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To the memory of two of my favorite writers, 
Gary Devon 
and 
Stuart M. Kaminsky 

 

So long, Lew.




This saying good-by on the edge of the dark
 And cold to an orchard so young in the bark
 Reminds me of all that can happen to harm
 An orchard away at the end of the farm.

 

I wish I could promise to lie in the night
 And think of an orchard’s arboreal plight
 When slowly (and nobody comes with a light)
 Its heart sinks lower under the sod.
 But something has to be left to God.

 

—ROBERT FROST,
 “GOOD-BY AND KEEP COLD”




 RED, RED ROBIN




 1

We were talking about the kidnapped baby.

Me, Emma Graham, age twelve, standing in my great-aunt’s room with a tray under my arm; her, Aurora Paradise, who never left the fourth floor, probably wouldn’t even if someone shouted “FIRE!”

The fourth floor of the Hotel Paradise is made up of only four rooms. These are her domain. One is her bedroom, but I’ve never actually seen her in it. Maybe she never goes to bed; maybe she sleeps in her chair; or maybe she doesn’t sleep. She’s so stubborn.

Aurora Paradise stirred the straw around in what remained of her Rumba, a drink I had fashioned from rum and banana. It was five o’clock, the cocktail hour, a time that was held in as high esteem as Sunday communion with wine and wafers, only here it was rum, gin, and whiskey. I was the chief drink maker.

“What baby?” She clicked her fingernail against her nearly empty glass. That was to let me know she was due another drink before she’d talk, but I wasn’t having it.

“You know what baby. The Slade baby, Baby Fay. The one kidnapped from the Belle Ruin twenty years ago.” Then I added, cleverly, “When you were around fifty.” My great-aunt Aurora was ninety if she was a day. Back then, she would have been seventy.

Aurora shut her eyes as if she were pondering the kidnapped baby, which she wasn’t. She was probably remembering herself at the Belle Ruin balls.

I moved my small round tray from under one arm to the other. She never invited me to sit down, even though I was the chief rum supplier. Her drink was one-third Myers’s rum.

“I’m not making another Rumba till you tell me why you said Miss Isabel Barnett was lying about seeing the baby.”

For a moment she pouted and adjusted her black crocheted mittens with the pearl buttons. Aurora was dressed for a ball a lot of the time, a ball of fifty years ago. Behind her was her steamer trunk spilling out gorgeous gowns. It was a stand-up trunk with drawers and everything, the sort people used to take on ocean voyages.

When she saw I wasn’t budging, she sighed and said, “Isabel Barnett is about as dependable as a firecracker in the snow. She’d say anything to get herself noticed. You seem to forget she’s a klep-tomaniac.” Aurora smirked as if this disorder pleased her.

It was true Miss Isabel took little items from McCrory’s Five-and-Dime, but she always paid them back. Since Miss Isabel was very well-off, no one could figure out why she stole twenty-five-cent Tangee lipsticks. “That’s got nothing to do with the baby.”

“I’m saying Isabel Barnett is barmy. You can’t depend on anything she says or does. She’s lived all by herself for so long she probably talks to the walls. I know she’s got a parrot and they probably sit up half the night jawin’.” She stiff-armed her glass at me. “It happened over twenty years ago; why would she remember what this infant looked like even if it had solid gold teeth? Now get me another Rumba, if you please!”

I knew I couldn’t make her say more, and maybe she’d said all that she could, anyway. “It’ll have to be something else. The rum’s down to a ghost of itself.”

“Just something sweet. Make up one of your Count of Monte Cristo at Miami Beach drinks.”

I set the glass on my tray, deciding there was nothing more to be  gained by further drink blackmail. So I left, still wondering about Miss Isabel Barnett. The trouble was that one of my theories about this baby that disappeared from the Belle Ruin years ago was that there never had been a baby at the hotel, for no one had actually seen one, not even the babysitter, Gloria Spiker. I figured maybe the baby had sickened and died and for some reason Imogen and Morris Slade, the mother and father, didn’t want anyone to know. It probably had to do with a big inheritance or something. I also had a theory that the Slades had arranged the kidnapping so they could collect the ransom. But no ransom demand had been made.

Then Miss Isabel Barnett claimed to have looked into the carriage when the Slades were in La Porte, getting medicine for the baby. She had seen the baby, she said.

Now Aurora Paradise was claiming Miss Isabel had always been a liar.

I walked heavily down the stairs with my serving tray and Aurora’s glass, thinking truth was hard bought.
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Behind the hotel are several buildings: a cottage where we used to live when we were little, now set aside for guests who preferred the privacy of separate rooms; and two garages, one big and one small, the small one now filled with cast-off furniture, empty paint cans, and spare timber. The Big Garage was once used for guests’ cars and it could hold at least twenty of them. Now it was used as a theater, housing Will and Mill’s productions.

Mill is Brownmiller Conroy. His first name passed down through his family. No parent could be so mean as to make up such a name. We shortened it to Mill.

As usual, there was a lot of commotion inside the Big Garage. And, as usual, at my knock, silence fell like a blanket dropped over the clamor. I don’t know how they did this, I mean, silenced everything like flipping a switch. Will and Mill demanded total secrecy. They did not want anyone to know anything in advance of the production. I wondered why and decided that they wanted to burst onto the scene with all of it so new it looked like the opening of the world. As if none of us had really lived until the moment the curtain went up; as if the sun and moon had sailed around with blinkers on.

It was no good trying to bang on the door. I just sighed and waited. Finally, the side door opened reluctantly, and Will appeared—that is, half of his face appeared through the opening.

“What?”

“Paul’s mother’s looking for him.” That was a lie and Will probably knew it, as Paul’s mother was hardly ever looking for him except when it was time to go home. “What’ve you got him doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Listen, let me in.”

“No.”

I smiled. “Okay, then I’ll tell everybody about your airplane set.” They’d been working on this set ever since Medea, the Musical had closed a week ago to thunderous applause. Will and Mill had made scads of money on that production; they had even extended its “run” (one of the many Broadway show-terms Will liked to use). But they seemed to spend all their money on Orange Crush and Moon Pies and the pinball machines over across the highway at Greg’s Restaurant.

My seeing the new set had been by chance, when they’d had Paul strapped into the plane’s cockpit.

Will was disgusted. “My God! You’re nothing but a blackmailer.” At the same time he opened the door and then walked away from me. He had traded his pilot’s cap for a top hat, I noticed.

The plane was even more refined by now. It was the inside of an airliner, one side shaved away so that you were looking into the interior. They had moved this craft up to the stage.

Mill, sitting at the piano, said “Hi.” He was never as hostile as Will. But then he wasn’t my brother. He started trilling away at “When the Red, Red Robin,” singing in his nasal voice.

“Why are you wearing a top hat?” I asked Will, over the “bob, bob bobbin’ ” of Mill and the piano.

“For my number.” He began to tap-dance, which was an irresistible cue to join Mill:There’ll be no more sobbin’ 
When he starts throbbin’ 
His oooold sweet SONG!





The piano pinged, the shoes tapped, and I yelled:

“What’s all this got to do with Murder in the Sky?” That was the title of the new production.

Will stopped dancing and said, as if this were an answer, “I’m the pilot.” But incapable of stilling himself, he raised and dropped his top hat to the rhythm of Mill’s piano, and went to tapping again.

“The pilot’s a tap dancer?”

“Why not? Hey, Paul!” He shouted up to the rafters. “Come on down; your ma wants you.”

This order was barked to the dishwasher’s son, Paul, a boy of eight, more or less. No one knew his age. Paul clambered down one of the posts like a monkey and came over to where we were standing. “Hello, missus,” he said to me. It was all he ever said.

“Did you finish the clouds?” said Will.

Paul shook his head.

“Well, finish ’em before you go to the kitchen.” To me, Will said, “It won’t take long, you can tell his mom.”

I was going to ask what he was doing with clouds, but I knew the question would be asked in vain.

Paul, in the meantime, had sat down on one of the big stones left over from Medea, the Musical, and was dozing off. This didn’t surprise me; Will and Mill were afraid to let him sleep up in the rafters in case he fell off.

Mill rippled the keys and sang,Wake up! Wake up! You sleepy head!





Will joined him withGet up! Get up! Get outta bed! 
Cheer up! Cheer up! The sun is red!





Piano keys tinkling, feet tapping, as if the world were just waiting for a duet.

I wasn’t, so I went bob bob bobbin’ along.

 

Feeling put upon, I walked the gravel drive and then the path to the back door of the kitchen. I saw a robin along the way, maybe a refugee from the Big Garage. Grumpily, I stood and watched it pulling a worm from the wet grass. Its breast was nowhere near red; it was a dusty shade of orange. And it certainly didn’t “bob.”

In other words, it was nothing like the song, but then I guess things seldom are.
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Rather than take the chance of running into Ree-Jane Davidow, whom I’d last seen in the hotel lobby, I went down the back stairs and down the hall to the front office, where I could call Axel’s Taxis.

There was a poet named Emily Dickinson, who I was told was called the Belle of Amherst. Ree-Jane Davidow thought she was the Belle of Everywhere—Spirit Lake, and La Porte, and Lake Noir. Anyplace roughly in a twenty-five-mile radius, Ree-Jane was the Belle of.

She was sixteen, going on seventeen. Her name was really Regina Jane, but one day she decided she wanted it pronounced in the manner of a famous French actress, Réjane. She kept after me to pronounce it throatily, but I couldn’t or wouldn’t. What I came out with was “Ree-Jane,” which of course made her furious. I have called her that ever since, and so are a lot of people now, thinking that’s her real name. I don’t correct them.

No one was in the hotel’s back office (although I could hear Ree-Jane declaiming out in the lobby), so I phoned Axel’s and asked the dispatcher to send a cab to the Hotel Paradise. “And make sure it’s Axel that comes, please, Wilma.” It was never Axel who came.

“Sure, hon. He’ll be back soon from taking a fare over to Lake Noir.”

I told her I wanted to be picked up at the bottom of the first driveway—the hotel had three drives—and not in front of the hotel.

As I said all of this I was studying the shelf that held Mrs. Davidow’s liquor bottles. The shelf was right by the big rolltop desk where she usually had her drinks around five o’clock. I took note of the empty Myers’s rum bottle and wondered if Lola would take note too. There was another bottle of a brand called Pyrat, about which Mrs. Davidow had said she better not catch anyone touching it because it was really good and really expensive. I had considered pouring a little of the Pyrat into the Myers’s bottle (which I had used up in the Rumbas), but decided that would be chancy; for all I knew she might have the Pyrat bottle measured off.

After I put down the telephone, I stood chewing my lip, wondering what tasted most like rum. I thought of pouring some of the Jim Beam into the Myers’s bottle, but Mrs. Davidow would know the taste was funny. I decided it would be better just to take the bottle away.

I left the hotel by the back door and walked the stone path to the cocktail garden, intending to leave the bottle on the table there. But then I decided, no, it would only call attention to its empty self.

Will said Mrs. Davidow was definitely an alcoholic. One way you can tell you’re an alcoholic is if you do crazy things with bottles. Like in The Lost Weekend, a movie I was told I was not allowed to go to, which only meant I went as soon as it came to the Orion. (The owner, Mr. McComas, liked old movies.) Ray Milland was hiding bottles all over his apartment, even one in the chandelier.

So here I was carrying an empty Myers’s rum bottle around, hoping I wouldn’t run into anybody unless it was a movie producer who might see possibilities in this situation. I needed to stop fooling around, so I walked down to the end of the drive, where there were a lot of thick rhododendron bushes by the badminton court. I went up the bank and stuffed the bottle in the rhododendron. I felt like Ray Milland.

I stood at the end of the gravel drive, waiting for Axel and staring  at the spot on the highway where our dog Rufus was hit and killed by a car. I’d been standing here just like this when it happened. Rufus had run out into the road, so it probably wasn’t the driver’s fault, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t remember the car or the driver. As I looked at that spot, it grew farther away and smaller, the way on a movie screen, at a fade-out, there’s a circle of light in blackness, the circle getting smaller and smaller. What was in it was Rufus dying, getting tinier and tinier until he was gone altogether and there was only the black screen.

I blinked.

I could call him back anytime by some awful magic of blinking. Blink, he was there; blink again, he wasn’t.

The trouble was that I thought I could still get Rufus back only if I blinked in the right way. It happened when I was little; I was only five, so it didn’t surprise me I might have felt this way. A little kid might believe her dog was still around somewhere. When you get older you know death is only death and that’s all there was to it.

But I still blinked.

 

Axel’s Taxi pulled up at just that moment. It wasn’t Axel driving, either; it was Delbert. I knew it would be Delbert because it always was, no matter how much the dispatcher said it would be Axel. I would have thought there was no such person except I’d often seen Axel in his taxi, driving somewhere. Only he never had a fare with him.

“You gonna just stand there all day?” Delbert stuck his head out of the driver’s-side window. “Meter’s runnin’.” He thought this was funny and slapped the steering wheel.

“You haven’t got a meter,” I said, sliding in and down in the backseat so he couldn’t see me in his rearview mirror.

The cab lurched forward. “No, we ain’t got meters, but if we did, it woulda been runnin’. ” His laugh was more of a pig snort. “So where’re you goin’? As if I didn’t know.” He laughed again.

That made me really mad. “Oh really? Where?”

“Well, it’s either the Rainbow or the courthouse. Though bein’ they’re across from each other it don’t make much difference when it comes to stopping.”

We were passing Britten’s store, where the Wood boys and Mr. Root were sitting on the wooden bench. Or rather, two of them were, Ubub and Mr. Root. Ulub was standing with a book in his hand. I rolled down the window and called and they all turned and waved.

Then I told Delbert to drop me at the bank.

“The bank? You never go there.”

“I guess you don’t know everything, do you?”

Ten minutes later we pulled up in front of the First National and I got out and handed him the fare. I considered not tipping him, but then I gave him fifteen cents.

It was annoying to have to walk from the bank on Second Street all the way back to the Rainbow Café, five blocks up and over, though the walk did take me by stores I liked. I found all of them mysterious in some way, like Sincell’s Haberdashery. The word itself seemed to belong to a past full of red-jacketed men and women, horses and foxes.

Sincell’s was appropriately dark and cool inside, with tall narrow rooms. The room in the rear sold shoes and (I liked to think) rich brown hunting boots. The front room was stocked with dark silk dresses and men’s three-piece suits. Among hats nested behind tall glass cases were, I was sure, dark velvet hunting caps. And over among the canes were riding crops. I liked to think all of this.

Just past the haberdashery was McCrory’s Five-and-Dime, where Miss Isabel Barnett practiced her kleptomania. Around the corner was Souder’s Pharmacy, with its unchanging window display of Evening in Paris toilet water and pale face powder spilling delicately from a silver compact by whoever had been wearing the long blue satin evening gloves. There was a story! I could make up half a dozen scenes on the spot to fit that perfume, those blue gloves. It made me feel warm and comfortable somehow, the notion that I could think  up all of these stories and write them down. It was like always having another me around, a friend to help out.

Along the next street and closer to the Rainbow was the tiny Oak Tree Gift Shoppe, owned by Miss Flagler. Across the narrow alley from that stood the candle store run by Miss Flyte, who was no stranger to mystery. Her shop was the one that was most mysterious, for lighted candles flickered in the windows themselves and trailed in and all the way to the back of the store.

All of these stores had a backstory, and it occurred to me that our newspaper could do a piece on each of them. If I couldn’t actually dig out a story on each one, I could still write down my impressions of them.

I was the youngest reporter the Conservative had ever had. Of course, I had got the job as a result of almost getting murdered at Spirit Lake, and what I was doing now was writing up the whole experience. But “Impressions of Souder’s,” “Impressions of the Haberdashery,” and so forth, that could keep me on the staff and keep me famous for many months to come.

Ree-Jane liked to point out at least once a day that I was only a “cub reporter, not a real one,” but given Ree-Jane’s notion of reality, I was justified in not paying much attention to her opinion.

I walked on to the Rainbow.

 

Donny Mooma, the Sheriff’s deputy, was in the Rainbow, standing in front of the bakery case with a doughnut in his hand, talking to Wanda Wayans, the new waitress. We didn’t like each other, Donny and I. He was too dumb to be doing police work, and I never understood why the Sheriff kept him. Maybe Donny was what’s called a “political appointment.” The Moomas had been involved in police work in the county for several generations. There was a Mooma who’d been sheriff when the Slade baby had been kidnapped, but I guessed he must be dead now, or maybe the Moomas never died, just walked the earth forever. Donny walked around kind of dead.

I should say alleged kidnapping and for that matter even alleged  baby, for, as I said, I wasn’t even sure there’d been a baby. One of the reasons I wanted to go to the Rainbow Café was to see if Miss Isabel Barnett was there. I wanted to ask her again if she’d really seen Baby Fay in that carriage. I would put it, of course, in a more polite way, not meaning to suggest that Miss Isabel’s word was unreliable. Just because she was a kleptomaniac didn’t mean you couldn’t count on her to know the difference between an empty carriage and one with a baby in it.

I said hello to Wanda and she said hi back. Donny grunted. He was still smarting over the time I got him out of the office (so that I could inspect police files) by telling him he’d won the doughnut competition across the street, that is, in the Rainbow Café. Of course, there wasn’t any competition, but he fell for it and left without locking the office, telling me I wasn’t to go in it. Well.

Donny was waving his doughnut with chocolate sprinkles around and talking six to the dozen about some “crazy guy” walking around town yelling at people.

“I says to Sam we should take him in for disturbing the peace is what he’s doing—”

“Who’s doing?” I asked.

Donny treated me as if I were invisible. “I said, ‘Sam, the man’s a menace, a m-e-n-a-s-e—’ ”

“C-e,” I said, looking at the doughnut display.

He glared at me and ate some of his doughnut while he thought up an insult. “You think you know it all, don’t you?”

“No. I just know how to spell ‘menace.’ ”I decided on a doughnut with different-colored sprinkles. I would’ve preferred chocolate, but I wasn’t going to eat the same kind Donny was eating.

But Donny couldn’t think of any retort so he went on about the crazy person. As he munched the rest of his doughnut, he said, “ ‘The guy’s out there scarin’ little kids,’ I says to Sam—”

“Not me,” I said, going to the unusual extreme of allowing myself to be lumped with little kids.

“Oh, you-u-u-u,” he said, snarling and picking up his mug of coffee from the counter, which was next to the glass cases. There were  stools lining the soda fountain counter, but the idea was that Donny was just too busy, too much in demand, to take the time to sit at the counter.

“I don’t think he’s crazy,” I said, wondering who it was I was defending.

“You? What do you know about it? You don’t even know what that sign he’s carrying means. Ha!”

I could have just asked what he was talking about, but why do that when I could squeeze it out of him without his knowing. I’d already found out the “crazy” was carrying a sign. I asked Wanda for the doughnut I wanted. As she got it out of the case, I said to Donny, “It’s pretty obvious what it means, isn’t it?” I thanked Wanda and took my doughnut and looked at Donny as I munched on it.

“Obvious? Obvious?” He was standing over me with a mean look in his lizard eyes and one thumb hooked in his belt while the other hand waved his coffee cup around. “Well, supposing you just tell us what the expression ‘end of days’ means, then?”

I licked a few sprinkles from my doughnut and looked thoughtful. “One thing is, it’s not an ‘expression.’ ” That was good, I thought. That made it sound more like I knew what was going on than if I’d just waded in explaining “end of days,” which I didn’t know what it meant either. And it was always safer to say what something wasn’t, rather than say what it was. Since I had no idea what “end of days” meant. If I knew the context, now . . . Was Rudy’s or the haberdashery having a sale? Was the county trying to get liquor legal again and now some old prune that didn’t believe in drinking was going around shouting “It’s the end of days” about it? Having a liquor store right here in La Porte would save Lola Davidow the trouble of having to go into the next state to get hers. For her, it would be the beginning of days.

“What d’ya mean not an expression?”

Donny should watch more Perry Mason. Perry was always telling greenhorn lawyers you should never ask a question of a witness if you don’t already know the answer. “I mean ‘end of days’ means what it  says. It’s literal.” Before he could ask me again what it meant, I said, “I don’t see why you think this person is scary.”

“Oh, you don’t? Well, a course, what with all your exploits lately, I guess the end of the world coming wouldn’t bother you at all!”

“Not especially.” So there I was: end of the world. I wanted a Coke and climbed up on a stool, my end of days set aside for the moment. I hoped Will and Mill never got wind of “end of days.” Murder in the Sky was putting us at enough peril.
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I needed to see Mr. Gumbrel at the Conservative office, so I went back the way I’d come. The newspaper was beside Sincell’s, in another narrow building.

The window of Souder’s Pharmacy stopped me again, as I looked at the Evening in Paris toilet water and the pale gloves and a photo I hadn’t noticed before, down in the corner of the window, that showed a sad-looking dog with HAVE YOU SEEN ME? beneath his face. He seemed so woeful, I wondered if when the picture was taken he’d known he’d go missing.

I picked up my pace and walked around the corner on Second Street, but nearly stopped as I was going past McCrory’s Five-and-Dime. When I glanced through the glass door, I saw Miss Isabel Barnett at the makeup counter. I debated going in and striking up a conversation, but I didn’t want to interrupt a kleptomaniacal fit, and anyway, it would have been too hard for her to keep her mind on the Slade baby if she was considering the Tangee lipstick colors.

When I got to the Conservative’s building I took the old oak stairs two at a time.

“Emma!” Mr. Gumbrel was standing beside Suzie Whitelaw’s desk, reading some pages.

“Hello, Mr. Gumbrel.”

He slid his glasses up on his forehead and said, “Hope you’ve brought me that last installment.”

He was, of course, referring to “The Spirit Lake Tragedy,” the story that had been selling a lot of newspapers lately, the last installment of which featured me.

I put on my woebegone look and sadly said, “I’m really sorry. I’ve nearly finished”—I hadn’t even nearly begun—“but I just can’t get that final bit about the shooting and then I thought, ‘This isn’t exactly right.’ ”I frowned earnestly.

“What’s not right?”

I hitched myself up on the copy editor’s desk, trying to think up an answer to what might not be right. “Well. Well . . .”

And then it came to me, and it wasn’t just an excuse for not doing my job. “Maybe what happened that night, maybe that’s only part of the story; maybe that’s not the end of it.”

Mr. Gumbrel put down the pages he’d been reading. “Enlighten me.”

You can imagine how many times anyone ever asked me to enlighten them. “Look: what happened to me is just part of something bigger.” It was unheard of for me to suggest, when given the opportunity for myself to be big, that there was anything bigger, but I managed to do it. “There’s Ben Queen, don’t forget.”

“I haven’t. He’s in your story. He saved your life.”

I nodded. “But Ben Queen’s story amounts to more than that. His story is also Rose Queen’s story, and that old murder. Now, that was twenty or more years ago, and that was around the time of the Belle Rouen—” I tried to pronounce it the French way but then thought of the way Ree-Jane sounded and gave that up. “Belle Ruin. Remember the disappearance of the Morris Slades’ baby?”

“Of course I do, Emma. I had my theory about that, you recall?”

I did, but I was more interested in my own theory. “I bet it’s all connected.” There were jumping jacks in my mind.

Mr. Gumbrel frowned, thinking. “So what you mean is, all this is something else than the Spirit Lake tragedy—”

I was shaking my head hard. “No. I mean it’s still the Spirit Lake tragedy. It’s just more of it. It goes on and on. Like the Greeks did. You know, like Medea.”

Mr. Gumbrel laughed. “Medea, the Musical! That was some production! Your brother is some kind of genius—”

“Yes, but he’s not part of the tragedy.” I certainly didn’t want the conversation to get sidetracked onto my brother’s “genius.” “I mean, Medea and her revenge. With the Greeks it’s all about revenge; all they ever think of is revenge.” With my mind lighting momentarily on Ree-Jane, I could understand why. “The police are finally convinced that Ben Queen didn’t murder Rose.” (I didn’t add, though I could have, thanks to me.) “I’m almost sure it was their daughter Fern—”

“You got any evidence for this?”

I sighed. “I’m a reporter, not a policeman. No. But it just seems logical. Anyway, my point is, somebody murders Fern out of revenge for her murdering her mother, Rose.”

My mind was frantic with possibilities. It felt like one of the pinball machines up at Greg’s that Will and Mill played. Each little steel ball aimed and rolling into a hole. I pulled back the plunger and whicssssh went one thought after another, clack, click, clack into its hole.

“We wrote that up about Fern Queen. But we don’t know who did it.”

I wished he’d stop interrupting the sinking of the pinballs. “Then, don’t forget, there’s the murder of Mary-Evelyn Devereau before all of this, and I just know she was drowned because they thought she was their sister Iris’s child. Bastard child is what Isabel called her.”

Mr. Gumbrel sat down in front of Suzie’s old Royal typewriter and tapped a few keys as if words should come out the tips of his fingers. “You’re saying the Devereau sisters killed that poor child?”

“Yes, I am.” I shouldn’t have had to remind him that one of those sisters almost killed this poor child, me. “You remember she tried to kill me? She was crazy, of course. She thought I was Mary-Evelyn. So I guess she had to finish killing me.”

He slapped his hand against the carriage return. “Now, maybe we should get the dates of all these things right.”

Oh, how boring. It was the atmosphere I wanted to get right, the feelings, the looks of things. . . .

“Because you just might have something here, Emma.”

I knew I did. My mind was loaded down with pinballs, so that I could hardly move. “What I came to do today was search around in the archives”—I liked this word; it was weighty, like my mind at the moment—“for more details. You said before you thought Morris and Imogen themselves might have taken the baby somehow.”

“I wouldn’t’ve put it past Morris Slade.” He narrowed his eyes against the smoke from his cigarette and looked grim. “That boy was a gambler. He was forever at that poker club, ‘club’ being what they called it. He’d bet anything just to stay in the game, anything. Had a lot of debts, I’d guess.”

“But no ransom was ever asked for.”

“None we know of.” He shook his head. “I should’ve spent more time on this, but we were short on reporters then.”

I tried to think of what could have been more important back then than a disappeared baby from a grand hotel. You could have written books about it. My mind sparked at the mere idea. I slid off the desk. “I want to search around the archives and see if I can figure out the connection.”

“You got a head full of ideas, Emma.”

Since I didn’t have a face full of prettiness, I thought it just as well.

 

The back room was as musty as ever, perhaps even mustier in my eyes because it contained the past, and nothing could compare with the past. The comforting words of William Faulkner came back to me, that the past wasn’t dead; it wasn’t even past. I had typed out his exact words and put the slip of paper on my mirror. It was Dwayne, over at Slaw’s Garage, who was the big William Faulkner reader. He called him “Billy.” A mechanic, even a master mechanic, reading William Faulkner was something to note.

Not that I’d actually read Faulkner, except for a few story beginnings (so I could impress Dwayne), or words rooted out here and there. I wasn’t actually going down the mines myself as much as I was panning his words for gold.

Faulkner’s words were delaying the last episode of the “tragedy.” I was trying to look at things the way he did, trying to find words like “bugswirled” and “stumppocked.” Trying to think up words like that was holding up the writing, but I couldn’t help myself.

From one of the shelves stacked high with old papers, I dragged out the edition with the story of the Slade baby’s kidnapping. The paper was so old I thought it might crumble in my hands. No, I didn’t think that; I just wanted to make up a word like “crumbcracked.” I would have to stop doing this, making up things to fit words.

I doubted I would find anything new in the newspaper accounts, as I had seen them before. And anyway, I’d seen the police report. I lined up the papers: the account of the “tragic accident” that wasn’t an accident, but a murder—the drowning of Mary-Evelyn Devereau in Spirit Lake; the murder of Rose Devereau Queen in Cold Flat Junction; the shooting of Fern Queen over near White’s Bridge; the attempt to murder me in Spirit Lake (this written by yours truly); the kidnapping of the Slades’ baby; the burning down of the Belle Rouen Hotel. That’s an awful lot of violence for a couple of small towns.

Connecting all of this, I thought, might be the Girl, the mysterious Girl who came and went. I had seen her six times now, twice at the old Devereau house—once at the edge of the wood and later on the other side of the lake. It was the odd way she’d looked, unmoving, statue still. I remembered her from a distance, a lake away, and up close at the railway station, on the platform in Cold Flat Junction, where she boarded the train that stopped there on its way to Hebrides and points north. What struck me about her—I mean, after the way she looked—was that she carried nothing except for a tiny purse. No suitcase, no coat, nothing, so it was as if, like me, she lived not too far from the train station.

It surprised me that my friends in the Windy Run Diner hadn’t  noticed her, for she was the spitting image of Rose Devereau Queen, who was held to be the most beautiful girl Billy and Don Joe and Mervin, all of them in the diner, had ever seen.

Thinking about this resemblance, and Rose’s daughter, Fern, I decided, well, the Girl must be Fern’s daughter. But Fern was not at all pretty. Rose’s looks had skipped Fern, I decided, and carried on to the Girl.

I imagined a line of light around her, the way she looked carved out of her background. She looked misplaced. Yet at the same time the background seemed to absorb her and she became a necessary part of it.

I got up from the table and the newspapers and went to the table by the door that held the past copies of magazines like Life and the Saturday Evening Post. I had seen the cover before and wanted to see it again. It was right on top, where I’d left it. The cover showed a woman in red against a red background, a black wrought-iron fence in the foreground, and a black mailbox. She was mailing a letter, or probably a Christmas card, for it was clearly a Christmas issue. Light snow was falling, the flakes just a few white dots, coming down here and there.

Mr. Gumbrel once told me the artist had done a lot of these illustrations for magazines. His name was Coles Phillips and he was famous for them. I went through the stack but didn’t find another of them. Red against red, the outline of her coat was invisible. She blended into the background.

It was a trick of the eye, I guess. I could pick out the whole figure if I wanted to, if I looked at it in a certain way. Only there was something restful about seeing it as the artist intended, letting the red coat fade into its background.

He called them Fadeaway Girls.
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