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Chapter One

“How do you feel about old books?” my mother asked, clutching a dark blue teapot as she sat down at the table in her spacious, sunny kitchen.

“You know I love old books,” I said, holding my mug steady while she filled it with hot, fragrant Earl Grey tea. “Was that a trick question?”

I was staying with my parents for a few days while I taught a two-day book-repair class at the Dharma branch of the Sonoma County Library. Teaching the class had given me the perfect excuse to escape San Francisco while my boyfriend, Derek Stone, was out of the country on a top secret assignment. He’s a former British intelligence agent. I don’t ask questions.

I’m a bookbinder who specializes in rare book restoration. Old books are my life as well as my livelihood. So I had to wonder what my mother had in mind with that question.

Mom poured herself a cup of tea and set the teapot on a rooster-shaped iron trivet we’d had forever. “A friend wants to get rid of a bunch of old books, but some of them might be in bad shape.”

“The moldier the better,” I said with a grin. “I’m a sucker for rotted-out leather bindings.”

“Then you may be in luck.” Mom squeezed a few drops of lemon juice into her mug, then added, “But there’s a catch. You have to help me pack them up.”

“I don’t mind packing them up as long as I get to keep them. Who’s giving them away?”

“Do you remember Wanda Frawley?”

“Wanda?” I pictured a pretty, dark-haired woman who always wore a scarf around her neck. “Of course. You used to be great friends with her. I thought she moved away.”

“No,” she said, not meeting my gaze as she fussed with and straightened the yellow gingham tablecloth.

I frowned. “But I haven’t seen her around town in years. Whatever happened to her?”

“Nothing really happened to her.” Mom paused. “Well, except that she died recently.”

“Oh, Mom.” I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. I remember she was always so full of joy. And such a good friend to you.”

She returned the squeeze. “Thanks, sweetie. But Wanda and I haven’t seen each other in years.”

“You haven’t?” I was taken aback. I guess I hadn’t paid enough attention to my mother’s social life. And what did that say about me, her daughter? Guilt blossomed and my stomach began to knot up. “What happened between you two?”

Mom sat back in her chair and wrapped both hands around her mug of tea. “At the time, I thought I must have upset her or something, because one day she just stopped calling, stopped showing up at the Hall, just sort of disappeared. That must have been at least fifteen years ago.”

“The Hall” was the Dharma town hall where Guru Bob held regular lectures, philosophical discussions, and parties. Guru Bob’s real name was Robson Benedict and he was the leader of the Fellowship for Spiritual Enlightenment and Higher Artistic Consciousness, the commune my parents and several hundred others had belonged to since I was eight years old. While growing up, all of us commune kids had referred to him as Guru Bob. Not to his face, of course, because that would have been disrespectful. Not that it mattered; I figured he’d always known our silly nickname for him. Guru Bob knew everything.

Mom’s friend Wanda and her husband, Byron Frawley, had been members of the commune for as long as we’d been living here in the grapevine-studded hills of eastern Sonoma County. Byron was CFO for the commune’s winery and a good friend of my father, who ran the place.

“Wanda’s sisters must be devastated,” I said.

“I suppose they are,” Mom said with a sad smile. “According to Byron, Marjorie is having a very hard time, but he has no idea about Elaine. He said he hasn’t seen her in over five years.”

“Didn’t she marry the Duke of Earl or something?”

“He’s the Earl of Radisson,” Mom said. “She met him when she was on some humanitarian mission in Eastern Europe.”

“Right.” The three beautiful Bradford sisters, Marjorie, Wanda, and Elaine, were the daughters of extremely wealthy parents. They’d grown up in the area and were considered minor celebrities in Dharma. Everyone in town knew little tidbits about their lives, including me. “She lives in his castle and they have some kind of wild menagerie, right? And she wrote books.”

Mom smiled. “Children’s books, all about the llamas she raises on the estate grounds.”

“Cool,” I said, grinning. But then I frowned. “So they had a fight or something?”

“Yes. I remember seeing Elaine in town occasionally, even after she married the Earl. But then she simply stopped coming. I have a feeling the sisters had a falling out. When I asked Byron about her, he seemed to shut down, so I didn’t probe.”

“That’s not like you,” I said, biting back a smile.

“I know.” She chuckled. “I imagine with a yard full of llamas, she’s still as eccentric as she ever was. She and Marjorie were always a wacky twosome.”

I wasn’t sure exactly what constituted “wacky” in Mom’s dictionary, since she was a semipermanent resident of Wacky Town herself. But I did remember the three beautiful Bradford sisters. While I was growing up, they were always showing up on the local news, and since they were so rich, the media called them eccentric instead of just plain odd.

The sisters had always embraced the most radical causes imaginable. I could still recall seeing them at the grocery store trying to collect signatures for all sorts of petition drives. They often carried protest signs. We kids always talked about the funniest ones. Don’t Use Toilet Paper (because the companies who made toilet paper also allegedly made bombs) and Bicycle in the Buff for Peace (self-explanatory).

The oldest sister, Marjorie, became even more heavily involved in radical politics. In the nineties, she traveled with a political action group throughout Eastern Europe and parts of the Middle East and the Asian subcontinent. The group would meet up with the local opposition parties and do what they could to help the local underground overthrow whichever dictator was oppressing his people.

Marjorie gained more notoriety when she published a book of her journals and photographs chronicling her more outrageous exploits. That was her first book; since then, she had become world famous for the many travel memoirs and essays she continued to write.

She didn’t stop protesting locally either. A few years ago, I’d seen her at the local hardware store thrusting flyers into men’s hands as they passed her. A large, colorful banner hanging from a table nearby read, Wax Your Chest to Stop Deforestation. A pink-smocked cosmetician waited patiently at the table with a pot of wax warming over a Sterno flame.

Shaking off the bizarre memory, I said, “Had Wanda been ill?”

“Yes, although some people would argue with me on that point.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lost in thought, Mom stared down at her drink for a minute. Finally she looked up at me. “Wanda was agoraphobic.”

I winced. “Oh, dear.”

“Yeah, it was bad. And you know how people can be. There have always been a few who brushed off the fact that she was ill. They called her snooty and antisocial for staying home and not joining the real world.”

“That’s just ignorance,” I said.

Mom nodded. “Exactly.”

“So what happened? Did she just stop leaving the house?”

“Pretty much. One day she seemed fine and the next day, she wouldn’t answer my phone calls. I took it personally. I didn’t know what I’d done, so I drove over to confront her.” Mom sighed a little. “She wouldn’t come outside, but talked to me from behind the screen door. She looked perfectly fine, all dressed up and wearing makeup and everything. But she couldn’t come out on the porch.”

“That’s so sad.”

“I told her she didn’t have to come outside, I’d come inside and visit her. She insisted she didn’t have time to visit that day, so I called her the next day, then once a week for months, but she would never call me back. I guess she was too embarrassed. It broke my heart, but I finally stopped calling her.”

“So she shut herself off from all her friends.”

Mom’s lips twisted in a wry grimace. “Not exactly. One day, a few months after I made that last phone call, she called me out of the blue.”

“Wow. What happened to change things?”

“Byron built a six-foot wall around their property.”

“A wall? That’s all it took? Were you allowed to come inside the wall?”

“No,” she said slowly. “But for some reason, the wall gave her some sense of security and control over things. After that, she was willing to talk to me on the phone.”

I glanced at her sideways. “So, you had a phone friendship?”

“Yes. Then later, when everyone started using computers, we would e-mail every so often.”

I had plenty of friends whose only means of communication with me was through e-mail, so who was I to judge? “At least she finally had some contact with the outside world.”

“Yes. And thank goodness for online shopping, not to mention the TV shopping networks.”

“Right. No reason to leave the house ever.” I sipped my lukewarm tea. “How did her husband handle her staying home all the time?”

“Byron has essentially lived his own life, but he’s never left her, so that’s something.” Mom gazed casually at the ceiling. “Of course, he was very close to Wanda’s sisters, too.”

My eyes narrowed in on her. “I’m hearing something in your voice. What was going on there?”

“Nothing that I know of. It’s just that they were always very . . . close. That’s all.”

“Mom, spill the beans.”

She sighed again. “Byron grew up next door to the Bradford girls. According to some of the locals who lived here back then, he was always dating one sister or the other, then switching back to another one. By the time we moved here, they were all in their twenties, and he and Elaine seemed to have settled into a serious relationship. But then he married Wanda. And yet, they were all very close for years, until Elaine stopped visiting.”

“Interesting.” I turned back to the original subject. “So I take it Wanda has a bunch of books that Byron wants to get rid of.”

Mom nodded. “Right. He’s such a sweetie. When I ran into him at the market yesterday, I offered to help him clean out Wanda’s things. I know that sort of task can be so difficult for the spouse left behind. And it might be tough for her sisters, too.”

“That was nice of you.” But I shivered a little. Nice, maybe, but it was slightly creepy to think of my mother rummaging through a dead woman’s personal things. I’m not sure I could offer to do something like that for someone other than a close family member, and even that would be difficult. But clearly my mother didn’t have a problem with it.

“I swear, I thought Byron was going to burst into tears, he was so grateful.” Mom stood, walked over to the sink and adjusted the mini-blinds so more of the morning sunlight could pour into the kitchen. She turned around and folded her arms across her chest. “He said it had been such a long time since anyone had come into the house, he was a little uncomfortable about it. But he finally accepted my offer.”

“Lucky you.” So it was official. My mother was a much better human being than I was.

“I needed to get an extra house key from him,” she continued, “so I followed him home. And that’s when I understood why he was uneasy.”

“You went inside the house?”

“Not exactly.” Mom sat back down at the table and poured more tea into our cups, emptying the pot. “I told him I would wait on the porch and he seemed relieved. But when he walked inside, I managed to get a glimpse of the living room before he closed the door.”

I sat forward. “How did it look?”

She frowned. “There’s just a lot of stuff everywhere. I mean, everywhere. I was shocked.”

“So she was a hoarder.”

Mom’s lips twisted as she considered, then said, “I guess that’s another matter of opinion. It’s all very neat and organized, but yes, there was a lot of stuff.”

I made a face, but didn’t comment.

“But the place seemed clean,” Mom added quickly. “I didn’t get a big whiff of mildew or dust in my face, so that’s a good thing.”

“I guess.” I took a bracing sip of my now lukewarm tea and imagined the worst case scenario. I couldn’t help it; I was morbidly hooked on the TV show Hoarders. I pictured junk stashed everywhere. “So when are you going to start cleaning out her stuff?”

She smoothed the tablecloth some more before meeting my gaze again. “Byron said I could start next week, but it just so happens that I baked a taco casserole for him. I told him I’d drop it by today.”

“Oh, really?” I laughed.

“Yes,” she said defensively, but she was smiling. “And while I’m there, I might look around and maybe start going through some closets. Just a preliminary look-see to judge how much work I’ll have to do.”

“Will he be there?”

“No, he’ll be at work. But I have the house key now.”

“And you’d like me to come with you.”

“If you want the books, yes.”

“That’s a pretty weak bribe,” I said, laughing again. “You should have made a taco casserole for me, too.”

“I did,” she said, patting my hand. “I froze it, so we’ll have it for dinner later this week. But even if I didn’t, you’d still come with me. There’s a room full of old books waiting to be rescued. You can’t help yourself.”

Damn it, she was right. When it came to books, I was a shameless scrounger and a glutton for punishment. I might not be happy about creeping around Wanda’s stacks of crap, but I wanted those books. On the semibright side, Wanda had already passed away, so I was pretty sure I wouldn’t stumble over any dead bodies. That was a win-win in my book.

I drained the last of my tea. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

We took my car and drove by the market to pick up some boxes for packing books, then headed over to Byron Frawley’s home. As I rolled to a stop at the red light, I thought how lucky Mom and I were that my bookbinding class didn’t start until tomorrow night. I had a full day and a half with nothing to do but hang out with her and help clean up Wanda’s stuff.

As I waited for the light to turn green, my thoughts went to my boyfriend, Derek Stone. It was something my thoughts did a lot lately.

I smiled, thinking the term boyfriend seemed totally wrong and unsuitable when referring to the tall, dark, hunky, gun-toting former MI6 British intelligence officer and Royal Navy Commander that Derek was. Boyfriend didn’t begin to describe either Derek—he was no boy, that was for sure—or our relationship, which had grown so much more complicated than that sweet, simple word could convey.

Thinking about Derek made me miss him more than ever. And if that sounded like the plaintive cry of a needy, insecure girlfriend, it wasn’t. I swear. I had always been perfectly happy on my own, by myself. I grew up in a big family and knew I could call on friends and siblings or parents whenever I wanted to. But I was just as happy to sit alone in my workshop and rip apart a good book. I knew how to have a good time all by myself.

Still, I missed him. Now that Derek was in my life, everything seemed brighter, more interesting, more intense in a good way. I was having more fun. He challenged me. He made me laugh. And he was absolutely the best looking, sexiest man I’d ever met, which counted for a lot, right? No wonder I was happy.

The only less than sparkly thing about my life was that, lately, I kept stumbling upon dead bodies. That had never happened before Derek came along. I lived in hope that it would never happen again.

“Green light,” Mom said.

“What?” I blinked as my surroundings came back into focus. “Oh. Thanks.” I stepped on the gas and drove toward Big River Road where Byron lived.

“Where’d you go just then?” Mom wore an amused grin, meaning she’d probably guessed exactly where my daydream had taken me.

I could feel my cheeks heating up. “Just thinking about things. Nothing important. So talk to me about these books. Did Byron tell you about them or did you actually see them?”

She laughed at my obvious attempt to change the subject. “I got a quick glimpse of them stacked up against one wall. I saw lots of leather-bound books, so I made a comment to Byron about them. He said to help myself to whatever I wanted.”

“I hope they’re filthy and falling apart.”

“A girl can dream.” With another laugh, she gave me directions on which way to turn.

A few minutes later, I pulled up in front of a large, two-story California bungalow on what looked like at least a half acre of land. It was surrounded by a tall concrete wall. I couldn’t see much else except for a few tall trees scattered around the extensive property. As I turned off the engine, something occurred to me and I glanced over at my mother. “You never told me how Wanda died.”

Mom stared straight ahead, not meeting my gaze. “Pills. Self-inflicted. She committed suicide.”
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