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COMING NEXT MONTH


ONE

Frank Holloway liked the extensive library in the offices, and he liked being left alone in it. Now and then one of the junior partners of the law firm started to enter, saw him at the long table with stacks of books and discreetly withdrew. Once, one of them had been at the table already when Frank entered and claimed his preferred chair, dead center, where he had room to spread books on both sides. The younger man had wrapped up his own research quickly and fled. As well he should have, Frank had thought with satisfaction. He had been stocking the library when that fellow was still a suckling; he had certain privileges.
That morning he had already put aside a few volumes with yellow notes sticking out indicating page numbers. After he left, around noon, Patsy, his secretary, would photocopy the cases he had marked, add her own note about volume and page, and have the copies on his desk the following morning. Like clockwork, a well-oiled machine working efficiently, he also thought with satisfaction.
Thus it was that he looked up in annoyance when Patsy entered the library at ten minutes past eleven. Pointedly, he glanced at the wall clock above the door, then at his own watch, and scowled at her. She frowned back. She had certain privileges, too. She had been with him for forty years and was determined not to retire a day before he did, but now that he was a published author, and on his way to writing a second book, she was no longer hinting broadly at every opportunity for him to speed that day along.
“A Mr. and Mrs. Wallis Lederer want to see you,” she said. “Walk-ins,” she added disdainfully.
“Send them away. Or sic them on one of the loafers hanging out at the watercooler.” She nodded and had turned back toward the door when he said, “Hang on a sec. Wallis Lederer? How old’s the fellow?”
“About sixty.”
“Well, I’ll be damned. Wally Lederer. After all these years. Tell them to wait a few minutes. These are ready to go.” He motioned toward the marked books, closed the one he had been reading and put it in the other stack. Patsy would put them all back on the shelves. The one time he had started to return them, she had been indignant.
In his own office Frank placed the folder of copies in his briefcase, washed his hands and then went to greet his visitors.
“Wally Lederer!” he said when he saw them. “It really is you. It’s been a while.”
“Forty-some years,” Wally said, shaking hands, patting Frank’s back, grinning. He turned to the woman at his side and said, “I told you he’d remember me. Meg, meet Frank Holloway, the guy who saved me back when I was a smart-assed kid. My wife, Meg.”
Wally was five foot ten and stocky with wavy white hair and white eyebrows, a nice suntan and very white teeth. He was showing many of them in his broad smile. Meg was no more than five foot two or three, slender, with a round pretty face and curly brown hair showing streaks of gray. When she smiled, a dimple came and went quickly in her right cheek. They were both well dressed, he in a sport jacket and slacks, shirt open at the throat, and she in a nice blue pantsuit exactly the color of her eyes.
“Well, come on back. Lots of history to catch up with. This way.” Frank led them through the hallway to his office, paused at the library door and looked in at Patsy who was shelving his books. “When you have a minute, maybe you could bring my guests some coffee.” He didn’t miss the glint of approval in her eyes when she nodded. He had said “guests” not clients. They could read each other so clearly, they were like a long-married couple. He knew none of the young attorneys would dare ask a secretary to bring coffee these days, but he also knew that Patsy would be outraged if Frank waited on guests or clients.
In his office he motioned toward the comfortable chairs at the coffee table.
Wally gave an appraising look at the immaculate desk, the glass-door bookshelves, the leather-covered furnishings. “You’ve come way up in the world,” he said. “Folding chairs and a Goodwill desk in the early days,” he said to Meg. “I knew him when. One of his first clients, in fact.”
Frank laughed. “You look as if you’ve done all right for yourself, as well. What have you been up to?”
“This and that. I have an act, down in Vegas, sometimes in Atlantic City, casinos, things of that sort. Eight or nine shows a year, a week at a time. Not a headliner, just an act between the big draws. I brought a video to show you.”
Patsy tapped on the door and entered with the coffee service on a tray. She poured for them all and left.
“A performer? Song and dance?” Frank asked.
“Not exactly. I’ll show you. See, Meg and I, we were dating when I was on probation back in the early days, and we decided the day I was done with community service, all that, we’d take off and make a fresh start somewhere else. Then, down in San Francisco I got in trouble again. Our first anniversary. Broke, waiting for Meg at her workplace in an uppity department store, and this rich bitch left her purse on the counter while she was wandering back and forth trying to pick out earrings or something. There was a fat wallet in plain sight and my hands did their thing. I was nabbed. Five years. State pen.”
Wally sipped coffee, added sugar and sipped again, then put the cup down. “So there I was, with an old black guy as my cell mate, in for twenty, four behind him. And he wasn’t going to last the next sixteen, that was for sure. Old and sick. And mean. He cursed me out, swatted me a time or two and called me a goddamn idiot. Told me a gift like mine should make me a fine living, but I was too dumb to take advantage, and I’d be back looking just like him if I didn’t shape up. And Meg, well, she said she’d wait this time, but if I crossed the line again, she’d be gone. Between them, they got through to me.”
When he paused again, Frank asked, “Your gift?”
“Ambidexterity. I could do brain surgery with either hand.” He reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a wallet, tossed it down on the table. “I think that’s yours.”
Frank felt his own pocket, then burst out laughing. “Son of a bitch! You’re still doing it!”
“But legitimately. My act is putting on demonstrations for the credulous. A few pretty well-paying gigs a year, benefits for bunco squads, convention managers, things like that. A good living. And old Joey taught me how to play cards.”
“Professional gambler?”
Wally shook his head. “I never gamble, and I’m not into card tricks. You don’t have to cheat, just pay attention and learn how to count. That’s the clue, paying attention. Same as with picking pockets. Joey taught me that, too. It’s been a pretty good living, all in all.”
Meg had been silent, but now she said, “As soon as Wally began to make money with his act, he sent ten percent to Joey. Every performance, ten percent.”
Wally looked sheepish. “I owed him a lot,” he said. “Least I could do. A few bucks in the pen makes a difference.”
Frank nodded. “What brings you to Eugene?”
Meg answered. “Christmas Eve. We were in a hotel in Las Vegas, and I said, ‘Let’s go home, get our own house in the country.’ We had moved around so much, apartments, motels, hotels, never our own house. I don’t even know if I was serious when I said it, but it took, and we both knew that was what we wanted to do. We came home in February and bought a house in the country with two acres of blackberry brambles and a barn. We’re fixing it up, restoring it.” Her words were lightly spoken, but she was tense. She smiled and the dimple came, then vanished again.
Where did dimples go when they weren’t visible? Frank wondered, drawn to this woman with her blue eyes and dimpled cheek, and carefully managed anxiety. While Wally was voluble and engaging, she appeared to be reserved and almost shy.
There was no trace of her dimple when Meg said, “Wally’s been accused of stealing a little gold boat that’s said to be worth about thirty thousand dollars.”
“I haven’t been accused,” Wally said quickly.
She gave him a scornful look. “You have, or will be in the next day or two.”
Frank held up his hand. “Hold it, you two. I should have made this clear at the start. I’m sorry I didn’t. This office no longer takes on criminal cases, I’m afraid.”
Meg didn’t try to hide her dismay, and Wally took her hand. Honey, this will blow over. Jay isn’t going to press any charges. He’s just having us on for kicks or something.”
Meg kept her gaze on Frank. “Can you recommend someone else?”
“Indeed I can,” he said, getting to his feet. He went to his desk and placed a call.


TWO

Barbara Holloway cradled the phone and sat regarding an open folder on her desk for several minutes, a case from a walk-in client at Martin’s restaurant. More of the same, she thought, and closed the folder. She did not underestimate the importance to her clients of the problems they brought to her twice a week, doing double duty as she was while Shelley was away, but on the other hand, for her they were routine and, she had to admit, boring.
She considered the word boring with surprise and decided it wasn’t exactly what she was feeling. Restlessness? Waiting for something to happen? It was the April blahs, she told herself firmly and stood up. A beautiful day outside after a few weeks of heavy rain had left her wanting to be out there playing, walking, doing something. Her father had warned her that after years of one difficult case after another, she might feel restless. But, he had added, she should relax and enjoy the respite.
She nodded. Right. She walked to the outer office and said to Maria, “Dad’s bringing over a couple of people, and since it’s getting on to noon, take off when you are ready. After I see them, Dad and I will go out for lunch and I don’t think I’ll come back afterward. Nothing for you to do. Go fly a kite with your kids or something.”
“Want me to put on coffee?” Maria asked.
“Sure. Just measure stuff and if they want it I’ll turn it on.”
Ten minutes later Maria tapped on the door and Barbara opened it to receive her visitors. Frank made the introductions, then retrieved a third client chair from against the wall and positioned it in front of her desk. He angled it in such a way that he would have a good line of sight to watch Wally and Meg as they talked. Taking her cue from him, Barbara seated herself behind her desk and pulled her yellow legal pad within range.
Wally adjusted his position in his chair. “Your dad told us a little about you on our way over.”
“I also told them that I’d fill you in on some background over lunch. So they can get right to their problem,” Frank said.
“Yes, our problem,” Wally said. “Not that it is a problem exactly, but Meg’s afraid it could become one and we should be prepared, just in case. See, a fellow we know is missing a little gold boat and he told his insurer and the police that I must have taken it.”
Meg interrupted before he could continue. “Ms. Holloway, let me tell it with a few more details. We ran into Jay Wilkins over at the casino in Florence on Saturday night. I recognized him right away because we had seen his picture in the newspaper a month or so ago.”
“The Buick dealership Wilkins?” Frank asked.
“Yes. We all went to high school together. Anyway, when I saw Jay, I spoke to him, and he invited us to his house here in Eugene for a drink on Monday, when we’d all be back in town. He said to talk about old times. We went, but as it turned out, it was not a comfortable visit and we didn’t stay very long. He wanted to show off his collections, for one thing. A wall filled with cases that held dozens of model cars, and another with Egyptian and Etruscan artifacts. He opened that case and we all handled a little gold boat. He said it was a model of Cleopatra’s famous gold barge. It’s very beautiful, about five inches long. Then we went into another room with a bar and we had our drink. He didn’t really want to talk about the old days, but rather about his wife. Apparently she’s away on a trip back east, and he seemed very preoccupied about it. He mentioned her on Saturday, and then talked about her on Monday. He’s concerned because she hasn’t called. As I said, it was not a comfortable visit and we stayed only long enough to have a drink, then left.”
“That boat’s of no interest to anyone on earth except a collector,” Wally said then. “Not something you could take to a pawnshop and unload. He said it’s worth thirty grand, definitely not the sort of thing to grab for a quick buck.”
Meg put her hand on his arm. “Your turn’s coming.” She faced Barbara again. “That was Monday. Yesterday, I had just left the house to go get our mail. I was still in the driveway when a car pulled in and two men got out. A detective and an insurance agent. They said they wanted to ask us a few questions.” She patted Wally’s arm. “Your turn.”
“About time,” he said in a good-natured way. “Right away the detective said I might as well hand it over. Practical jokes didn’t make it. Give it back and Jay would forget the whole thing. I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. They told me the boat was gone and we were the only two who had been in the house. They didn’t tell me more than that, no details, except that it was gone and no one else could have taken it. I told Meg not to worry, it’ll turn up. But here we are.”
“Oh, Wally,” Meg said despairingly. “What if it doesn’t? Your word against Jay Wilkins’s, and your word wouldn’t be worth much if it comes to an arrest.” She looked at Barbara, then Frank beseechingly. “Tell him how dangerous his position is.”
“Why is it?” Barbara asked. “Is there a housekeeper? Who can say for sure no one else was in the house? When did they find out it was missing? Did Wilkins lock the case after you looked at things?”
Wally shook his head. “He didn’t lock it. He took Meg by the arm and practically dragged her out to the bar. I trailed behind them and the case not only wasn’t locked, it was wide open.” He shrugged. “And as I said, they didn’t give me any real details.”
“I don’t understand why your word isn’t as good as Jay Wilkins’s,” Barbara said.
“I’m an ex-con,” Wally said. “Your dad got me out of trouble when I was a kid, and a few years later I did time for lifting a wallet. They knew about the first one, Jay must have told them, and by now they probably know about the second one.”
“Was he your drop man back when you were kids?” Frank asked. “You had to have had an accomplice.”
Meg looked startled when Wally nodded.
Wally regarded Frank for a moment. “You never even asked. The ways of lawyers are mysterious. He was. We both worked at the car lot, the only time we were really together, and his dad kept him on a very short leash. Jay’s old man was tight as a closed clam, and about as mean as a crab. Jay never had a cent.” He paused a moment.
“It was a shock to see Jay in his father’s skin, same expressions, same sort of grasping I’ve-got-mine-and-I-intend-to-keep-it attitude. Same everything. A real shock. I worked for the old man and hated him and here he was facing me again, reincarnated. I didn’t want to have anything more to do with Jay. And as far as practical jokes go, forget it. He isn’t the kind to take a joke.”
Barbara glanced at Frank, dismayed. Meg was right; Wally was in a tough spot.
Wally was looking about the office. “Is there a television available, a video cassette player? I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. I’m absolutely legitimate, clean.”
“I’ll haul it out,” Frank said, rising. He went to the closet, rolled out a small television on a stand and plugged it in. Meg handed him a video she had taken from her bag.
“It’s a demo, edited way down,” Wally said. “My act is about thirty minutes from start to finish, this is under five minutes. No sound, but there’s a running patter that goes with it, a few jokes. You’ll get the idea.”
The video opened with a camera panning a large dinner-show room, filled tables crowded as close together as they could be and still allow waiters to move among them. A spotlight came on and landed on Wally and Meg sitting with an older man at one of the most distant tables from the stage. Wally’s hair glowed in the bright light. He stood up and began to make his way toward the stage, stopping here and there to shake a hand, to greet someone, with a good deal of backslapping, leaning across tables to shake hands. On the stage the master of ceremonies apparently had asked for volunteers to come up, and they were making their own way to the stage. Behind them a few scantily dressed women were setting up a table with a white cloth, arranging four chairs behind it, one at the head.
Wally reached the stage and evidently was enticing a woman to come up also. She was middle-aged and embarrassed, giggling. In a courtly manner he met her at the stage apron and escorted her to the head of the table where he seated her. Then one by one he spoke to the male volunteers and again there were vigorous handshakes, back patting and, taking them one at a time by the arm, he positioned them in the remaining four chairs. Wally apparently had a monologue then, and while at it, he reached into an interior pocket and looked astonished when he pulled out a man’s belt. One of the men at the table clutched at his slacks and half rose from his chair. Wally tossed the belt to him. Quickly then, expressing surprise at each item, he pulled from various pockets a watch, a necktie, wallets, a flashy necklace…
People in the audience were rising, making their way to the stage and the role the woman played became clear. Wally placed all the wallets before her, and as each owner claimed one, she verified names.
“A couple of casino security guys come over to pat me down,” Wally said. “They make sure nothing’s left, and the act’s pretty much over.”
On the screen Wally was bowing and blowing kisses to the audience. He gave the M.C. a bear hug and started to leave the stage, stopped, returned to the M.C. and handed him his wallet. He left quickly then, and the camera panned the enthusiastic audience.
“My God!” Barbara said in awe when the screen went dark. “You’re a human vacuum cleaner.”
“I’m good at my job,” Wally said modestly and flashed his big grin. “That’s why it will blow over about Jay’s little boat. You think I’d risk my reputation for something as crude as common theft? And never in my lurid criminal past did I ever steal from anyone’s house.”
“Okay,” Barbara said, “you’re on. Do you have the insurance agent’s name? I’ll ask the right people some of the same questions I asked you.”
Meg looked in her purse. “He gave me his card. He said if the boat turned up, as if by accident, I suppose, give him a call. I also brought a list of the performances Wally’s given over the past few years. I thought it might be useful.”
Barbara took the list and, after a glance, she said, “I imagine it will be if we need it. That’s pretty impressive.” The list included some of the biggest, best-known casinos in Las Vegas as well as Atlantic City. “For now, just sit tight. The boat might turn up at Jay Wilkins’s house, or he might remember moving it. If they come back to your place asking questions, give me a call, and certainly if anyone turns up with a search warrant call me and stall them until I get there. Don’t make a formal statement or sign anything. I’d want to be on hand for anything like that.”
There were a few other details and then they were finished. Both Barbara and Frank went to the outer office with them. Maria was still at her desk working at her computer. After seeing Wally and Meg out, Barbara told Maria to take off, pronto, which was what she intended to do as soon as she cleaned off her desk.
“Lunch,” Frank said, following her back to her office. “Fast. I want to get home and get those tomatoes in the ground before the rain comes back. I’ll fill in the blanks over food.” He chuckled. “He pinched my wallet back in the office. Slick as a whistle. I didn’t feel a thing and didn’t even miss it until he handed it back.”


THREE

Sitting on Frank’s back porch Sunday afternoon, watching him puttering around from his little greenhouse to the garden he was planting, Barbara began to trace the strange restlessness that now seemed to possess her.
She realized it had begun when she stood on a dock in Newport watching the McGinnis yacht leave. On board with a crew of six, her colleague Shelley and new husband Alex had set off on their honeymoon, a cruise around the Hawaiian Islands. It had been a small wedding with only the two families, Barbara and Frank, and of course Dr. Minnick, Alex’s mentor and doctor since his boyhood. Barbara had been Shelley’s maid of honor. Mr. and Mrs. McGinnis had accepted Alex as their son without reservation, despite his grotesque disfigurement caused by a congenital birth defect. Since he didn’t have to foot the bill for a lavish wedding, Mr. McGinnis had said, the least he could do was provide their honeymoon accommodations, thus the yacht at their disposal.
The two gold cats were sniffing around the newly planted garden rows, oblivious of mud. Barbara had always thought cats avoided anything wet, and especially anything muddy. They were an unholy mess, as if they had been rolling around. She got up and went inside for a glass of water that she really didn’t want.
At the sink she mused that this was the first weekend since early March that she hadn’t done something with Darren Halvord, or more likely with him and his son Todd. A bicycle ride, a bird-watching trip to the Finley Refuge, dinner and board games, something.
Too much, she thought suddenly. The guy was trying to domesticate her!
Frank came in with a colander filled with baby salad greens. He had left his muddy shoes outside the door. “Want to give these a quick wash while I go change clothes? I overplanted. Lots of salad greens coming along. And don’t let those fool cats in until they clean themselves up. I have the cat door locked.”
More domestication, she thought savagely, and rinsed the greens. She returned them to the colander to drain and crossed the room to stand at the back door gazing out. Both of them, trying to turn her into someone else. She cursed under her breath.
Later, as Frank prepared dinner, she told him about her visit with the insurance agent. “He’s a reasonable enough guy,” she said. “He’d already looked up Wally and knew about his past, of course. But they aren’t going to do a thing until Mrs. Wilkins checks in. Looks like she took a powder, packed her bags, pretended a visit to an ailing sister and headed for parts unknown. Could be she swiped the boat. Could be something else. So there it’s going to remain for the time being. The police aren’t going to do a thing either unless Wilkins flexes muscles or something. They’re not interested in gold boats or wives who pack bags and take off.”
“Did you call Meg and Wally and tell them?”
“Yes. At least I told Meg. She’s the deep one of the two, isn’t she?”
“I think so. She’s a good-looking woman and must have been a knockout when she was young,” Frank said.
Barbara nodded. “I know where you’re going with that. One of the what-ifs—Jay was hot for her and Wally got her. Payback time forty-some years later. Doesn’t seem likely, but still…”
Frank laughed. “The evil mind of the criminal attorney at work.”
“You know the saying—it takes one to know one. Want me to set the table yet?”
 
On Monday, Barbara was considering the rest of her day. It was going on one and she was in her court clothes and wanted out of them. Home, she decided. Have a sandwich, change clothes, then back to the office to clean up a few details. She was grumpy from the morning’s proceedings, a plea bargain with a tough prosecutor who had wanted more than the book thrown at her nineteen-year-old idiot client who had had pot not only in his pocket, but in his jalopy and his apartment. He wasn’t going to sell it, he had whined, just wanted it handy when he needed it. He had a bad backache, he had said unconvincingly.
She sighed. She had argued that he shouldn’t be sent up for ten or fifteen years for being stupid. So it went. She was leaving, her car keys in her hand, when Meg Lederer appeared on the outside steps. Meg was pale and looked terrified.
Barbara waited at the landing. “What happened?” she asked when Meg drew near.
“I have to talk to you. Jay’s dead. Someone killed him Saturday night.”


FOUR

Barbara wheeled about and hurried back to the office door, unlocked it and practically shoved Meg inside. She locked the door behind them and motioned toward her own office. Inside, she took Meg’s arm and seated her on one of the chairs by the ornate coffee table, sat on the sofa within reach and said, “Tell me.”
Meg’s hands were shaking and her voice was faint. “I saw it on the noon news. Just that he was dead, probably killed Saturday night. I don’t know more than that. Barbara, first the boat, now this. They’ll think Wally did it!”
“Pull yourself together,” Barbara said brusquely. “Don’t jump to conclusions. Where’s Wally now?”
“Home. He was clearing brambles all morning and a man came to see about the barn roof. It leaks. Cedar shingles, but we want to repair it, not get a new roof. We want it all the way it was…” She jumped up and crossed the room to the window, pulled the drape aside and stood there. “For God’s sake, what difference does that make! Jay’s dead. He could have sent Wally to prison for the rest of his life! Going back would kill him!”
Barbara stood up, went to the bathroom and returned with a glass of water. She put it on the table, approached Meg and took her arm. It was rigid, and her eyes were closed, her head bowed. “Come sit down, Meg. Calm down.”
When Meg was seated again, Barbara put the glass in her hand and watched her take a sip. “Is there anything else you can tell me? You said Wally’s at the house. Does he know about Jay?”
Meg shook her head. “I just left. I put a note on the table for him. I wrote ‘shopping’ on it. Shopping!” She drew in a breath. “Then I came here.” Suddenly she looked down at herself, tan work pants, a paint-spattered T-shirt with a big sunflower on the front, old shoes covered with paint. “I never even thought about how I was dressed. I had to get out, talk to you. I never even thought…”
“You’re fine, Meg.” Barbara studied her a moment, then said, “What made you panic if that’s all they said, that he’s dead, murdered? For all you know they already have the killer, or know who it was.”
The glass Meg was still holding began to shake and she bowed her head. Barbara took the glass from her and put it on the table. “What else, Meg?” she asked softly. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
Without looking up, Meg shook her head.
“You and Wally came in here together,” Barbara said. “Whatever either of you says in this office is sacred and will never leave this office. You have to trust me, Meg. No power on earth could make you testify against your husband, and no power on earth could make me divulge anything you tell me.”
Meg lifted her head, and gave Barbara a long searching look. Finally she nodded, but when she spoke her voice was no more than a whisper. “I was there Saturday night.”
“Tell me about it,” Barbara said, struggling to hide her surprise.
“Something you said when we were here, that maybe the boat would turn up at Jay’s house. The day the detective and insurance man came, I was on my way to get the mail. We have a locked box down the street a way. I had put on Wally’s raincoat. His is so long on me, nearly to my ankles, it keeps my legs dry all the way down. The rain had started again, and I put on his coat and dropped the key to our box in the pocket. I had an umbrella in one hand and a letter to mail in the other. I told them to go to the door and I crossed the street and walked to the mailbox and when I put my hand in the pocket to get the key out, I felt the boat. In his pocket. I knew that was what they had come about. I was terrified. What if they had a search warrant or something? I…I put it in the mailbox with my letter.”
Meg’s eyes were almost perfectly round as she searched Barbara’s face. Although her voice and words had been disjointed and hesitating, she was very clear when she spoke again. “We’ve been married forty-two years. I know him as well as I know myself. He didn’t take that boat. He didn’t. Jay put it in his pocket.”
“Saturday night,” Barbara said, ignoring the questions piling up in her head. They would get to them, but first things first, she thought grimly.
Meg nodded. “What you said, that it might turn up in Jay’s house. I kept thinking of that, and decided to take it back and put it somewhere, behind a sofa cushion, or anywhere not too obvious, but where it would be found by the housekeeper. End it. Jay would know we were on to him and keep his distance. That afternoon, as soon as they were gone I got it out of the mailbox. I was scared to death every minute that they would come back and want to search.”
Abruptly she stood up. “I’d like to use your restroom,” she said weakly.
“Sure. This way.” Barbara showed her the door. Anything to avoid getting to Saturday night, she thought, but that was coming, however long it took.
She glanced at the coffeemaker, shrugged and didn’t go near it. Later. She suspected they would have plenty of time for more intermissions a little later.
Meg did not hurry, but when she returned, she walked swiftly to her chair and sat upright, composed. “On Saturday I knew I couldn’t bear it any longer. We have been so busy working on the house. Early on we decided we didn’t want to bring in decorators, let others do it. Our first real home, we wanted to make it ours from the start. Anyway, Wally was beat Saturday night, clearing brambles when it wasn’t raining, painting, scraping woodwork. We’re not used to such hard physical labor. That night after dinner we were watching a movie and he fell asleep. I knew he would sleep on the sofa until I roused him enough to go to bed and I decided that was my chance. It was raining again so I wore his coat, and put on gloves. I wiped the boat clean. I didn’t want my fingerprints on it. Something like that was on my mind.”
She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “When I got to his house I drove up and passed another car or van or something. I think it was a van, black, or very dark. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention, and it was raining pretty hard. I thought Jay probably had company, and started to drive on out, but I stopped. It wouldn’t matter, I decided. I’d make an excuse for being there, put the boat somewhere and leave. It seemed so simple as I thought of it. I went to the door and saw that it wasn’t closed all the way.”
She swallowed hard and grew more tense. “The door had been stopped by a sneaker, it looked like a kid’s sneaker, little and muddy. I just pushed the door open and walked in and let the sneaker stop it again. That was even better. I could just walk in and maybe no one would see me. I thought whoever was there was in the bar, or some other room, because I couldn’t hear anyone. The study door was open and that’s where I went. That’s where the cases are. I put the boat in the bottom drawer of his desk and walked out and I let the door catch on the sneaker again. I hurried back to my car and left.”
“Have you told anyone?”
Meg shook her head, then leaned back in her chair, evidently relieved.
Barbara stood up and regarded her for a moment. “Relax a minute or two. I’m going to put on some coffee, and then I have some questions.”
In the outer office she had gotten no further than putting water into the pot when Maria came back from lunch and quickly took over, making it clear that she was mistress of the coffee machine. “I’ll bring it in when it’s ready,” she said.
For an hour Barbara asked questions and Meg answered, or sometimes futilely tried to answer. Maria brought in coffee, and when Barbara finally stood up and said that was enough for now, Meg looked exhausted.
“I’ll turn my bloodhound loose and see what we can find out,” Barbara said. “I’ll want to talk to you and Wally tomorrow. I’ll call first. Meanwhile, try to take it easy.”
“I should tell the police, shouldn’t I?” Meg asked in a low voice.
“Did you witness anything? See anyone?”
“No. Nothing.”
“So mum’s the word, at least for now. We need some information. Are you going to tell Wally?”
“I don’t know.”
“Okay. Your decision. Just let me know how you decide. I’ll call tomorrow.”
They went to the door, where Meg paused. “I didn’t see anyone, but someone could have seen me.”
“We’ll keep that in mind,” Barbara said, opening the door.
After Meg left, Barbara said to Maria, “See if you can reach Bailey.”
Maria nodded. “Have you had any lunch?”
“No time. I’ll get to it later.” She entered her office and sat at her desk to make notes and to study a crude map of the drive and the only rooms of Jay Wilkins’s house that Meg had seen. A semicircular drive from the street, the other car or van roughed in a dozen feet from the entrance, on to where Meg had parked, about the same distance past the van. A very large foyer with the study off to the left, the room with the bar on the right. Broad carpeted stairs in the center rear, and narrower halls on both sides of the stairs. Both back halls and the head of the stairs were dark, Meg had said. She was right, someone could have seen her while remaining unseen.
Maria buzzed, Bailey was on the line. Barbara was still talking to Bailey a few minutes later when Maria brought in a sandwich from the shop across the street.
 
At fifteen minutes before six Barbara called Frank to say that if he was free she would drop in, and ten minutes later she was in his kitchen where he was pouring her a glass of wine. He already had a plate of cheese set out.
“What’s up?” he asked, handing her the wine.
“I want to watch the six-o’clock news, local news,” she said. “It seems that on Saturday night Jay Wilkins was killed. Let’s catch the broadcast, and I’ll spring for dinner somewhere quiet and tell you about my interesting day.”
“Christ on a mountain,” Frank said softly. “I hope to God it’s just a coincidence.”
She made a rude sound and headed for his study to turn on the television.
When the news item came on details were almost as scant as what Meg had reported. Wilkins was killed sometime Saturday night, his body discovered Monday morning by his housekeeper. He had died of a blow to the head. Apparently robbery was not a motive. The police asked for anyone who knew the whereabouts of Mrs. Wilkins to please call in. She was traveling, they said. There was a number and her photograph, with a brief description: five feet five inches, one hundred thirty pounds, shoulder-length blond hair, brown eyes, forty years old. She was very attractive with clearly defined cheek bones and a wide, generous mouth, smiling in the photograph.
“How do you figure in?” Frank demanded.
Barbara was reaching for his phone. “I’ll give Martin a call and get him to hold a back booth for us. I don’t want you futzing around in the kitchen while I tell you about it.” She believed cooking took superhuman concentration, and she wanted his full attention when she told him the predicament Meg presented.
Later, waiting for shrimp gumbo in a back booth at Martin’s Restaurant, Barbara told Frank about Meg’s visit. He did not say a word until she finished, then he cursed in a low undertone. Martin came with a tray and they were both silent while he chatted, placing the food on the table. He had beamed when they appeared. As big as a grizzly bear, black as a human being could be, he could have served as a bouncer if the need had ever arisen. He was an ex-NFL linebacker and looked it. And that night he had a bottle of Italian Soave. “I’ve been saving it for a special guest,” he said pouring it. “My treat, this one time only,” he added quickly when Frank started to protest.
“That’s why we don’t come here more often,” Barbara said. “There go your profits for the week. We can’t bear so much responsibility.”
Martin laughed. “Let me know how you like it,” he said, moving away.
As he had done so often in the past, Frank wondered what on earth Barbara had done for Martin that had earned his undying devotion to her. He suspected that he would never find out.
Barbara sipped the wine and closed her eyes, then sipped again. “I knew it would be good, but I never knew how good it could be,” she murmured. Then, between bites of gumbo she told him what she had been doing the rest of the day. “Bailey, for starters,” she said. Frank nodded. They both knew Bailey Novell was one of the best private investigators to be had.
When she finished, he asked, “Did you believe Meg?”
Barbara stopped the bite she had been about to take and put her fork down. “I want to believe her. We both said she’s deep, and she’s also sharp. She knows exactly what Wally was facing if Wilkins had pressed charges. At best the ruination of Wally’s career, at worst a long prison sentence, which she likens to a death sentence. And now she knows that when the boat is found, the decision could go either way. A bit of a mistake on Wally’s part, a practical joke gone bad, all forgiven, or a malicious, mean-spirited frame-up, initiated by Wilkins and intended to destroy Wally. Justification for murder possibly. Or,” she continued more slowly, “she suspects or knows that Wally took it and she, in trying to save his skin, might have made the problem worse. Or she might have knocked off Jay herself thinking no one would see her coming or going, only to come to believe a witness had been lurking about.” She finished off the wine in her glass and refilled it. “In other words, I haven’t got a clue about Meg yet.”
“Fair enough,” Frank said. Then, soberly, he went on, “But I hope we agree that Meg is in possession of evidence that could be vital in finding a murderer. And you’re aware of the fact. Obstruction of justice can be a serious charge.”
She nodded. She knew.


FIVE

Stephanie Breaux stood over her daughter, stroked her hair softly, and murmured, “Eve, wake up, darling. Please, wake up.”
Eve did not stir. She was curled in a tight fetal position, her eyes squeezed shut in such a way it was impossible to tell if she was awake or sleeping. A light coverlet over her trembled now and then, the only sign of life she exhibited.
She was twenty-three, her hair was as gossamer fine as the purest wheat-colored silk. It was hard to believe any adult human being could be rolled as tightly as the mound on the bed indicated. Stephanie spoke to her again, then turned and walked from the bedroom, every step leaden. She realized how tired she was when she caught the wall in the hallway to steady herself.
More coffee wasn’t the answer; she was already jittery from two nights of too much coffee. She walked down the few steps to the lower level and on to the kitchen where she checked the wall clock against her watch. Eleven-thirty. Why didn’t Eric return her call? She had called her son at eleven and left a message on his voice mail at work. She kept moving, out to the patio to breathe deeply of the fresh air, trying to clear her head, to quell her rising tension.
Ten minutes later her son arrived. She hurried to the door to admit him. “Mother, something—What’s wrong?”
“It’s Eve,” she said. “She’s had a relapse.”
“Evie? Where is she?” What he had come to tell his mother was forgotten.
“In bed.”
He ran past her, up the steps and down the hall. At Eve’s room he approached his sister and touched her hair gently, exactly as Stephanie had done. “Evie, it’s me, Eric. Want to go for a walk?” After a moment he stepped back and took in the scene with a swift glance. His mother had dragged in the rocking chair from her room, arranged pillows and a throw, and no doubt had tried to rest there while she maintained a vigil. She was gray with fatigue and worry. He decided his own news could bloody well wait.
“When did it happen?” he asked, once they were downstairs again.
“Saturday evening. I was working at my desk and she was on the exercise bike. When I came down I found her huddled on the patio floor.”
He didn’t ask what had brought it about. They rarely found out. Eve could never tell them. She would have complete amnesia of the episode from before, during and for a day or two after; she always did. “Why didn’t you call me? Where’s Reggie?”
“She took a long weekend. She’ll be back tonight sometime. And I thought maybe it was like the last time it happened. Eve slept sixteen hours and came out of it. I thought…It’s been two years! We thought it was over. She’s been so well.”
Stephanie turned away. When she spoke again her voice was strained with the effort it was taking not to cry. “I called Dr. Mohrbeck this morning. He’ll get in touch with Cedar View and they’ll be expecting us. You’ll have to drive. I have her overnight bag in the car.”
Eric nodded. “I’ll bring her down.” He hesitated. “Is she dressed?”
“Just her gown. I changed her. She should be dry.” Her voice quavered and she stopped.
Eric had seen the corner of the rubber sheet they used when Eve had a relapse. “Okay. I’ll put her slippers on her, and wrap her in the cover. Wait here.”
Eric knew Eve would be easy enough to manage, but she would not move of her own volition, and she would not open her eyes, not until it was over. Looking at her, drawn up like a baby, he felt only tenderness toward his sick little sister. Six feet tall, finally after years of being lanky, all legs and arms, he was starting to fill out the long framework of his body. He felt massive next to Eve. His hair was thick, dark, like his mother’s, Eve’s was golden. A changeling in their midst, he sometimes thought, unlike mother, unlike father, altogether her own self.
“Evie,” he said softly, “it’s time to go see Dr. Mohrbeck.” He put her slippers on her, drew her to her feet and wrapped a thin blanket around her. He didn’t try to pick her up, although he could have easily. She struggled if anyone tried to pick her up. Supporting her firmly around her waist, he led her down the stairs and out to the car where Stephanie was waiting.
Stephanie sat in the backseat holding her daughter, and Eric drove the twenty miles to Cedar View. They did not talk on the way. They never spoke in front of Eve when she was having an episode. They didn’t know how much she heard or what it meant to her. And at the hospital, it would be routine, Stephanie thought dully. They would wheel Eve away and she would watch her out of sight. Paperwork, the comforting words, a nurse who would manage to be both cheerful and sympathetic. They would not want Stephanie to linger, they never did on the first day. Blood tests, an intravenous drip installed…She closed her own eyes and stroked Eve’s fine hair.
 
Later, returning to Eugene, Stephanie sat in the passenger seat and leaned back with her eyes closed. Eric glanced at her, starting to say something, changed his mind. It could wait.
Back in the house, he went to the kitchen with his mother. “Sit down. I’m going to scramble some eggs. Did you eat anything yesterday or this morning?”
“A sandwich? Probably a sandwich. I don’t remember. I don’t think I was hungry.” Stephanie smiled faintly; she had a crooked little twist of her lip when she smiled.
She sat at the table while he prepared scrambled eggs and made toast. When the food was ready, she found, to her surprise, that she was hungry. Eric poured orange juice for himself and sat opposite her.
He waited until she had finished, then said, “Mother, I have to tell you something, the reason I came over. I didn’t get your message, that wasn’t it. This morning a police officer came to the office to tell me that Dad was dead. She intended to come over here to notify you and Eve and I told her I’d do it.”
Stephanie had raised a glass of milk to her lips. She put it down. “What did she say?” She stared at him, her voice little more than a whisper.
“Not much more than that. He was killed, murdered, Saturday night, they think. They didn’t want his immediate family to learn about it from television or the radio.”
She stood up and went to the glass patio door where she stood with her back to him. “Do they know who did it?”
“No, and I hope to God they never find out. The guy deserves a medal.”
She wheeled about. “Eric! Don’t say such a thing.”
“I’m glad he’s dead, Mother. I’m glad.” He waved his hand in a curious gesture he used. “Anyway, there will be reporters and people asking questions, wanting to talk to you and Eve. I’ve taken the week off. I’ll come over here and stay. The cop wanted to know if I know where Connie is. I don’t. Apparently they can’t locate her. Have you talked to her in the past few days?”
She shook her head. “We were expecting her last Saturday, but she didn’t come, and she never called.”
There were possibly half a dozen people Eve cared about. She loved her mother, and adored her big brother. She had become especially fond of Reggie, their tenant who was a companion for Eve on the days that Stephanie worked. And she had formed an attachment to, or even had come to love, her stepmother Connie. Her doctor and one of the therapists along the way made up the group.
“Mother, you’re ready to drop. Go take a warm bath and pile up in bed for a few hours. I’ll be down here and you need some rest. The next few days are going to be hell.”


SIX

Frank rarely brooded about past mistakes. His philosophy was to admit them, fix them if possible and, if not, live with whatever consequences there were. But he now thought it had been a mistake to bring Barbara into the Wally Lederer case. His intentions had been good, his instincts okay, but it had been a mistake. He had seen her growing restlessness and believed, even if she was dodging it, that part of the problem, a big part, was Darren Halvord. He was in love with her and wanted to get married. That much was obvious to anyone who had seen them together.
Frank knew that Barbara would never discuss her personal life, especially her love life, and that neither she nor Darren would ever mention it if he proposed and she turned him down, but, by God, if she said yes, she’d have to let him know. No one would be happier about it than Frank.
He thought Wally’s case would be a distraction, not a major all-involving one, but interesting enough to make her accept that her restlessness was not caused by any work burnout. What he had thought would be a little distraction had turned into a goddamn mess.
Well, be damned careful what you wish for, Mr. Buttinsky, he told himself Tuesday morning on his way to her office to be on hand when Bailey reported.
Frank arrived at Barbara’s office minutes before Bailey, who looked like someone he’d slip a dollar to if he passed him standing on a street corner. Bailey appeared more disreputable than usual that morning, with Band-Aids and red streaks on both hands, as if he had been brawling.
“That Austin rambler,” he said, holding up his hands. “Hannah said it had to go or else I did. I took it out over the weekend.” Bailey tended prize-winning roses, but some of the shrub roses had overgrown their boundaries and it appeared that he had fought one to the secret rosebush graveyard.
“Consider sympathy given and let’s get on with it,” Barbara said, showing no evidence of any sympathy whatsoever. They sat in the comfortable chairs around her table, and she did not bother with notes. As if to belie his appearance, Bailey produced meticulous written reports.
“Right. Not much yet. Wilkins was hit in the head with a cut-glass pitcher. That, or a brass piece on a bar stool did him in. He hit it when he fell. Saturday night, no definite time yet. Housekeeper found him yesterday morning around ten. No sign of a break-in, security system up and running, television on but muted, nothing missing apparently. Wife still gone. She packed a suitcase, had an e-ticket on order to Roanoke, Virginia, and was a no-show on the Saturday morning of the previous week. No sign that she took a different flight. Wilkins drove her to the Portland airport, left her at the departure gate and took off. He reported her missing Sunday evening, but the cops didn’t take it seriously. They decided the lady wanted to get away for a while.” He spread his hands. “I don’t have much because they’re playing it close until they locate the widow Wilkins. At the moment it looks like she might have beaned him herself. Then, there’s the missing boat. But you know about that.”
Barbara scowled at him. He scowled back. “I do what I can,” he said. It was not an apology. “When they clam up, that’s it. Two Wilkins kids. A son, Eric, twenty-six, a computer designer, Web designer, some kind of computer geek at the U of O. Gay, shares an apartment with a boyfriend. Daughter, Eve, twenty-three, a nut case, in and out of a private hospital down near Cottage Grove since she was about twelve. Schizophrenia. When she’s out she lives with her mother, the ex-wife, Stephanie Breaux. Partner in the women’s wear shop Gormandi and Breaux.”
Barbara knew the shop. It had pricey clothes for, as their ads said, “Women on the go.”
“No other kids in sight,” Bailey said.
“What about the missing wife?” Barbara asked when Bailey helped himself to more coffee.
“Interesting,” he said adding far too much sugar to his cup. “Connie Wilkins. She was widowed about three years ago. Married to David Laramie, the radio and television guy. He and their twelve-year-old son were killed by a Safeway truck on a trip to go skiing. She’s loaded. Laramie had money, and there was a big settlement, plus insurance, plus a big expensive house. Married Wilkins seventeen months ago, skipped out last week.” He consulted a notebook that he had not glanced at before. “He drove a powder-blue Buick, and she has a red Corvette, still in their garage. And that’s just about all I have so far.”
“It may be more than we’ll need if Connie Wilkins turns out to be it,” Barbara said. “Not much more we can do until we see what develops.” She glanced at Frank, who nodded in agreement. Bailey was good at his work and he charged accordingly. There was no point in having him dig unless and until they had a specific charge and a real case.
“I did scope out a little about Wilkins last night,” Bailey said. “His name struck a chord and I looked it up on the Web. About the time you were gone,” he said to Barbara, “and your dad was out at the McKenzie place, not paying much attention, I guess. Wilkins got involved in a lawsuit with a few customers who charged him with violation of truth in lending practices. They won. Shady credit deals, padding expenses, add-on costs that drove the prices up, things like that. I didn’t dig much, just the highlights.”
Bailey’s sense of propriety had stepped in, Barbara realized. He had not been able to bring himself to say it was during the tumultuous year following her mother’s death. Neither she nor Frank had dealt with it very well; she had left the law practice, left the state, swearing never to return, and he had moved all the way out of town.
Frank topped his own coffee. “I’ll get the details if we decide we need them,” he said, keeping his gaze on the coffee carafe. He looked stricken. It hit like this, with incredible stabbing intensity, he was thinking, the overwhelming sense of loss, the pain and grief. There had seemed nothing left to keep living for at the time. Life had become a burden he no longer wanted to bear until he had managed to get Barbara back home.
“Well,” Barbara said, rising, forcing a briskness in her voice that she did not feel, “I guess that’s it for now. Tell your contact you really want the time of death as soon as the medical examiner makes his report, and then we’ll sit tight and see what happens.”
Bailey drained his cup and stood up. “Hannah’s been complaining about the big bare spot in the shrubs, so I’ll be around the house for a day or so if you want me.” He saluted and ambled out.
“I’ll give Meg a call and run out there,” Barbara said, going to her desk, keeping her voice as even as she could. “I think for now she should just sit tight and not utter a peep. Are you coming with me?”
“What?” Frank shook himself slightly. “No. No. I’ll go on home. Plant those beans maybe and a hill of zucchini.” He looked uncertain as he spoke, then shook himself again. “Plant beans,” he said more firmly. “It’s going to be hot for a few days.”
At the door he paused and glanced back at her. “Maybe you’d like a bite of dinner later?” He sounded almost shy.
“I’d love it. Thanks.”
 
Barbara could have told Meg what little she had learned over the phone, instead of making the trek out, but she wanted to see for herself how long the drive took, and how isolated their house was. A real problem, or at least something to consider, was whether a neighbor had seen Meg leaving or arriving home again Saturday night. And that could go either way. It might turn out to be a blessing if someone had seen her, or it could be a serious problem. It would depend on the time of Jay Wilkins’s death.
She passed the commercial sprawl on Eleventh, big box stores, the industrial park and a few more miles of not much, then turned onto Hunter’s Lane. One mile to a second turn, to Owl Creek Road, a narrow road in need of repair, with a leaning sign that warned, No Outlet.
There was a ranch house near the corner, a stretch of unkempt trees and brambles and a green field of grass or wheat on the other side. Meg had said there were only five houses on Owl Creek Road and theirs was the first on the left. The nearest house in sight from it was at least a quarter mile away.
Most likely no one could have seen Meg. Barbara stopped her car thirty minutes after starting. Add another ten minutes to reach that point from Jay Wilkins’s home. Now pray that Wilkins was killed at midnight or later, she added to herself after doing the numbers.
The house was tall and a little too narrow for its height, in need of paint. It had a deep porch with white pillars to the upper floor, a mixture of American late-twenties and pseudo-Colonial, not a good mix on such a tall house. Wally opened the door before she had a chance to ring the bell.
“Come in. Come in. Our first real visitor and even if we’re not formally receiving yet, you are welcome.”
The door opened into a living room where furniture was grouped in the center and boxes stacked about. The walls were dingy, like a peach that had grown moldy.
“We’re doing one room at a time,” Wally said with his big winning grin showing what appeared to be too many teeth. “And this one was low on the list. This way.”
Meg joined them and smiled at Barbara as Wally led the way to a kitchen the width of the house, brightly painted in yellow and robin-egg blue. A big, much-scarred oak table and mismatched chairs were by a cluster of windows. “This was first,” Wally said gesturing. “Needed new appliances, stove, fridge, microwave and such, but the cabinets were here. Pretty, aren’t they? The table’s from Meg’s childhood, in storage for twenty years.”
“Wally,” Meg said, “I’m sure Barbara didn’t come here to admire our house. Come this way,” she said gesturing to Barbara. They ended up in a room with comfortable furnishings, a television, fresh pale green paint on the walls and sparkling white café curtains. The view out back was of a brick-red barn with a cedar shake roof covered with moss.
“I like your house,” Barbara said. “It’s going to be great when you’re done.”
“We had priorities,” Wally said, beaming. “Kitchen first for food and drink. Bedroom next, rest and…rest. This was next, and that’s when we decided to get away from the paint smells and breathe some ocean air. Wish we had stayed home, but there it is.” He motioned toward a wing chair. “You’ll find that comfortable,” he said. Then he put his arm about Meg’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. They sat down on a sofa. “She told me,” he said. “Too bad, but water under the dam, water over the bridge, water spilled, or something. It’s done and what do we do about it now?”
“Not a thing yet,” Barbara said. “Until we know when Wilkins was killed, we sit tight. Wally, are you certain you didn’t accidentally pick up the boat and slip it into your pocket?”
His grin broadened. “Barbara, my coat was in the foyer. If I’d done that it wouldn’t have been by accident. Nope. Jay did it.”
“Why?” Barbara asked. “Was there an old score to settle? Was he jealous over Meg? Why would he have done such a thing?”
“I don’t know. I can’t figure it out, no way. We weren’t really friends in the long gone days, just collaborators and coworkers. I never did a thing to him, and after they got me I told him he was out of it. And he was.”
Meg shook her head. “It was pretty well-known that Wally and I were a thing. Jay never paid any attention to me.”
“Okay,” Barbara said. “What did he say about his wife when you saw him at the casino?”
“I saw him first,” Meg said, “and he was not very interested. I didn’t mean a thing popping up from the past. In fact, he didn’t ask a single question about us, where we’d been, what we’d done. I don’t think he was interested then or later. I said for him to come say a quick hello to Wally, that we were getting ready to leave, and he went with me to the blackjack table. He didn’t mention his wife until Wally left the table and said hello. I don’t think he liked the way Wally looked him over or something and he sort of moved back a step,” Meg said. “It was as if to make up for that little bit of awkwardness that he began to talk about her, that she was away on a trip, and he was lonely. He could be quite charming, a salesman at heart. He asked when we would be back in town and invited us to come out to his house on Monday. We weren’t together more than ten minutes. On Monday, we were with him a little longer, maybe half an hour.”
“What did she mean, the way you looked at him?” Barbara asked.
“It was spooky that he was so much like his father. I might have looked him over pretty hard,” Wally said.
“On Monday night, what did he say about his wife?” Barbara was feeling dissatisfied and frustrated and told herself there was nothing more to pursue in this line, but she asked and waited for their answer.
Meg supplied it. “He said he had called her sister and his wife had not gone there to visit. He didn’t know where she was, and he was worried. He had called the police to report her missing, but they said to wait a few days. He said she’d had a nervous breakdown a couple of years ago, and he was afraid she was suffering major depression, that she might not be responsible, that she might even harm herself, commit suicide. He was not leaving the house, for fear she would finally call and he wouldn’t be there.” She glanced at Wally. “That’s about it, I think.”
He nodded. “We never met her but even so I guess my sympathy was for her, not him,” Wally continued. “If he was as much like his old man as he looked like him, she had cause to hightail it out. He left to get her picture to show us. That has to be when he put the boat in my coat pocket.”
“Full circle back to the boat,” Barbara said. “Okay. But there could be a reason for his asking you to the house. Try to think of what it might have been.” She started to get up.
“There’s another thing or two,” Wally said. He had his arm around Meg’s shoulders again and drew her closer. “We know it was a mistake to take the damned boat back, and that someone could have seen Meg. I’ll take the rap before I let them hang it on Meg. Keep that in mind.”
No trace of her dimple or his affable grin was in sight. Her lips tightened slightly and she shook her head a little. Wally evidently tightened his grip on her shoulder.
“If Jay was killed hours before she got there, or hours after she left, Meg has little to be afraid of,” Barbara said slowly, “even if someone saw her there. And that’s still an unknown.”
“There’s another issue,” Wally said, holding Meg close. “When I was in the stir years ago, Meg worked in a restaurant and she wrote some children’s books and got them published. There was a television special once, with reruns now and then. Not a fortune, but a little coming in now and then. We lived on it a couple of years. And last November an editor who was having a fit of nostalgia recalled the books. He had loved them, apparently, and he’s in a position where he can do something about it. They’ve been out of print for years, but he got in touch with the agent who handles the residuals, and now there’s a new contract in the works to reissue them with new illustrations, and he wants more to go along with them. That’s why we decided it was time to settle down, give her space and a real study, put the old girl back to work.”
Meg smiled. “There was never much time when we were moving around a lot. I just put them out of mind after Wally came home, but I want to do more. Over the years I seem to have accumulated a lot of ideas.”
“She can’t afford to have her name mixed up in a theft rap, or a murder case,” Wally said. “I think certain people would say she’s not fit to speak to children.”
Barbara sank back against the chair. “Did you use your name?”
“No. Margaret Waite. I thought it was appropriate, since I was waiting for Wally. But in this day and age I don’t think that would be a secret for long.”
Barbara felt a faint memory stir. “What were the books?”
“They’re about a baby dragon,” Meg said. “For four-to seven-year-olds, that age group.”
“Good God! I loved those books! I think I memorized them all!” A vivid memory surfaced of sitting in her mother’s lap, watching her slender finger trace the words as she read about the baby dragon.
Meg dimpled and Wally flashed his big grin. “That’s my girl,” he said. “And, Barbara, remember, she’s to be kept all the way out of whatever comes next. I won’t even have her name breathed by the cops.”
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