and she was the librarian for so many years, absolutely everybody knows her.”

“We could do a ‘This Is Your Life’ show,” suggested Lucy. “Bring back people from her past, successful people she encouraged.”

“I don’t know if she’d go for something like that,” cautioned Rachel. “She’s pretty reclusive; she likes her routine. She wouldn’t want to miss her shrimp wiggle. Plus, she doesn’t like attention.”

Sue waved away that objection. “This is a woman who wears shoes that twinkle when she walks.”

“I bet I can get Ted to put out a special edition of The Pennysaver,” offered Pam, referring to her husband and Lucy’s boss, the editor and publisher of the town’s weekly newspaper. “A commemorative edition chronicling her whole life. It will really be a history of the town during the twentieth century.”

“That’s a great idea,” exclaimed Sue. “Are you all with me? May twentieth will be Miss Tilley Day!”

She raised her water glass in a toast and they all joined in. “To Miss Tilley Day!”

 


 



A brisk March wind was blowing when Lucy left the restaurant, but solar heat had warmed her car. She slid behind the steering wheel and held her face up to the sunshine as she started the engine. What a great idea, she thought. Miss Tilley Day.

As a reporter for The Pennysaver, she knew better than most how the pressures of modern life were negatively impacting the town. A recent proposal to build a casino had been highly controversial and divided neighbor from neighbor, the town’s fishermen were struggling to maintain their traditional livelihood against increased regulation and diminishing stocks of fish, and an influx of second-home builders had driven real estate prices higher than locals could afford. The school committee was struggling to meet new, higher standards imposed by the state; the volunteer fire department was under pressure to become professional; and the town budget simply could not meet all the demands placed upon it without a hefty tax increase.

Miss Tilley Day was just what the town needed, Lucy thought. A day for year-round residents to come together before the annual onslaught of tourists and summer people and enjoy themselves. A day to celebrate their town, its history and its heritage. A day for Tinker’s Cove to celebrate itself. She could hardly wait to get to work and tell Ted all about it.

But first, she had an errand. She switched on the blinker and made a right into the drugstore parking lot. Leaving the engine running, she dashed inside and went straight to the hair care aisle where she was temporarily baffled. So many choices. Scanning the rows of boxes she found a familiar brand she had seen advertised. She chose the color that seemed closest to hers and went around the corner to the skin care section. Her positive personal paradigm, she decided, did not include getting old without a fight.




Chapter Three

Another sunny day. Blustery, but that was expected in March. Bob Goodman zipped up his jacket on Tuesday morning and opened the front door, hanging on to the knob so the wind wouldn’t catch it, and carefully closed it behind him.

Climbing into his brand-new compact SUV, he inhaled the new-car smell. Gosh, life was good, he thought, as he waited for the motor to warm up. He patted the steering wheel fondly. He loved this car. It was irrational, he knew, but it had been love at first sight. And fortunately, he was now in a position where he could indulge himself. Not that he was a millionaire or anything, but the law practice was doing very well. The family finances were on a sound footing, even with the hefty tuition he was paying Harvard College to educate his son, Richie.

It was worth it, of course. Richie was a smart kid and he was doing very well, showing no sign of a sophomore slump. His grades were good but, even more important to Bob and Rachel, he seemed happy and engaged in his studies. He had even undertaken an independent project, cleaning and cataloging a dusty collection of Greek vases he had discovered in the basement of his dorm. Probably collected and abandoned by some nineteenth-century rake, thought Bob, with a chuckle.

He slipped the car into gear and purred down the driveway. This car was so sexy, he thought, smiling with satisfaction. Not only did he have a sexy car, he had a sexy wife. Rachel was so beautiful, and last night she had been in a particularly affectionate mood. He remembered running his hands down her long back, her soft lips parted to receive his kiss, the way she moaned with pleasure when he lifted her hips.

Hearing an angry beep, he firmly put those thoughts out of his mind. He had better pay attention to the road. But honestly, who could blame him for loving his wife? And he did love Rachel, even more than he had when they were first married. He loved the quiet way she took care of him, making sure his clothes were clean and cooking dinner for him every night. He loved her kindness, the way she had simply started taking care of Miss Tilley after she had that awful accident. Rachel hadn’t gone in and taken charge like some Lady Bountiful; instead she’d tactfully overcome the stubborn old woman’s resistance by paying regular visits and bringing her freshly baked cookies or running an errand for her, as any friend might. Soon she’d become a fixture in the retired librarian’s home, providing meals and chauffeuring her around town. Now, she even got paid, through the town’s senior services program.

Bob glanced at the dashboard clock and saw that he was early, so he decided to run the new car through the automatic car wash. There was still a residue of salty slush on the roads and he wanted to keep the finish looking new as long as possible. The car wash was a popular place this time of year and he had to get in line.

While he waited for his turn, he thought about the party Rachel and her friends were planning for Miss Tilley. Rachel had told him about it over dinner, growing excited as she described the “This Is Your Life” program they were planning. He liked the idea; in fact, he wouldn’t mind participating. Goodness knows he felt indebted to Miss Tilley, who had taken an interest in him when he was a small boy.

He could remember searching through the stacks in the old Broadbrooks Library, looking for popular biographies and war stories. She had never criticized his choices, but had offered suggestions of her own. “Ah, you like plenty of action? Maybe you’d like to read Ivanhoe or The Three Musketeers?” Soon he’d given up the slim, watered-down books written for his age group in favor of long and complicated stories by Dickens, Scott and Dumas. He’d rapidly become a fast and discerning reader, a skill that had carried him through college and law school.

He slid the car onto the automatic track of the car wash and enjoyed the sensation of being dry and comfortable inside as the car was sprayed with water and pelted with detergent and wiped with whirling wheels of cloth. Then the light turned green and he drove out into the sunlight, flicking on the windshield wipers.

His good fortune had continued, he acknowledged, when Sherman Cobb had hired him as a summer associate while he was still in law school. Sherman hadn’t limited him to title searches and running errands but had entrusted him with real cases, sending him into court to argue for bail, restraining orders and child support payments. That summer had changed him forever, convincing him that a small-town legal practice was preferable to a high-paying job with a whiteshoe law firm in Boston. When Sherman had asked if he’d consider joining the practice, he’d accepted without hesitation.

He’d never regretted that choice, he thought, pulling into the driveway by the COBB AND GOODMAN LAW OFFICES sign. Oh, he probably could have made a lot more money in Boston, but here in Tinker’s Cove he’d been able to make a real difference in many people’s lives. He’d helped them buy houses, he’d arranged their estates, he’d gotten them out of trouble. Occasionally, he’d made sure they didn’t get away with something they shouldn’t. Even after more than twenty years in practice, he still looked forward to going to work every morning.

Today was no different. He couldn’t wait to dig his teeth into that wrongful injury suit. But first, he resolved, he’d stop in Sherman’s office and thank him for bringing him into the practice. Goodness knows, it was long overdue. Oh, sure, there’d always been an understanding between them, but he’d never actually told Sherman how grateful he was and how much he’d enjoyed working with him all these years. And lately, he’d noticed Sherman hadn’t been quite himself. Probably feeling his age.

It was exactly the things you didn’t say that haunted you later, thought Bob, pulling open the outside door. Once inside the vestibule, he felt a small sense of alarm when he noticed the office door was open. Not ajar, wide open. This was unusual, and he quickened his pace as he proceeded into the reception area. There, a wastebasket was tipped over in the middle of the room.

He stopped and righted it, setting it back in its place by Anne’s desk. Then it occurred to him that he wasn’t behaving very intelligently if the office actually had been burglarized and he stuffed his hands into his pockets so he wouldn’t touch anything else. He looked around for further signs of a break-in, but nothing else seemed to be disturbed. Using a handkerchief, he pulled open the top drawer, where Anne kept the petty cash, but it hadn’t been touched. The only thing that was amiss was the door to Sherman’s office. It was open.

Taken by itself, that wasn’t terribly unusual. What was unusual was the fact that the light was still burning. Sherman would never have left the light on.

Maybe the burglar had been after something in Sherman’s office. But what? There was nothing of value there. On the rare occasions when a client had entrusted them with stock certificates or Grandma’s diamond lavaliere, they had always arranged for the transfer to take place in the bank so the valuables could be stored in a safe deposit box.

Bob realized he was hedging. He didn’t want to go into Sherman’s office. He was afraid of what he would find. Angry with himself, he straightened his shoulders. How bad could it be? Overturned files, papers spread everywhere, he could deal with that. If the office had been defaced in some way, well, they employed a cleaning service. There was absolutely no reason for this sense of dread that was paralyzing him. He forced himself to take a deep breath, exhaled and walked through the doorway.

Sherman was seated at his desk, with his head resting on the blotter.

Bob felt as if he had been hit with a jolt of electricity. Why had he dithered so? A heart attack, a stroke, seconds counted. He ran to the desk and reached for Sherman’s wrist, hoping for a pulse, but Sherman’s arm was stiff and cold. Bob’s gaze went to Sherman’s face. He could see his right eye, partly open, and a pool of congealed blood spread out beneath him on the blotter. Bob dropped Sherman’s arm and stepped backward, fighting nausea.

Panting, he reached over Sherman’s body for the phone. He had almost touched it when he saw the small handgun lying beside it. He snatched his hand back and reached instead into his pocket for his cell phone and dialed 911.

 


 



“It looks like a clear case of suicide to me.”

Bob stared in disbelief at Lieutenant Horowitz, the state police detective who investigated serious crimes in the region. Over the years the two men had developed a cordial working relationship based on mutual respect. Bob had been relieved when Horowitz appeared just as Sherman’s body was being taken away, convinced that the detective would not rest until he’d tracked down the murderer. Now he couldn’t believe the words coming from his mouth.

Horowitz fingered the small white card he was holding and tapped it against his other hand. “He had an appointment with Doc Ryder last week. You know anything about it?”

“He never said anything. Maybe a checkup or something ?”

Bob sat while Horowitz punched the keypad of his cell phone and listened numbly while Horowitz questioned the doctor.

“The doc says he had pancreatic cancer. He refused treatment. Not that it would have done much good. Nothing they could do. He only had a couple of months at the most.”

Bob absorbed the information. Pancreatic cancer. He hadn’t had the faintest idea.

“He never said a word to me about it.”

Horowitz put a hand on his shoulder. “Lots of times they don’t, you know. Once they accept that it’s inevitable, they just decide to end it all without any fuss. Nice and neat. It’s a way of taking control.”

Bob’s ears roared and he put up his hands to cover them. He didn’t want to hear it, to admit it. Horowitz was wrong. He didn’t know Sherman; he didn’t know the first thing about it.

Horowitz stood, his hands in the pockets of his tan raincoat, and studied Bob. “Are you going to be okay?” he asked. “Do you want a ride home or something?”

“No, I’ll stay,” said Bob, “if that’s okay with you.”

Horowitz held up a hand. “It’s fine. We’re done here.”

“You’re done?”

Horowitz nodded. “Crime scene boys dusted for prints, they bagged the gun for forensics, but I don’t think there’re going to be any surprises.”

He paused in the doorway, as if he were reluctant to leave. “I’m real sorry about this, you know,” he said, his voice tired.

Bob looked at the detective’s gray, world-weary face and wished he could wrap his hands around his neck and shake him. That was crazy, he knew, but this whole thing was crazy. He wanted to erase Horowitz, erase the entire morning and go back to yesterday when Sherman was still alive.

“Thanks,” said Bob. “Call me when you get the medical examiner’s report?”

“Sure thing.”

Then Horowitz finally left and he was alone. He sat at his desk and looked at the blank legal pad in front of him. He drew a line down the middle, intending to find a way to make sense of it all. On one side he wrote “cancer.” What should he put on the other side? He didn’t know. Sherman had no family. He’d always put his work first. But to someone faced with cancer, he doubted work would continue to seem very important.

Bob propped his elbows on the desk and buried his head in his hands. Why hadn’t he said something when he’d first noticed Sherman seemed distracted? He’d attributed it to his age, but now he knew it was cancer. Sherman had been in pain; his suffering had driven him to commit suicide.

No more problems for him, snorted Bob, but a whole lot of problems for me.

Instantly, Bob felt guilty and ashamed. Sherman would never have left him in this mess unless he’d been in despair. And that was what hurt the most. He’d thought Sherman was more than his partner, he’d thought Sherman was his friend. Why hadn’t he turned to him—if not for support and comfort, at least to say good-bye?

Sherman always said good-bye. He had never once left the office ahead of Bob without poking his head into Bob’s doorway to let him know he was leaving.

Bob took off his eyeglasses and rubbed his eyes, remembering the Sutcliffe case. All the evidence had weighed heavily against Tim Sutcliffe, who eyewitnesses agreed had robbed the Quik Stop one steamy July night, shooting the clerk and leaving her for dead. Even Bob had figured Sutcliffe was really guilty, given his extensive record. But Sherman had plugged away, persistently questioning the eyewitnesses and proving, one by one, that they hadn’t really seen the robber that well. Only the clerk had remained certain it was Sutcliffe. And then, just when the case was to go to the jury, hadn’t somebody else confessed to the crime?

No, thought Bob. Sherman never gave up, even when it seemed hopeless, and he wouldn’t have killed himself. Which meant somebody else had to have done it.

Suddenly, Bob remembered the overturned trash can and the unlatched door. Of course. Someone had come in last night when Sherman was working late and shot him. Then they’d left the gun so it would look like suicide. He reached for the phone, intending to call the police, when a surge of grief hit him. He’d missed his chance to tell Sherman how much he appreciated all he’d done for him.




Chapter Four

“You can fight the aging process!” promised the perky little blonde on the TV screen. Perfectly proportioned and perfectly tanned, she bared her perfect white teeth in a perfect smile and nodded, making her perfectly bleached blond curls bounce.

“Is she for real?” asked Sara. Lucy’s thirteen-year-old daughter was lounging on the sofa with an open bag of M&Ms on her stomach.

Zoe, who was in second grade, was perched in front of the family computer, playing an action game. Lucy’s older kids, Toby and Elizabeth, were away at college.

“I’m not looking for a relationship here,” panted Lucy, straining to follow a complicated combination of steps. “I just want to lose ten pounds.”

Lucy was dressed in an old pair of leggings, so old the seams were splitting, and one of Bill’s T-shirts. On the TV screen, Debbie was dressed in an orange bikini, only a shade brighter than her orange skin.

“You can lose those last ten pounds!” exhorted Video Debbie, making Lucy wonder if the TV was really a two-way communication device. Maybe Debbie could read her mind. “But losing weight is only one reason to exercise. Exercise is good for you! It helps fight heart disease, it keeps you limber, and it acts as a mental filter. Exercise makes you happy!”

“Are you happy, Mom?” asked Sara, popping an M&M into her mouth.

“I’m trying,” panted Lucy, tripping over her feet as she attempted to execute a grapevine step.

“Don’t stop!” cautioned Debbie. “I’ll be right back for your Tummy Tune-up!”

Lucy reached for her water bottle, and attempted to march in place while she tilted back her head and drank. Water spilled down her chin.

“Way to go, Mom,” observed Sara.

“Listen, this is harder than you think. Especially when you’ve worked all day and you’re tired.” Lucy paused. “How does she do it? How does she talk? I can hardly breathe.”

“She’s in shape,” said Sara. “You’re not.”

“Thanks for the encouragement,” said Lucy, painfully lowering herself to the floor for tummy crunches.

“This is our toning segment,” said Debbie, who had perched her round little bottom on an exercise mat that was color-coordinated to complement her bikini. “Our goal here is to condition our muscles, while keeping our heart rate up. Let’s begin. Now I want you to lower yourself vertebra by vertebra—but not all the way! Hold it, hold it; now bring yourself back up. Feel that?” Debbie pointed to her flat tummy with a perfectly manicured finger. “I certainly can!”

“Uhhh,” said Lucy, collapsing onto the floor. A sympathetic shriek rose from the computer.

Debbie was now bringing her knees to her chin and then extending her legs, toes pointed. It looked easy. “You want your legs to float, to be weightless,” she advised.

Lucy raised her head, drew her knees in and then extended them. A horrible howl escaped her lips as her legs thunked to the floor.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Zoe turned her head in concern.

“I think I pulled something,” gasped Lucy, clutching her abdomen and moaning.

On the screen, Debbie was bicycling her legs. “Don’t stop! It’s worth it, I promise you.”

Lucy rolled onto her side, curled in a fetal position.

“Now she’s doing yoga,” said Sara, helpfully informative.

On the screen, Debbie had twisted her legs into a lotus position.

“I know I can’t do that.”

“You can do it,” said Debbie. “Start by sitting with your legs crossed and with time, you’ll be able to do more.”

Lucy sat Indian-style, rubbing her tummy.

“Now, let’s stand up and try Warrior.”

Debbie unfolded herself and rose effortlessly, bending her front knee and extending her back leg in a lunge. By holding on to the coffee table, Lucy was able to struggle to her feet, but Warrior position proved harder than it looked and she lost her balance and rolled back onto the floor.

“It’s a good thing we got that extra-thick pad for the new carpet,” she said, crawling over to the couch. “I could’ve hurt myself.” She sat on the floor, resting her back against the sofa. “I hope I won’t have sore muscles tomorrow.”

“You know what the best part of the workout is?” inquired Debbie.

“The end,” muttered Lucy, finding herself speaking in unison with the perky blonde on the TV. This was spooky.

“Because you’ve done it! You’ve accomplished something that’s good for you!”

“I think I deserve a reward,” said Lucy, reaching for the M&Ms and checking the nutrition information label. “Three hundred calories per two ounces. That’s not very many, is it?”

Sara shrugged.

Lucy reached for the remote and pushed the rewind button. “I bet I burned a ton of calories in that workout. I’m sweating, you know.”

“Mom, you don’t have to share everything.”

Lucy fanned herself with one hand and reached for more M&Ms with the other. “How many calories do you think I burned? Five hundred? A thousand?”

“Probably a million, Mom. Listen, I want to ask you something.”

Lucy chewed happily. “Shoot.”

“You know how my birthday’s coming up?”

“Oh, that’s right. You’ll be thirteen! A teenager!”

“No, Mom. I am thirteen. I’m going to be fourteen.”

Lucy helped herself to another handful of candy. “Are you sure?”

Sara rolled her eyes. “I know my own birthday, Mom. And I was thinking that I’d like to have a sleep-over and invite some of my friends.”

“That would be nice,” said Lucy. “How about having a Night of Beauty party? You could do each other’s hair and nails, stuff like that.”

“Cute idea, Mom,” said Sara, sarcastically. “But I was thinking of something a little different. I want to invite some of my boy friends.”

Lucy’s eyes widened in shock. “A coed sleep-over?”

“Yeah, Mom. Everybody’s doing it.”

“They are? How come I haven’t heard, if everyone’s doing it?”

“ ’Cause everybody’s doing it,” said Sara, loftily. “It’s not like something you need to talk about, you know. It’s like brushing your teeth. You don’t talk about it because everybody does it.”

The phone rang and Zoe snatched the receiver. “It’s for you, Mom.”

“I don’t think so,” said Lucy, shaking her head and getting up slowly. If the way she felt now was any indication, she was going to be very sore tomorrow.

It was Rachel and she sounded upset.

“What’s the matter?” asked Lucy.

“Something terrible has happened. Bob’s partner is dead.”

“Sherman Cobb?” Lucy pictured him: a trim gentleman with a distinguished touch of silver at his temples. “He wasn’t very old, was he? What did he die of?”

“Not very old. In his sixties, I think, but he didn’t die of natural causes.” Rachel hesitated. “He was shot.”

“Shot?” Lucy couldn’t believe it. People didn’t shoot each other in Tinker’s Cove. In fact, most people didn’t even bother to lock their doors.

“The police think it was suicide, but Bob and I don’t think so.”

Lucy hadn’t thought of suicide, but now that it had been mentioned it seemed a lot more likely than murder. “Why not?”

“A lot of reasons. That’s why I’m calling. Bob and I were hoping you could maybe investigate a little bit. Since the police won’t.”

Lucy hesitated. She’d been warned more than once to keep her nose out of police business. And her husband, Bill, didn’t much like her penchant for investigative reporting, either.

“I don’t know,” she demurred.

“Please. You have no idea how much this would mean to Bob. Could you just stop by his office tomorrow and hear him out? Then, if you don’t think there’s anything to investigate, well, that’ll be it.”

That didn’t sound unreasonable to Lucy. “Okay. I was planning to interview Miss Tilley, but I guess that can wait.”

“Thanks, Lucy. You’re a pal.”

Lucy replaced the phone slowly, absorbing the news of Sherman’s sudden death. He would be missed, she thought, as she wandered back into the family room to turn off the TV. Sara, however, was watching MTV.

“Have you done your homework?” asked Lucy. It was a reflex, really. She was really thinking about Sherman, trying to reconcile his quiet life in Tinker’s Cove with violent death. The police were probably right; it was probably suicide.

“Mom, what about that birthday party? Can I have it?”

Lucy was lost in thought. “Of course,” she said, talking to herself, “the police have been wrong before.”

Sara didn’t wait to hear the rest but jumped to her feet and gave Lucy a quick hug.

“I wonder what that was all about,” said Lucy, still talking to herself as she pushed the eject button and removed the videocassette from the machine. She glanced at the sleeve as she slid the cassette inside. “Burns calories—up to 300 every workout!” was emblazoned on the front, beneath the color photo of Debbie’s smiling face.

That must be wrong, she thought. She’d probably eaten more than three hundred calories worth of M&Ms and she hadn’t even done all of the workout. While Debbie had been bending and stretching and bouncing, she’d been lying on the floor, moaning. And moaning, she guessed, didn’t really use up very many calories.

She lifted the T-shirt and looked down at her round, bulging tummy. It was going to be a lot harder than she thought to get rid of the darned thing. And now that she’d agreed to look into Sherman’s death, when was she going to find time to exercise?
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