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An extract from The Wife List


PROLOGUE

I shouldn’t be doing this.

It’s late. I’m limp from fatigue but find myself standing out in the hall, feeling torn. Because tonight is my only chance to essentially be alone in this house. Kate is in bed drunk and will be out of it for at least overnight, and the housekeeper won’t be back until morning. The police could be back too.

What do I do with this chance?

The hall is nearly dark, with just one sconce lit. I look around, feeling my pulse quicken. The whole house is deathly quiet.

Something thuds, and I jump. “Oh!”

My eyes dart around. Someone coming? The noise sounded near, and a sick feeling shoots through me.

Thump! There it is again. A low sound coming from…down the hall? Panic stirs, but I have to know. I pass closed bedroom doors on the right and left, knowing that this is crazy. Frightening, but my feet keep moving as I strain to listen.

I hear the thud again and jerk my gaze up. That sound came from over my head.

The attic.

I remember Kate opening the attic door, wrinkling her nose and closing it again. No one goes up there. It’s too creepy.

Common sense tells me to - forget this! Quit while I’m ahead and get some sleep! But I know I won’t sleep. Not with this one night to look around…

On wobbly legs I reach the hall’s backstairs landing, and turn to the attic door. It is cracked open. My heart pounds but compulsion rules, so I get out my phone, flick on its light, and open the door into darkness.

My beam lights the musty steps. I start up – and hear that thud again. Only now it’s louder. My lips go dry. Cold dread shoots through me.

At the top of the stairs, I shine my light shakily through a dark vastness of stacked trunks and ghostly, sheet-covered shapes. Roof beams slant low at the edges, and at the far end is a tall, arched window emitting thin moonlight.

Surprise, the thudding is coming from it! I move closer, shifting my light to the moonlit glass, and my shoulders relax. A breeze gusts through a low, broken pane covered flimsily by a tied board. Thud…thud…

My, this house is full of things that go bump in the night. I breathe again, but the sound is still frightening.

Shapes to my right loom. I shine my light on an old dressmaker’s mannequin, and a long rack holding clothes covered with dry cleaner plastic. Outdated-looking dresses, men’s suits, an old-fashioned tuxedo and…

I let out a strangled gasp.

My light jumps as I see what is hanging there. I lurch backward, shoulders heaving with my free hand clapped to my mouth - just as a hideous shriek tears through the air. I freeze in shock for seconds, can’t move. The shriek sounds again.

Someone is dying, brutally. Where? Frantically, I whirl my light around, seeing no one.

Horror bolts through me as I wheel away and fly down the stairs. From the landing I race down the hall stumbling, trembling uncontrollably.
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Four nights earlier

“Please help me.”

Kate Tilden reaches her delicate, manicured hand next to mine, and I turn to her, startled. She looks thinner. Her tousled blond head droops, and there’s a stain on the bodice of her strappy white dress. Wine, probably. Her big blue eyes are red-rimmed and imploring.

What to do? We have to start clearing, but the wife of this shindig’s powerful host looks ready to drop and is frantically gripping the edge of the buffet table. Too much booze again. I dart my eyes past her to the elegant room. The scene is louder and more crowded than the last time I worked here, with no one’s eyes on us that I can see.

Still, my hands tighten on the silver chaffing dish I’d been hefting. Barely nibbled at lobster casserole. Okay…Kate or the lobster? Painful to see so much food go to waste.

Rob sees too that the Missus looks ready to keel over.

“Grab her, I’ll do this,” he whispers, taking the chaffing dish from me. “Can’t have her husband embarrassed. Oh jeez, she’s going down.”

I see Kate’s hand release the table and her knees buckle. With a swift movement I grab her forearm, and she leans on me. “Thank you,” she slurs piteously. “I’m just…dizzy. Need to lie down.”

“Right, understood,” I say without judgement, because she has that desperate look in her eyes of someone who just wants to hide from the world. Still, imagine. Someone of this wealth in a house like this looking so miserable. I’m about to be thrown out of my little Brooklyn hang space.

But I do feel…well…almost bad for her. Kate Tilden is the former model/wannabe actress girlfriend of playboy Griffin Tilden, who after their marriage four years ago pulled the rug on her and decided to use his family name and fortune – his father served in Congress - to enter politics. Now she has to endure the snobbery of his old-money backers, or so say online gossips. I’ve done tons of research on the Tildens.

“Not the front stairs,” Kate whimpers, hanging on my arm. “Not…”

“Right. Don’t worry.”

I scan the front room again, which is vast with a stately fireplace, a twinkling chandelier, plump upholstered furniture and paintings on the walls. There are still no eyes on us. Guests are air-kissing, trilling their drunk good-byes and heading out to their fleet of drivers. Keisha next to me barely looks up and keeps stacking smeared plates.

Our boss Emile does see us, however - and sends me a look from across the room: take care of this.

So I do. I have no choice. I’m just recently hired, and in enough trouble as it is.

“All set?” I ask Kate, holding her forearm.

“Yes, yes…” She weaves a little, agitated. “I’m going to be sick.”

Oh God. She should be helped upstairs before that disaster. It feels weird, though. At age thirty, she’s six years older than I am but it’s like I’m Mommy, tending a child threatening to throw up. That can’t happen. Get moving…

Her arm is clammy as I guide her through the rear hall to the kitchen. She stumbles, pulling at her three-tier pearl choker as if it’s strangling her.

“Dying,” she breathes, tugging. “Can’t breathe.”

“You’ll be okay.” Those pearls must be worth a fortune. My sympathy for her is diminishing.

“I’ll never manage the stairs,” she whimpers.

“I’ll help. Hang on.” I’m dry-lipped and feeling desperate myself, praying she doesn’t hurl. Kate’s husband would rage. Emile would be more upset with me. “How’s the sick feeling?”

“Maybe…easing. I need…bed…”

“Right, right.” Her bedroom must be something, given the extravagance of the rest of this place. My bed is currently a cot pushed next to the fridge in my tiny kitchenette.

We reach the back stairs, which will save Kate from being on display attempting the grand front staircase. She is terrified of embarrassment and her husband’s wrath. Last time, maybe because I smiled at her – actually did a major suck-up but I had reasons - she asked for my help just getting to the kitchen.

Now it’s the climb up the whole back stairway. Her booze problem has gotten worse.

Tired caterers barely look up as we move over the kitchen’s Mexican tiles. Okay – one woman watches us with eyes that say spoiled rotten. She isn’t wrong.

We reach the carpeted stairs. And the whole way up, stumbling, Kate whimpers, “Son of a bitch, I hate him.”

I attempt encouraging nothings. “Maybe you’ll feel better in the morning. Really, tomorrow’s mood might be good enough to fake a smile.” Kate emits a bitter laugh, and stumbles again.

My mother used to say don’t be too much of a sucker for needy people. It can be dangerous. But that look Emile sent me. His job includes guaranteeing that everything is perfect: the champagne, the little foie gras whatchamacallits, the frothy desserts no one touches. If powerful Griff Tilden’s wife threatens embarrassment, take care of that too, Emile said earlier. Didn’t she take to me last time like I was some kind of pal from her Brooklyn days?

Well…I helped her “take” to me.

On the night of that first gala, three weeks ago, I gently pointed out to Kate a sherry sauce smear on her dress. (I had put it there.) After she changed into another designer dress she was back, grateful and chummy, talking to me more than to her guests and asking about the thick bandage on my wrist.

“Poor thing,” she murmured, only a little drunk then. “Does it hurt? You shouldn’t even be working.”

I said it was just from a cooking burn, it would heal. But she touched the sleeve of my caterer’s black pantsuit and pronounced the fabric coarse.

“Don’t let it chafe your skin,” she said urgently, as if warning about something worse. “Don’t let it.”

I smiled and thanked, and she remembered me. Earlier tonight, she came right over exclaiming that the bandage was off. Then, sloshing her martini, she offered hyper input about the placement of the ice sculpture and the array of wine bottles. Emile rushed over to distract her from messing with the champagne fountain.

Like the first time, she was just a bit drunk that early in the evening.

Now she’s in serious shape as we reach the second-floor back landing, then start down a long, dimly lit hallway of closed bedroom doors. No overhead lights…just muted, elegant sconces. Six bedrooms upstairs, I’ve read.

But I’m in, on their second floor, no less. And I’m suddenly feeling scared. This happened too easily…

In her bedroom doorway, Kate grabs the jamb with her free hand, leans in with a jerky movement and fumbles for a switch. Dim recessed lighting comes alive in the interior. I help her in, then look around and feel my mouth drop open.
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The room is massive, a vastness of carved wood paneling and plump furniture ringing a huge, four-poster bed. The house is a sprawling old Tudor.

“Nice bedroom,” I tell Kate.

“You think?”

“Yeah, it kinda makes me homesick.”

She doesn’t get it. Mumbling miserably, she totters to the bed and flops onto its edge.

Shakily, she gets her bedside lamp lit, then pulls a pillow to her and buries her face in it, weeping about how terrible her life is. “Phonies, every one of ’em downstairs! And I have to be nice to ’em – my cheek muscles hurt!”

I attempt more feeble comfort, but also grab the chance to look around. Silk wallpaper, antiques, and near the bed a long, dainty desk lined with laptops, note pads and a snow globe collection. Also photos of Kate and her husband Griff in happier days. Big smiles on yachts and ski slopes and under palm trees.

I bend to study Griffin Tilden.

He is what women call dangerously handsome, with very dark hair and eyes and an arrogant grin. There’s almost a sinister watchfulness about him, even in photos and I’ve seen lots. I’ve researched him more than Kate, in fact. His family is old money. He has tripled his father’s asset-management business, and now is serious about running for Congress. Hence, my catering colleagues gossip, the need for a perfect wife. There were bankers and political types there tonight.

With a sob and sudden thrashing, Kate flings her pillow across the bed.

“Oh hey-”

With both hands she starts squirming ineffectively to get out of her pearls and dress. Then she swears, giving up on her side zipper as I stand there stupidly wondering what now. I’ve gotten her out of sight and to her bedroom. Job done. I should be running back down to help, and I’m getting tense. Emile will ask what took so long.

Too bad. I want to play this right…but how?

I watch Kate lean to her night table and yank open its cabinet door. Out she drags a bottle of Hennessy and two little plastic glasses, which she lays on top.

“I’ve been bad,” she slurs tremulously, shoving aside her lamp and a box of tissues to make room. “Haven’t…thanked you enough. I’d a been flat on my face if not for you.”

“Of course. I’m happy to help.” And I mean it. I have experience with her problem.

She gestures to a near ottoman. “Please, sit.”

I stare at her Hennessy. “You’re not going to…”

But she’s already shakily pouring. The dark liquid sloshes over the glasses and nightstand. I blink and frown a little, watching her. Didn’t she say she was feeling sick?

“Hair of the dog.” She sees my expression, and her face twists. “Feel lousy from drinking, so delay symptoms by drinking more. Ever done it?”

“Who hasn’t?”

She cracks a sad smile at that and pushes a full glass to me. I demur and she insists. “Hennessy is healthy,” she slurs as if she’s been doing homework to impress. “It’s a type of brandy made in France’s Cognac region that has something in its soil that’s good for you. I read that someplace. Please join me?”

She’ll be blotto after more. Briefly revved, then out cold and maybe that’s what she wants.

The brandy does look good. My day was awful, and tomorrow’s looking worse. I could use a lift… So I say yes and sit.

“To oblivion,” Kate says gloomily, raising her glass.

“Oblivion, oh yeah.” My lips twitch as I raise my glass too, and drink.

It stings my throat going down. I close my eyes, breathe in, and feel the magic of my shoulders relax and the warmth of the brandy coursing my veins. Oh, that does feel good.

Kate has embarked on a slurring, weepy rant. Griff is a maniac control freak, a crazy, violent narcissist. She also suspects him of having an affair which he denies, of course, but not convincingly, so he’s evicted from this bedroom and is sleeping down the hall.

“A trial separation,” she manages. “He has begged for a reconciliation, but that’s just for show. You know – a perfect marriage to run for office.”

“Trial separation? If he’s a maniac control freak, why stay in it at all?”

Her mouth goes down. “Because I’ve been passive and stupid till now. And he’s embarked on another of his sorry missions, trying to make nice.”

I gesture sympathetically. But I can’t imagine that arrogant-looking man in Kate’s photos on a sorry mission. To the catering crew – on the few occasions I’ve seen him interact - he alternates between fake charming and nasty.

Kate is silent for moments, then blurts the big scary secret that she might be in love with someone else, but fears the full plunge. Because who can trust any man?

“You’ve got that right,” I groan, feeling ghostly pain on my wrist that wasn’t really from a burn.

The brandy re-fires her, and we’re even better pals as she waves her hands and laments about her biggest conflict. Is she nuts to want to run from this perfect life on paper? The house, the cars…he just bought her a Porsche!

“As opposed to being poor,” she groans. “There’s a prenup…”

Her idea of being poor is of course different from mine. And whatever the prenup says, there would probably be some sort of settlement, especially if she threatens bad publicity, spousal abuse, the list that can kill any political aspiration. Does she not realize she has a strong suit?

I just look at her for a moment.

It’s extraordinary that she’s saying this stuff to me, a complete stranger. Well, she’s drunk, has a raging need to ventilate – and oh cripes is already re-filling our glasses. She mumbles, cries, and pushes my new filled glass to me. “Another one,” she begs. “It’s just so nice for me not to feel alone.”

I give in, and we drink again. I know I shouldn’t. Deep down, I fear this will cause trouble…but man, it feels good.
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Suddenly Kate is up and tottering across the dimly lit room, yanking at her pearls. They’re too tight. She can’t get them off. She cries again that they’re strangling her.

I get up and cross to help her. The clasp at the back of her neck is diamond-studded, and resists my fingers for seconds. I’m also distracted by a long mirror we’re facing. Even wasted, Kate looks tall, golden and beautiful in her white party dress. Quite a contrast to drab me in my black pantsuit with my brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.

Sighing, I get the diamond clasp open. The instant Kate feels it loosen she cries “Oh God, thanks! I can breathe!”

She grabs the pearls with one hand, and with the other she dings what looks like a control panel on the wall. There’s the sound of a click, and she yanks open a closet door. The light is off in there, and she angrily hurls in the pearls. They hit dark hardwood with a clatter.

I watch her, open mouthed.

Further down the wall are wide archways to what look like his and her walk-in closets…so what was that she just threw the pearls into?

I ask.

“Payoffs, kickbacks and bribes,” she slurs, forgetting the opened door and control panel as she totters back to the bed. “Gifts from crooked politicians getting millions. Foreign potentates and money launderers too, pay to play stuff. Nice people he cultivates, huh?”

She stands unsteadily by the bed, mewling at the effort of unzipping her dress. For seconds I gape into the dark closet, then go to help her as she gets her dress off, throws it on the floor, and tumbles into bed. She’s in her silk camisole, and reaches again for the brandy.

This time, she raises the bottle to her lips and slugs it.

“You’re going to be feeling that in the morning,” I say grimly, pulling up her coverlet as she fights with a pillow. I bend to pick up her dress too and lay it on the foot of the bed. When I look back to her, she’s peering up to me from her pillows in the dimness of her lamp. Her eyes are half-closed, not quite focused.

“Your name’s Rooney, isn’t it?” she whispers feebly.

“Yep.”

“Rooney Budd. Different kinda name…” Her eyes close.

I start to explain that my first name originally was different, but my mother changed it to my grandfather’s last name – but she’s already out. Puffy eyes closed, breathing heavily.

I let out a long, pent-up breath.

Then I look back across the room. Payoffs, kickbacks and bribes? Money launderers too? What else is in that closet? More than pearls, it sounds like…

Kate left the door partly open, but it’s completely black in there. I bite my lip, fighting the impulse.

No good. Suddenly, my heart starts to pound, and I’m shaking.

I grab tissues from Kate’s nightstand, pull in a huge breath, and cross the room again. With the tissues covering my fingers, I pull the door open wider and grope on the inside. I find the light switch, flick it on, and see the closet’s interior light up.

The world slams to a stop.

Floor to ceiling, there are thin drawers like shelves, some left open with jewels spilling out. Necklaces, chokers, pendants of what have to be sapphires and diamonds…all tossed carelessly. I suddenly can’t breathe. It’s like Ali Baba’s cave in here! The jewels seem to shine with their own inner light. To my left is a mirror. A dressing table before it is strewn with hairbrushes and makeup and more jewels.

Trembling, I jerk my head around in disbelief. Then I notice that some drawers are deeper than others, and closed tight. There are four of those.

I pull open the lowest drawer.

Inside are tied, neat bundles of cash. My hands shake badly as I reach in and touch the first bundle, then another and another. I pull out that last one and flip through it. They’re all ten-dollar bills.

My lips go dry. My heart is now rocketing.

In the drawer above the tens are more dollar-shaped bundles, only these are wrapped in pale brown paper. I tug at a corner, and see that this bunch contains twenty-dollar bills. The drawer is packed with them. Bundles crowded and stacked like bricks.

Oh God - and in the two higher drawers…bundles of fifty and one-hundred-dollar bills. So neat! Packed and stacked!

I’ve stopped breathing. My sweating hands shake as I pocket the tissues and look back out over my shoulder. Kate is out cold in her bed and there’s no sound of anyone coming. I’m free and clear here, feeling the brandy and an adrenaline rush more explosive than I’ve ever felt in my life.

I grab a bundle of one-hundred-dollar bills, and shove it down my blouse and into my bra. My jacket will hopefully hide it. Should I take more? I want to, but I’m shaking too badly as it is. Griff Tilden’s friends sound dangerous.

So does he. If I get caught…

I step jerkily out and hip closed the door, still adjusting the money mound in my bra. Does it show under my jacket? I don’t think so, checking in the mirror. Who’s looking anyway at just another caterer in a black pantsuit?

I hurry past the bed. Kate is snoring. Her bedside lamp still glows softly as I rush out to the hall, avoiding the near grand front staircase.

Down the hall I race and then down the same back stairs, shaking almost convulsively. It’s quiet downstairs. The guests have left, and other caterers by now must be out in the driveway, loading up-

A hand grabs my arm the second I reach the Mexican tiles, and I cry out. Terrified, I see a blur of dark suit and white dress shirt.

“Going someplace?” asks Griff Tilden. His dark glare lasers into mine and there’s a deadly calm about him. I squirm and gape at him. “I…I…”

His fingers close more tightly around my arm. Then – no! - his free hand pushes down my blouse and into my bra, probing the money mound and then gripping my breast.

Revolted, I lurch away from him. My face burns.

“I think you have something of mine,” he says. “Care to talk about it?”
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“Not a word or I call the police,” he growls, leading me past people still working. His hand is again gripping my arm and I can’t breathe, can’t speak. My wobbly legs barely carry me down the hall to his office.

“Sit,” he orders, motioning a chair before his desk. I drop into it, feeling nausea grip me. I can’t believe this has happened. It seems unreal.

He leans back in his chair with casual menace, and gestures to the front of his desk. “Put what you took there.”

I just stare at him, dumbfounded with my heart pounding furiously. He is nasty-handsome, with a downturned mouth, slicked back dark hair, and piercing dark eyes. His tie is off, and the top button of his white shirt is unbuttoned. Dangerously sexy, but forget that.

“Did you hear me?” His voice is quiet, menacing. He points again and taps his desk. “Put the money there.”

The money bundle feels like it’s burning my skin. How could he have known? He is still deadly calm, and raises an eyebrow. “Want me to come take it?” he says with an arrogant sneer, looking at my bosom.

My sick feeling worsens. He’s going to get me fired, hence completely impoverished and evicted from the little hole I’ve called home. He has such power. Monitors on his walls show different, busy Asian stock markets, with one monitor left dark. Remaining wall space is crowded with photos of him glad handing politicians, sailing his yacht, and winning at golf wearing the same cocksure smirk that he’s wearing now.

“Well?” he says, looking ready to come rip off my blouse.

Shakily, I yank the bundle of hundreds from my bra, and lean to slam it hard on his desk. The wrapping bursts open. Bills spill. “Take it!” I say.

His eyes stay on me, taunting. “Nobody ever told you it’s illegal to steal?”

I still feel his hand on my breast, and glare at him. “You stole. Payoffs, kickbacks and bribes? Money laundering too?” I may have just signed my death warrant.

His right hand reaches casually for his pen, and he taps it on his desk. “My wife makes up stories.”

He is stone cold sober, showing no sign of having just presided over a gala of hard drinking, backslapping bigwigs. He leans forward, studying me, and something changes in his expression. He taps his pen again and frowns, as if thinking.

“You have guts,” he says finally in a different tone. “You are daring. Enterprising. And I appreciate your kindness to my wife.”

I fight a look of surprise. “How did you…?”

“Know?” His smirk is sardonic. He reaches to a console on his desk, and taps a button. The light in the room dims. He taps another button, and I see that the one dark monitor has become a screen.

Colored images blur as he fast forwards, stops…

And I see myself. Helping Kate into bed, then going into that closet and emerging with the money bundle, stuffing it under my shirt.

I jerk up in shock. “You spy on your wife?”

The tape stops. The light goes back up and Tilden raises his brows to me. “The girl thief questions me?”

I just gape at him. Maniac control freak doesn’t even say it. This is sick!

He holds my stare for long seconds, then folds his hands and becomes solemn.

“My wife self-harms,” he says bluntly. “The booze alone - and she has threatened suicide. She has kicked me out of the bedroom so I have to keep an eye on her – which I can also do on my phone.”

He lifts his phone from his desk, stares at it as if again thinking, and then looks back to me.

“It might help if Kate had a…companion, and there’s no one right for her in that bunch of phonies tonight. Certainly no one who’d help her to bed and even pick up her dress from the floor.” The corner of his lips twitch, aiming for friendly. “If that’s what you’re like when no one’s looking, I’m impressed. I’m touched, in fact.”

And I’m still glaring. Where’s he going with this?

Tilden hesitates, then breathes in. “I’d like to hire you.”

I blink, then frown at him. “What?”

“I said I’d like to hire you.” He reaches for a yellow legal pad, tears off several of its sheets, and starts to gather and wrap the spilled hundred-dollar bills I surrendered. “The truth is, Kate liked you from that first time you were here with Emile’s bunch. When you told her about losing your job with the newspaper-”

“It was just a little reporter job.”

“-and fearing eviction, that connected.” His voice gets chummier. “She once dreamed of being a writer. Now she’s trying to get something down like…I don’t know…her memoirs? Her struggles?” He gestures almost dismissively. “Bad childhood and all that. I’ve asked Emile for your resume, and I like it.”

Tilden hesitates, and his lips press for a moment. “I’m sorry about your mother.”

I look down to my hands, feeling my chest ache. “Thank you,” I say tonelessly.

“I’m sorry again, but Emile mentioned your mother’s struggle with alcohol.”

I’m still looking at my hands. “She went through a bad time.”

“And you helped.”

I nod, wordless and angry. This beast dares touch that subject? I raise my eyes back to him, letting my anger show.

He ignores it. “So you’re personally experienced in helping someone with an alcohol problem. And you’re kind.” His features almost soften, and he hesitates for a moment. “Would you consider helping Kate like an old-time paid companion? Ghostwriting for her if that’s what she wants? I’ve seen her writing. It’s a mess. She’s wrecked two printers.”

I’m stiff in my chair, not believing this stunning turn of events…

Because there’s no way Tilden could know my real reason for infiltrating their lives. Such turnabout! I had planned on ingratiating myself with Kate as the way in. Who’d have thought it could happen like this?

But it’s crazy. Dangerous crazy. Kate is troubled…but working for a tit-grabbing maniac control freak who electronically spies on his wife is insane. Kate also blurted that she may love someone else. This is some hornet’s nest.

I take a deep breath, still not believing this. “Wouldn’t a psychiatrist be better for your wife?”

“She had one who died,” Tilden says bluntly.

I know that. The shrink’s name was Lena Martin, and she was recently shot on a dark Manhattan street. The murder is unsolved and the police have nothing. I have followed the story.

On the other hand I’m broke, and Emile discovered yesterday that I faked most of my resume. I had never done catering. He wasn’t happy, and I’m on thin ice. Now I struggle with…this. Another job with higher pay, probably.

“No,” I say, losing my nerve.

“You refuse?” Tilden pushes the yellow-wrapped money closer to me.

“You heard me.” I give him a cold stare.

His lips twitch, and he glances back to the wall monitor. “I have you on tape stealing.” His fake friendly tone disappears. “One more felony on your record-”

“It was reduced to a misdemeanor!” He knows about that too? My lips go dry. The ghost injury on my wrist starts hurting again, and I rub it.

Footsteps approach, and smiling Emile stands in the doorway. He’s a round, red-cheeked man with a flowered tie curving over his belly, a French accent, and black hair going to gray. Much in demand for fashionable parties, with dreams of starting an upscale restaurant in the city and still working on perfecting his English. Gossip claims that Tilden may be one of his backers.

“We’re leaving,” Emile says, glancing from Tilden to me. “You need a ride, right? We’re waiting.”

My eyes close for a second. Emile’s about to reveal that the transmission’s shot on my old Mazda, and doesn’t disappoint. The two men commiserate about poor me.

“You can sleep here if you like,” Tilden says silkily.

I rise and say no. He offers to get my car’s transmission fixed, and I don’t even answer. Then he catches my eye, taps his finger on the console that runs the tape, and I hear him say girl thief again.

Great. He’s blackmailing me.

“Don’t forget this,” he says brightly, standing, reaching the yellow-wrapped parcel to me. I take it in shock. “Consider it a down payment. Hey Emile, can I steal this girl from you? Kate likes her and I’ll offer her more than you’re paying.”

Emile looks delighted and agrees, probably relieved that he’s getting rid of me.

“Wait a minute,” I protest. “I haven’t decided yet.”

Emile waves an expansive hand and gives Tilden a look. “I’ll persuade her in the van. Say thank you, Rooney! This is a terrific chance.”

I clutch the yellow packet to me in disbelief. This has all happened too fast but…rationalize…there’s the eviction to worry about, and a ton of other unpaid bills.

Tilden is coming around his desk to give me his card. “Call me tomorrow,” he says. “Let me know what you decide.”

Numbly, I say I will, and follow Emile out.
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In the van, Emile pushes leftover mini quiches at me. “Eat,” he says in the dimness. “Please, this is crazy, you’re too thin!” His own big cheeks are full. Around us are stacked more leftovers: boxed casseroles and desserts and hors d’oeuvres headed for city food pantries. Lobster for poor people.

I shake my head, feeling the motion of the van as it moves down the long driveway. We’re sitting in swivel chairs facing each other, near crates of china and linen stacked behind the leftovers. My mind is whirling, lost in trying to process the last hour. I barely hear what Emile is saying.

“…waste away, and what good will that do?” His pudgy hands wave. “This is not such a – what’s that word meaning conflict? Begins with a ‘q.’”

“Quandary,” I mutter, feeling the van swing from the driveway to the leafy Westchester road that will take us back to the city. And my hang space and beat up car…

Emile’s eyes sag earnestly in the flickering light. “Your mother would want this for you.” Yesterday, after he’d finally gotten to check my references, I fought tears as he pried my mother’s story from me. “She’d tell you Tilden’s offer is money! Good money! Jump at the chance!” He gestures defensively. “Okay, he’s a tough businessman – but you’d have nothing to do with that. His own wife has nothing to do with that!”

I look at Emile. Under the few streetlights we pass, his heavy features mean well. He’s even left his seat in front with the driver to come back and persuade me.

“I’m sorry I lied on my resume,” I say.

“Ah, but chérie – everyone lies. You must, to survive! Now eat, please? You didn’t eat with the others. I saw you not taking a bite.”

I shake my head no. He throws up his hands, sighs “crazy” again, and lumbers back to sit next to Ramon.

I hunch alone in my seat, feeling my head ache and fighting shock. Conflict too, knowing my mother would agree with Emile – about the money, anyway - but she’d been hardly successful at avoiding trouble in her life.

Would she agree about me taking this particular job? Maybe not…

She had me young, struggled for the next twenty-four years, and then got sick. I gave her my small bedroom, and slept on my camping cot squeezed next to the fridge. That was seven months ago. Her illness was fast. I stopped sleeping, caring for her. Then I started missing deadlines for my newspaper job – Today’s Cultural Events in Brooklyn! - and that was that. Sorrow and no job.

I swipe at my eyes with my fingers, though no one’s going to see me in the back of this van surrounded by leftovers.

That house tonight…glinting chandeliers and shining mahogany and Tuscan kitchen. It was by chance, combing through job ads, that I came upon Emile Fournier’s name – caterer extraordinaire. Then I read where he was catering a fundraiser at the home of Griffin Tilden, business mogul who might run for Congress. I stared at that ad, feeling my heart thump. Then I faked my resume - googled other fancy parties and said I’d worked there – and that was that.

Fournier Fantastique had grown too fast, and Emile needed people. Well, I did have experience baking for my mother’s café, after hours when I was in high school and then in college. But I’d never really done catering.

Enterprising, Tilden called me.

We’ll see about that.

My phone rings in my pocket, and I pull it out. Its screen glows with the name of Rob Fallon, fellow chaffing dish carrier. I feel a bit better seeing his name, and hit the green button to answer. “Hey,” I say.

“Hey back.” His voice is deep and sultry, the kind of voice you know belongs to a handsome guy. He’s driving Emile’s big truck following us, and on the job has become a friend. Okay, more than a friend. Our relationship is new…it kind of happened fast and maybe too fast, like combustion. I was feeling down, so lonely one night at work that I guess it showed. Rob hovered, then gave me a smile and a pink sweetheart rose. I peered around, wondering which vase on which table it was for, and he grinned.

“No. It’s for you,” he said, and handed me a capped bud vase. “There’s water in it. Put it next to your pillow.”

He would like more in our relationship…more nights together in addition to texts and quick phone calls checking on what he calls each other’s “fever charts.” Good days and bad, exhaustion and slogging through. But I’m hesitant, and he doesn’t push. A previous relationship ended badly. He understands.

There’s also another reason. Something he can’t know…

“I’m driving you home, right?” Rob says over the sound of traffic.

“Yep.” I see Emile’s silhouette squirming to look back, not at me but the traffic behind us through the rear window.

“Somebody here said you were going back with your car pool bunch.”

“No,” I say. “With you and I appreciate it.” The hardest part of the trip is getting from midtown Manhattan back to Brooklyn. Monster traffic all the way.

“You don’t mind waiting while we unload?” Someone near Rob is playing Morgan Wallen’s Last Night.

“Not at all. I’ll help.”

“And I’ll hurry. Okay, see you there.”

I disconnect as a horn blasts, and I feel the van lift up a ramp. Now we’re on I-95, always crowded, often beset by crazy speed freaks until the cops catch them.

I lean way forward and rub my aching brow. Emile up front has just called Rob, apparently, and is nervously urging not to follow so close. “Dangerous!” he yells. “Slow down!”

I exhale and think…it’s time. I’ve simmered down a bit…

I drop my gaze to my purse, and pull out Tilden’s yellow-wrapped bundle. I turn it in my hands, then pry open a corner and thumb through packed hundred-dollar bills. I am numb. I still don’t believe this.

Again I hear Tilden’s sardonic voice…girl thief…and see myself on his tape. He wants me to babysit his wife, boost her ego or something, help with her booze problem and messy memoir. And he has blackmailed me.

The irony is staggering. Who would believe that what I had wanted and schemed for would turn out like this? It scares me. I lost my nerve when I told Tilden no in his office.

But I have to do it.

He has no idea what I’m really after.

“Wrong lane!” Emile yells. “Get out of it now! Danger, danger!”

I shudder, and go back to fretting.
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Rob drives me home in his old Ford. From mid-town, it takes us another forty minutes through insane traffic to reach my decrepit Brooklyn brownstone. We’re tired and speak little. It’s a full life.

He finds a miraculously free spot in front of my place, and we gaze up at it. Three stories. Brooding. Tight between others.

“Chez Rooney Budd,” Rob says quietly.

“A showplace,” I sigh. He lives near in a big square building with elevators and security. I have spent a few nights there, and those were good nights. He cooks. He’s funny. He makes me feel better.

Maybe I should have gone to his place, but I desperately need to think.

He turns to me, leaning close with one arm over the back of my seat. The dim light accentuates his handsome features, his tousled brown hair and muscles rippling under his shirt. “Let me come up?” he asks.

I wince. On our third date he did come up, and the look on his face still pains me.

He meant well, but we had a mild disagreement. He already knew that my mother had died just weeks before. She was only eighteen when she had me, and in many ways we’d been more like sisters, struggling together. Still, Rob shook his head to see that I had continued sleeping on my narrow cot wedged between the fridge and the broom closet.

“Move back into the bedroom,” he urged, peering into the dimness of double bed and dresser. My mother’s clothes still lay folded in there. “Break the spell, get your life back in gear.”

“Not yet,” I murmured. “Too soon.”

He had tried for an understanding shrug, but it was pity…or something worse like wondering if I’m peculiar. Like Emile, he’s concerned and big on the subject of life goes on and would your mom want you wallowing like this?

They’re right, of course. Especially since what I’m feeling isn’t just about my mother.

Rob reaches to touch my cheek. “You want to be alone to think, okay. But I could be your sounding board. Maybe two heads are better than one.”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin.” I keep seeing myself on Tilden’s tape. “My brains are scrambled.”

He sighs, and we both fall silent for moments. But silence isn’t Rob’s strong suit. He’s a communicator, and my brooding troubles him. “Nice night,” he finally says, glancing out. “Balmy for late August.”

“I should go up. It’s almost one.”

“Not yet…”

He reaches to pull the rubber band from my ponytail. Down tumbles my light brown hair to my shoulders, and he brushes a strand from my brow. We’re under a streetlight, and his large dark eyes look somber.

“So we’ll sit here,” he says determinedly. “Tell me more about this Tilden job. You’re upset but you’re taking it?”

“I guess,” I say uncertainly.

“Tilden’s dangerous. Emile says he wheels, deals, and takes no prisoners. That’s just his business side, but still.”

“I’ll steer clear of him.” No I won’t.

I’ve only told Rob about the higher pay angle. Nothing about the money closet and Tilden catching me stealing…on tape. It shames me. And Rob mustn’t be involved because he’s chronically exhausted and in his last year of law school. Things ahead could bring legal problems.

“He wants you to babysit his wife? That’s it?”

“Pretty much. Just be a…companion like they used to hire in the old days. Maybe try to help with her booze problem. Maybe ghostwrite her memoir that she sounds half interested in.”

“Between blackouts?”

“Ha.” Then I catch myself. “That wasn’t nice. She seems…an abused little bird in a gilded cage. Tilden said she’s threatened suicide. I feel sorry for her.”

“They sleep in separate bedrooms?”

“A trial separation, apparently. Threatening suicide could’ve been just a way to keep Tilden away from her…or maybe she’s serious.” I’m quiet for moments. “My mother had a booze problem. There were times when I had to pick her up off the floor. Maybe I’m identifying.”

“Maybe that’s not a good idea.”

“I know. Let me mull this…alone. I need to think.”

Rob frowns a little in the dimness. “If you live up in Westchester I won’t see you.”

I give a helpless shrug. “No money, no choice. That’s how the world works, right?”

“Oh yeah,” he says with an edge of bitterness. His parents own a restaurant in a building bought by investors now trying to push them out. “Let’s swear vengeance against rich bastards.”

“Now you’re talking.” I look at Rob, and try to smile. We share that obsession. It’s a big part of why he wants to be a lawyer. His younger brother, still in high school, also wants to be a lawyer. You have to be one, Rob says, not to get screwed in this world.

“Hey, company,” he says suddenly.

He has looked back out to the darkened sidewalk, and two homeless types that have come to lean against my building. One of them seems to be watching us menacingly, but it’s hard to tell because he’s in shadow. Only the tip of his joint glows.

“Your welcoming committee?” he says.

I look out uneasily. “Squatters. Rousted from the building next door.”

“Great. They look like trouble.”

“It’s okay. I can manage.”

“Not a chance.”

“I have Mace! Bear spray!” Suddenly tense, I start rooting through my purse, but he’s already out his driver’s side door and coming around to me. I give up, and he helps me out.

So he’ll be coming up anyway, as deep down I feared he would. I didn’t want that for another reason, but Rob is old school. The locks on my building are junk, and there’s no way he’d let me go up alone.
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We move past the two shadowy individuals, and up the ill-lit, musty stairs. I live on the top floor. There was no sound from the landlady’s closed door on the first floor, and the second floor is empty. Some freaky couple recently flew the coop without paying.

Rob stands by me, looking around, checking shadows as I with scraping sounds key open the door lock and slide bolt. Then I reach in to flick a switch, and my tiny kitchen/living area lights up.

There’s a decrepit couch and coffee table before an old television. A desk holding my laptop, copier and notebooks crowd the wall next to the bedroom alcove. Photos are on the wall too: from high school and college days, friends I don’t see much anymore. Also Mom and I at age four, happy, cuddling a cute puppy.

“Lemme check around,” Rob says. And like a shot he’s flinging open closet doors in the front and kitchen and crouching to look under the cot.

“See? No one,” I say, feeling my chest tighten. “Thanks for checking. That’s a new slide bolt on the door-”

But before I can react he’s heading into the bedroom, flicking on the light and checking under the bed. Last time I wouldn’t let him in there. I distracted him, in fact, and we wound up on the cot under a blanket in full, rapturous embrace until he fell off the cot, bashing his head on the fridge. He tried to make light of it – “I’m lucky, I only hit my head” – but that was humiliating, part of what made me wince in the car.

Now - oh God, I played tonight wrong. I should have come back with the carpool bunch – a trek not for the exhausted with a van full of drop-offs, here, there. But I’d wanted to be alone, and those two homeless types and mention of squatters has Rob feeling even more protective and - nooo…

He has opened the bedroom closet and is suddenly still, staring into it. “What’s this?” he says, pushing aside two dresses left hanging.

A sick feeling hits me as I look past his shoulder. “Just a hobby,” I say fast, feeling my pulse quicken.

“What is this?” Rob says again. He is staring at crowded, clipped newspaper items and photos and scrawled notes tacked to the closet wall.

I don’t breathe as he leans in, reading. “Griffin Tilden at a fundraiser…Kate Tilden’s early photos - runway modeling…acting attempts off Broadway…Tilden, Tilden…”

Rob turns to me, trying not to look alarmed. “What are you doing?” he asks quietly.

My legs feel wobbly. “They’d make a terrific subject for a book,” I lie.

His forehead creases. “You keep your notes on the closet wall?”

“In my laptop too! But spread out like this helps.”

He turns back and leans in to read copied media items. “The dates. You started this way before you got the job with Emile.”

I wheel and head irritably out of the room. “Just an idea, that’s all.” No, an obsession. “Don’t make it a big deal.”

He follows me out. “I’m sorry,” he says plaintively. “I was just checking for creeps. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“And I’m grateful,” I say tightly.

But an abyss just fell between us, and I don’t want that. Conflict…

I stand by the door, arms tight across my chest. I shouldn’t let my upset show. For so long, what I’d been obsessing about had been a crazy idea that somehow got crazier tonight. The irony still floors me.

Rob comes to me, looking hurt. He really is a good guy. I feel myself soften.

“Rooney…”

“I’m sorry I snapped.” I press my lips. “I’m kinda odd.”

“No you’re not. You’re colorful. And pretty and smart - different from women I meet. They’re shallow and boring! When I first met you-”

I stop him by putting my finger to his lips.

“It’s just a secret project,” I say ruefully, dropping my head a little. “About Tilden – the kind of rich bastard we’ve talked about who hurts little people, raped two coeds and got away with it cuz Daddy paid them off. One of those girls I knew. She tried to commit suicide.” I’m breathing hard. “Tilden’s gone from playboy to reputedly crooked businessman to now wanting to run for Congress – got away with every sin-”

“Okay.”

“Now he’s Mister Clean! Every evil covered up, people paid off. I’d like an inside look at that bastard.”

“I get it. It’s a project.”

“That’s all,” I lie again.

Rob’s features relax a little, and he gives a what can I do shrug. I look at him regretfully. Then I reach to put my arms around his neck, and pull him to me.

“Sorry,” I whisper, kissing him.

“It’s okay. Forget it,” he says, kissing me back, wrapping his arms around me for a long moment.

Then he pulls away.

“But don’t do it,” he urges, searching my eyes. “Alone in that massive house with that crazy pair? I’ve seen media stories too. ‘Socialite couple coming apart,’ says Page Six. ‘Socialite collapses drunk and weeping in trendy Soho restaurant.’ Emile said they had a screaming fight in front of him just last week. That’s the pit you want to walk into?”

I glance over at my sagging couch, my coffee table with a broken leg and books holding it up. “Just short term,” I say, sounding like I’m persuading myself. “For the money that’ll pay bills! Cancel my eviction! Then I’ll write a tell all or something.” I enlarge on my lie.

“Oh Christ.” Rob shakes his head and rubs his stubbled cheek. Discussion over. He has discovered fast that I’m stubborn and maybe even reckless. Is that what made me seem colorful?

He urges me to keep in close, close touch. I promise. Yes, texts and calls, solemn oath. He kisses me again, this time longer, holding me tight and pressed hard to him. “I hate this,” he finally murmurs against my cheek. “Tilden is dangerous.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Wait a minute.” He pulls away again, looking alarmed. “Wasn’t there something about Kate Tilden’s shrink getting murdered? Last June or thereabouts - it was online.”

“It happened in the city.” Panic jabs, but I push it down. “A mugging like could have happened to anyone.”

“Got that pinned to your closet too?”

“Actually, yes.” I droop in fatigue, frustration. “Please, Rob…it’s late…”

“Okay, okay.”

He exhales hard, then puts his hand on the doorknob, twists it, and opens to the dark hall. I bite my lip and raise my hand. With a resigned little wave, he steps out and pulls the door closed. The lock clicks. I shove the slide bolt across, and it engages with a hollow thud.

The sound echoes forebodingly as I hear him go down the stairs. I close my eyes, and press my brow to the door. Well, I got through it. That whole, invented story of mine…

Rob could never guess my real reason for infiltrating the Tildens. I wouldn’t dream of laying it on him.

I turn, and the walls close in. Floorboards creak beneath my feet as I move back into the room.

I take the yellow-wrapped money out of my purse, and put it in a coffee can. Then I get undressed, and lay my phone on the stack of books I’ve piled next to my cot. That’s my nightstand. I turn off the last small light and lie down, trying to think.

Forget it. My head is throbbing.

Only Emile’s voice comes back to me.

“Danger! Wrong lane! Get out now!”
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20 Years Earlier

Bucky comes to me in a dream.

It’s the same dream as always and feels like falling down, down, and then I’m back again to that day when I am four years old, cuddling my new puppy. I’ve named him Bucky, and Mommy wants to know where I got the name. I tell her I don’t know, it just came to me, and she smiles and says “Oh, what an imagination my little girl has.”

I don’t even look up from cuddling my squirming, furry new love. He is brown, with big happy eyes, and likes to kiss and kiss which Mommy thinks is not a good idea right here on the sidewalk, because it’s dirty.

“Wait till we get back,” she says, bending to me. “We’ll wash our hands and wipe Bucky and then you can kiss and hug him all you want.”

So I stand up, and Mommy kneels to fix Bucky’s leash he’s got all tangled up. People passing admire her. She’s so pretty. Her hair hangs in a long blond braid like Elsa in Frozen, and as she smiles at me her eyes are so bright and blue. We’re happy. The lady who owns the store Mommy works at had a litter of puppies and gave us Bucky last week. He’s four months old. I love him so much.

“Better watch out,” a man passing says. “That kid’s mother’s going to be jealous of a sitter so pretty.”

I want to frown at him and say, “She’s not my sitter. She’s my Mommy!”

But she just smiles again, stands, and hands me Bucky’s leash. Carefully, I push my hand through its loop at the end, and we walk again. It’s only a block to where Mommy found a new place for us to live that is safe, and we’ll be even happier there, she’s sure of it.

Suddenly, a man comes fast from behind us and reaches down for Bucky, scoops him up and yanks the leash away from me screaming. He says something mean to Mommy, and runs across the street holding Bucky. There are cars coming and a big truck, and now I’m screaming harder and crying and can’t see Bucky anymore. The truck passes and Bucky’s gone! The man’s gone and he took my puppy!

Mommy, crying too, carries me to our new little place up so many stairs. She puts me on my bed and then sits on her bed next to me, crying into her phone. I didn’t hear it ring but she’s crying, listening to some man’s voice and crying.

Finally, she stops talking and puts the phone down, her big eyes wet and scared. “Helpless,” she whispers, so low that she thinks I can’t hear. Then she says “hopeless” and “they!” with words I don’t understand. Then she drops her head and comes to hold me tight…

I wake up, trembling and tearful, still seeing her young, frightened eyes in the darkness.

What a hard life…she was only twenty-two when that happened.

The clock over the stove reads ten after five. I just lie and stare at the shadowy ceiling, understanding that dream as I have since I was fourteen and Mom finally explained it: the reason why that man took our puppy and could, just to scare us and why we were helpless. She used the words “threaten” and “because we were poor.”

But the four-year-old in me still grieves and rages. What happened to Bucky? Where did they take him?

Ahead stretches a frightening day. I can still turn back. If only I could sleep more, I think desperately, thrashing at my blanket. It would help me decide.

I cry a little, then close my eyes tight…
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My phone explodes and I jolt awake. My books go toppling as I grab the phone to my ear.

“Hello?” I croak.

“Hope I didn’t wake you.”

I blink, recognizing Griffin Tilden’s voice. The clock over the stove reads just after eight.

“Yeah, you did wake me.” After Bucky, I’d been dreaming of some war film. Land mines! Where to step? The phone really did feel like an explosion.

“Is that any way to speak to your new employer?” Tilden is back to faking chummy.

What to say? Remind him that I hadn’t committed yet - I only agreed to call him? I say nothing, still seeing that mine field in my dream.

My silence prods so he’s off, all earnest concern describing his wife starting to wake, groaning and holding her head in full hangover torment. She needs a friend more than a shrink, who frankly didn’t help her that much. She needs someone caring like me to help her out of this, give her focus, be around for her full time.

“Are you watching her on surveillance?” I ask the caring husband. My hands are shaking.

“At the moment, yes,” he says bluntly. So he’s either in his office or watching her on his phone. Revolting. “But I’ve been in the room to see how she’s doing,” he adds.

“Oh. Well, a question occurred to me during the night. Does your wife know you’ve been surveilling her?”

“No and I was going to mention that. You must swear to secrecy if you take this on. It’s for her own good.”

“Like a bird in a cage. You also want to watch who comes near your secret treasury, right? Do you have an alarm on your phone for that closet? Listen, Mister Tilden-”

“Griff, please! And you listen, please. I have to start business calls soon. Can I depend on you or not?”

There is no way I’d call this creep by his first name. But I’m silent again, thinking that I still feel kind of sorry for his wife. She was pretty troubled last night. I’m just puzzled why Tilden’s in such a hurry for…me.

Okay, his wife’s shrink, Lena Martin, was murdered and Kate probably feels newly distraught. But surely there are other shrinks and substance abuse counselors and “companions” for hire? Then again, Tilden has Emile’s endorsement that I’m not a serial killer, and he saw me being nice to his wife when no one was looking…

Wait. He must also have seen Kate do a near drunken dive at the party – and he’s in a hurry. Fix the wife quick. There must be more public appearances ahead. And if you hire people you have to interview them and see if Kate likes them - and shrinks and substance abuse counselors only book an hour at a time anyway. Well gosh, I’m perfect.

“Umm…”

There’s also the slight matter that Tilden caught me stealing on tape. He has me completely under his thumb. My pulse quickens and my silence stretches…

“I’ll raise my offer,” he says impatiently. And the salary he quotes nearly knocks me off my cot. “That’s per week,” he says forcefully. “Come and try it for a week. If you don’t like it, I’ll just say goodbye and thank you. Meanwhile, keep that nice loot you took last night. Our secret – aren’t I nice?”

My eyes lift to the coffee can on the shelf. “My car’s shot,” I say, weakening.

“I recall. Allow me to have its transmission fixed. Where’s it parked?”

I need my car desperately, so I describe the shabby Crown Heights street where I left it blocks away. Forget finding parking in Brooklyn. “If it’s still there and hasn’t been stolen, it’s in front of a Caribbean market with a parrot on the sign.”

“That’s your neighborhood?”

“Yeah, all mine.”

He barks laughter. “Oh, you are perfect. Strong and kind with a sense of humor, just what Kate needs. Well, splendid! I’ll have them find it and fix it. In the meantime, can I send a car for you? What time would be good?”

I take a deep, shaky breath. This is really happening. He saw me pick up his wife’s dress and tuck her in bed – so I’m to be a mix of maid, shrink and companion? Okay, got it.

“I’ll need the morning to pay debts,” I say numbly. “I’m facing eviction, remember.”

We arrive at an agreement. I’ll use a few hours this morning for what I need to do, and a car will come for me at one. I should pack for a week, no commitment.

“Though I hope you’ll stay longer,” Tilden says with oozing sincerity. “This house has been so gloomy. My wife’s problems have affected me too, my ability to function. She’s so hurting. She woke this morning with more talk of suicide.”

“God forbid.”

“Amen, sister,” he says without missing a beat.

Where’d he learn to say that? What a phony, in addition to being a maniac control freak tit grabber. What am I getting into?

Feeling my throat tighten, I finally agree and we say good-bye.

I get up and shower. Then I pull on black jeans, a lightweight dark sweater over my white t-shirt, and my black running shoes.

The money bundle, when I pull it out, smells of coffee. I sit at my desk, incredulously counting out hundred-dollar bills. My hands shake. I count the bills again and divide them into piles, which I clasp with triangle-shaped paper clips. Then I sit back and stare at them, still not believing this.

I look up to the framed picture of Mom and me, aged four, happy and cuddling little Bucky. And I nervously tap one of the money bundles. “Hey Mom. What do you think?”

She smiles out at me from the photo, two years younger than I am now and just days before they took little Bucky. Something she’d tell me in later years was, “Be careful, always. Trust few and trust your gut more.”

My gut isn’t at all happy about this, I think, pushing the wads of cash into my purse.

Then I lock up and descend to Babette’s, where I knock on the door.


10.

Footsteps. The door opens, and Babette appears in last night’s cloud of cooking spices. I hug her first, then show her the money I owe her. She nearly faints.

“Oh Rooney, I am zo relieve. Nevair wanted to evict you but…”

“Understood, understood. Here’s for an extra month too.” I push more money at her.

Her eyes roll and now she really does look faint, pressing her round shoulder to the jamb. Babette is sixty-one. Since arriving from Haiti years ago, she’s worked as a maid and then a dressmaker and finally managed a down payment on this old pile. Unfortunately, she’s having trouble paying the mortgage. She’s also trying to raise two grandchildren on her own, but has a laugh you can hear a block away. She helped me with my mother. She has so little, except the gift to hearten others.

I help her back into her kitchen, where she sinks to the table gaping at the money. “Sank you, Rooney! Oh, praise Dieu! Vair you get zis?”

“New job. They paid in advance.”

“Praise Dieu! Zis will help us make ze trip to my sister.”

“Oh, that’s right. When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow! Guard ze house for me?”

“Will do,” I say, forgetting that I won’t be here. I suck in a breath and glance at my watch. Already it’s nine-forty? I want to run out – so much to do – but Babette has her scrapbook out and wants to show me her relatives in Newark. I admire them.

Minutes tick away before I finally disentangle myself, and then hit the sidewalk.

Three blocks away, I find Joselito in his office where I pay for the groceries I owe him. He knew my job’s earnings went to pay for my mother’s medical bills. I’ve owed him a lot since.

“You’re a kind, kind man, Joselito.”

He too gapes at the money. “But hundred-dollar bills? Where’d you get this, girl?”

“You can break ’em, can’t you?”

“Sure, but who pays in hundreds cash?” His brows knit and he stands up, a big, muscled man over six feet tall. “You haven’t fallen into anything illegal, have you?”

Over a lump in my throat I assure him to the contrary, hearing Griff Tilden call me girl thief.

Joselito looks at me skeptically. “I’d be hesitant about anyone who pays in hundreds cash - but hey, there are exceptions, I guess. Who’s your new employer?”

I tell him uneasily, and he considers that. “I’ve heard of him. Rich and powerful, huh? Well…watch your step.”

“This may just last a week, like an audition to see if I can help his wife. He paid in advance.”

Joselito makes a face, but lets it drop. He’s in his late fifties, used to be a cop, and reads people formidably. He bends to open a lower drawer, and pulls out his gun. Breath stops as I stare at it. Once before I saw it, a semi-auto pistol he almost used when smash-and-grab types came in - and left fast when they saw him aiming at them. I was in the store at the time. Joselito guards the neighborhood.

“If you ever need anything,” he says, raising his brows, turning the gun in his hands, “I’m here. I still have friends in the force and out. Just let me know.”

“I will.” He’s made me aware of how scared I feel.

“Don’t make yourself vulnerable, Rooney. Be careful.”

I manage thanks and another uneasy smile for him. He pats my arm, still looking skeptical as I leave.

Feeling worse, I jog to a shop where I owe for a used air conditioner, then run to a Verizon store that’s been threatening to cut off my cell phone service. I get dirty looks there. A woman scowls suspiciously at the four one-hundred dollar bills I slap onto the counter.

“These better not be fake!” she says.

“They’re not. That happen a lot?”

“All the time if they’re paying in cash. You in drugs or something?” She points up behind her. “We got you on surveillance, y’know.”

“Fine,” I say tightly. The clock above reads after eleven. “Have a nice day.”

I run out to more errands. The air has gotten hotter, sticky. Between the emotion I’ve been feeling and tearing around, I’ve gotten sweaty so I’ll shower again, I think, rounding the corner.

Then I stop short, not believing what I’m seeing.
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It is black, and looks a mile long. A limousine? Double-parked right in front of my building? I move out between two cars and knock on the window. A uniformed driver powers the glass down.

“You wouldn’t be here for Griffin Tilden, would you?”

He smiles pleasantly. “Griff sent me, yes.”

“You’re early. Not supposed to be here till one.”

“Well, traffic was light and Kate’s in a bad way.”

Griff and Kate? How chummy is this guy with them? On second glance, he’s good-looking. Sandy hair, alert blue eyes and tawny stubble.

“Please leave,” I tell him. “Drive around. Check out Coney Island! Don’t come back till one.”

He shrugs and apologizes, gives a little salute, and drives off. A man seated on the next stoop stares after him, and a woman crossing the street stops halfway, peering into the passing car open-mouthed. Not too many limos get seen in this neighborhood.

I fly nervously up the stairs, shower again and pull on a fresh T-shirt and older black jeans torn at the knees. Too bad if torn jeans don’t fit where I’m headed. I pull on next the same dark sweater and black running shoes.

Into my duffle I load a few more clothes, and my mother’s journal and old photos. Some of those photos make me sad, even upset, but there’s no way I’m going to that place of glittering silver and chandeliers without reminders of the life we both lived.

I stop for moments, finding a much-read note tucked into Mom’s pages. We did alright, didn’t we? And look at you…scholarships won and a college grad! I’m so proud of you!

Tears threaten. Memories tumble with a terrible sorrow.

The two of us struggling groceries up to our little apartment. The heavy bag she’d been lugging slipping from her arms and tumbling down the stairs, spilling everything. Milk, broken eggs, a burst-open bag of flour. It was Mom’s last shock of a terrible day. She just sank down on the top step, and cried. I hugged her and tried to comfort, to no avail. Her shoulders shook. The landlord came out from his first-floor lair and yelled at us.

I got her back into our apartment, told her to lie down, and then ran back out to clean. It took me two hours of scrubbing. The spilled flour made the worst mess, and my hands hurt.

I was eleven.

When I came back in to our place, Mom had found a bottle she’d hidden, and was out cold on her bed. Dried tears stained her cheek. She was still so pretty with her blond hair spread on the pillow. And she was so young. Just twenty-nine.

How to explain hopelessness to an eleven-year-old? You can’t. I just took care of things as best I could. And heated beans, got Mom to eat, and took tearful refuge in some book that night.

The next day, she fought her hangover and struggled back to her café. “It won’t happen again, darling,” she tried to encourage. “Promise! Help me roll out this dough? Today is Sunday, there’ll be lots of customers. We’ll be able to buy this place! The next loan won’t fall through…it won’t!”

That, from the girl who had dreamed of saving up, going to college, and having a good life. It didn’t happen. No amount of struggle or lost sleep freed her from worry.

Such memories remind me why I’m doing…this.

I stop packing, and look apprehensively toward the window. I hear Rob saying Don’t go, Tilden is dangerous - and Mom would caution me even more vigorously. Yes, the money’s good but…

I can still say no…

I get up and go to look out. This tree-lined street of old brownstones and crumbling Victorian houses is still interesting and rather fun (if you’re not broke), with Caribbean and kosher eateries next to cafes and live music bars. There’s an upbeat energy to the place, as opposed to the gloom of where I’m headed.

I feel cold dread build in the pit of my stomach, and hear Joselito again. You haven’t fallen into anything illegal, have you?

Only if Tilden reports me as Girl Thief, I think shakily.

Then I hear Emile shouting Danger, danger! as I see the black limo pull up again, and I run down to meet it.
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Bakeries. Delis. Fruit carts and a guy playing bongos. We cover maybe ten busy blocks before I lurch forward. “Stop the car!”

The driver meets my scowl in his rear-view mirror. Clearly, I mean business, so at the next block he pulls over, double parks, and turns around to me.

“Problem?”

There’s almost a Seventies look to him: flirty blue eyes and a tawny, drooping mustache – just the sort Kate Tilden might fall for. And didn’t she say she might be in love with someone else?

Whatever. The sick feeling has built in my chest, and I decide to back out. I had thought this might work, but now the idea of spending one night in the house of that creep who surveilles his wife and fondled my breast – fuhgeddaboudit! Plus I’m feeling suddenly less generous toward Kate Tilden. She’s a rich neurotic who needs a hired cheerleader to prop her up? The sidewalk here has some sprawled souls with substance abuse problems - who’s helping them?

I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “Take me back, please. I’m not going.”

A change comes into the driver’s expression. “Why?”

I spread my hands. “Because this is crazy! Surely there are tons of shrinks, babysitters or ghostwriters - whoever Kate Tilden needs. Aren’t people supposed to try to help themselves?”

“That’s how I was raised, but hey…” The driver puts one dark-uniformed arm over the back of the front seat, and looks at me. “Can you say no? You’re in kind of a bind.”

I blink at him, feeling my body tense. Did Tilden show him me on his girl thief tape? Or tell him about it? What a manipulator! He anticipated me having second thoughts, and prepared this guy with the reminder that I am, indeed, in a bind.

Plus I’ve been blackmailed. Which is too weird because this whole thing is what I had thought I wanted.

A near street sign catches my eye. NO EXIT.

Prophetic. Oh God…

I fall back against the limo’s soft leather, trying to calm. Maybe Tilden only told this driver that I was broke, and will soon be again after paying my debts. It’s true; this morning I went through much of the money. Tilden could also tell Emile to say he fired me, which would block me on future resumes.

There really is no way out.

“Okay cancel,” I say, gritting my teeth. “I’ll go.”

The driver nods, and the corner of his lips twitch like he expected our exchange. “You won’t regret it,” he says. “They throw money around like water. So catch a little, then scram.” He smiles, and becomes even more handsome. “My name’s Wyatt, by the way.”

Of course it is, such a studly name. Squint: he’s almost a Robert Redford, belongs in a remake of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Definitely a type that sad Kate Tilden might go for…as a fling or more? I greet him by name, say thanks for the talking to, and ask him to raise the privacy screen. He does, but it’s only tinted. He can still see me.

My shoulders tighten.

We careen through more of Brooklyn, then zig and zag until finally reaching the Henry Hudson Parkway. Leafy Westchester is ahead.

Twice, I catch Wyatt’s eyes on me in his rear view. He looks away fast.

Already I’m being watched? Or is that just paranoia starting?

I scrunch down and try to lose myself in my cell phone. What a perfect, fearful moment to read…again…about the murder of Lena Martin, beloved psychiatrist shot dead on a dark Manhattan Street.

East Fourteenth, to be exact. Around nine at night, she’d been on her way back to her office after some kind of meeting at New York University, my alma mater. For free, she had counseled depressed students there, as well as some of their parents. I run my index finger across my cell phone screen. She looks nice in her photo…short dark hair and middle-aged, wearing a kind, patient expression and not a speck of makeup. I have that photo downloaded and tacked to my closet wall.

Her practice included seeing patients in the evening, and at their homes or dorms in cases of extreme distress. Imagine, a shrink who made house calls…

“You okay back there?” Wyatt says in the front.

“Yes, fine,” I say, still reading without looking up. But I feel his eyes on me.

People knew and loved Lena Martin, by all accounts. In addition to helping distressed students, she had volunteered in a suicide prevention program and at the Animal Rescue League – cuddling shivering dogs abandoned in the cold - and left behind her beloved toy poodle named Mia.

Who would kill such a person? I bite my lip, remembering just staring at my phone when I first read about it. Then I cried. Since Lena’s purse was stolen, robbery is the suspected motive and the police have found nothing. They won’t, either. Her kind of murder is the easiest to pull off in the city swamped with crime. It was a mugging! Small caliber bullet, no witnesses, evidence, or suspects.

“We just entered the Saw Mill Parkway,” from in front. “Very scenic.”

“That’s nice.”

I called the police recently, saying I was a former patient grieving, and asked if they’d made any progress on the case. The answer was no. I also have a photo tacked in my closet of Kate Tilden, distraught, emerging from Lena’s funeral.

I hits me now. I don’t know why it didn’t occur before. Lena must have been to Kate’s home…her bedroom. Could she have learned about that money closet full of payoffs, kickbacks and bribes? Kate, angry and drunk, showed it to me - a complete stranger. And Tilden caught it on tape.

Is that really why he wants me under his thumb? Maybe not. I’m being paranoid again. He wants his wife fixed.

I sink down further in my seat, seeing no scenery, feeling my heart start a sick thudding in my chest.
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The driveway is long, a green tunnel under arching foliage until it opens onto a vast lawn fronted by gardens. Getting out, I squint up at the sprawling stone house. It has two floors of pointy-arched windows, a steep slate roof, and a long wrought-iron fence fronting the entrance. Even in sunshine it looks gloomy.

A housekeeper in a blue dress admits us. She smiles stiffly and stands back as Wyatt carries in my duffle.

“I’m Mrs. Betts,” she says, composing her broad face. She looks to be in her early fifties and is gripping her cell phone. “We’re so glad you’ve come. Mr. Tilden is in a meeting but sends his welcome.”

She sounds rehearsed, and her small, flinty blue eyes drop coldly to my black jeans torn at the knees. I dislike her instantly. She’s doubtless used to socialites in their Lululemon outfits and designer dresses.

I look around uneasily. Ahead stretches the huge front room full of plump furniture and paintings and antiques. Feet away is where Kate Tilden, ready to drop, asked me for help last night. And beyond are rooms I also know: the elegant dining room on the right, the hall to the kitchen on the left, and at the end of this room, the grand winding stairway Kate wanted desperately to avoid.

“Greetings from me too,” trills a young woman’s voice.

A maid, dark-haired and pretty in a black-and-white uniform, appears asking if I’d like something to eat or drink. A sandwich? Juice or soda? I demur with thanks, thinking that I might have glimpsed her in the kitchen among the catering people. Mrs. Betts just introduces her as Cammy, and fake smiles are exchanged. Cammy has black-lined black eyelashes that flutter coyly when she speaks. She’s also buxom. Tilden must like that.

She disappears in the direction of the kitchen, and I take a shaky breath.

As we ascend the stairs, Mrs. Betts asks me in tones of indifferent politesse if traffic was heavy.

“I don’t think she looked up from her phone,” Wyatt says behind us.

He was driving and watching me, right. My unease deepens.

At the top of the stairs the hallway splits. We turn left, away from Kate’s room down the hall but I glance that way. Her door is closed. All the bedroom doors are closed. The hall is silent and shadowy.

“Here you are,” Mrs. Betts says grandly, opening into a room that makes my jaw drop. It is big, with two tall windows admitting long bars of sunlight. Silk wallpaper backs an armoire, a dresser, and a queen-sized bed with an upholstered bench at its foot. Fresh flowers adorn the night table, and Betts points out that they’re from the garden just below. She indicates the window, then turns and points. “And there is your bathroom, all yours,” she says again grandly, with a supercilious glance at my torn jeans.

I grit my teeth and look that way. Wyatt, putting my duffle down on the bench, follows my gaze. “Whirlpool tub in there,” he says with a too-charming wink.

How would he know what’s in the guest bathroom? This pair gives me a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach. The whole house does.

Wyatt leaves. Betts fluffs pillows and fusses importantly with the flowers while I go in and wash up, gaping at the marble sink and counters, the perfumed soaps and the huge bathtub. You could fit nearly my whole hang space in here.

When I emerge, the housekeeper is just ending a call. “Yes, Mr. Tilden - of course,” she says, quickly pocketing her phone when she sees me. She smiles that tight smile of hers and explains that he is still in his meeting. “He sends his apologies. He’ll be up soon to greet you.”

Loathing washes over me. The tit grabber will be up soon, great. And this housekeeper gushes to him and carries her phone like an in-house spy giving updates. Is she not aware that he surveilles his wife from a hidden camera? That’s alright with her?

I go to the window, laying my hands on the sill trying to calm. Below is the back of the property, and gardens forming a semicircle around the shallow end of the pool. Near the deep end and diving board is a pool house, and beyond that stretches tree-studded lawn leading down to the glistening river.

“Isn’t that some view?” says Betts behind me.

I glance at her, agreeing that it’s beautiful. She proceeds to rhapsodize about the river, but I get the feeling that she’s stalling for some reason. Why? Because Tilden is late in greeting me? Who cares? I’m here for his wife.

Betts’s hands wave about the river. Sailboats and small craft! At sunset it glows!

Then she sees me checking my watch.

“Actually,” I say, “it might be good that Mr. Tilden is delayed. It gives me the chance to see Kate alone.”

The housekeeper raises a brow. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“Why not?”

She looks away and then her eyes dart back to me - like she’s been told that this meeting with Kate should be monitored or something.

“I’m guessing you know that I’ve already met Kate,” I say.

“Yes…”

“And I think we hit it off.” I give Betts a challenging stare. “I’ll just resume where we left off. It would give Kate the chance to speak freely.” Or so she will think, since she’s unaware of Tilden’s surveillance.

The housekeeper’s eyes become resentful. “Er, yes, you might have a point,” she says because she has to. Tilden hired me, after all. “You’re aware, are you, that Kate isn’t feeling well?”

I give a dubious nod. Not feeling well is how she describes a bad hangover? Okay…

“Well, I’m sure you’ll cheer her,” Betts says begrudgingly. Then she looks me over again. “Might you want to change?”

I glance down to my worn black sneakers and torn jeans, and give her a look of stunned innocence. “Into what?”

Her smile is almost a grimace. “Oh, silly me. Well, of course, you look perfectly comfortable.” She hesitates, then her plump hand gestures to the door. “Shall we?”

“Lead the way,” I say, and feel my throat tighten. I’ve had my first subtle battle with the housekeeper. Now for my next drop into the breach: I’m not a shrink or social worker. What if I do and say everything wrong?

I follow Betts out.
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She leads me down the hall whispering more condescending caution, as if Kate is a child who must not be confronted with her problem. “Especially avoid mentioning what’s really causing her headache,” Betts says. “It upsets her.”

How bizarre. Does this housekeeper like keeping Kate childlike? That was hardly Tilden’s point of view, and there’s no way Lena Martin took that approach.

“I’ll let her say what she wants,” I answer. “Whatever’s on her mind.”

“Ah, good. Yes, that’s best.” Betts gives her tight smile, but her cold little blue eyes betray resentment. Before me, she was in full charge of Kate.

She taps lightly on the familiar door, and cracks it open. “I’ll leave you to it,” she says curtly.

I nod and she disappears. Good. Scram.

But does she watch Tilden’s surveillance too? The thought chills.

Inside, the light is dim. I practically tiptoe in, and look around. The bed is empty, all made up with pillows fluffed and the coverlet as neat as a hotel room. The spilled-on nightstand has been wiped, the brandy bottle is gone, and the tissues on the floor are cleaned up. It’s as if last night never happened.

Betts and pretty maid Cammy must have been busy bees in here.

Then I see Kate.

She sits, dummy-like, before a window on a chaise longue. Her back is turned, and she’s wearing a blue peignoir. I come alongside, seeing how pale she looks in the wash of light. Her blond hair is stringy and her eyes are vacant, uninterested in the view of garden and pool below. Our rooms are on the same side of the house.

“Hey,” I say softly. The room is eerily silent.

She turns her head in my direction like it’s painful, and blinks as she registers my presence. “You came back,” she says in the faintest voice.

“I wanted to check on you.”

She tries to smile. “I remember how kind you were.”

Over her right brow is an ugly scrape, wiped clean but turned reddish purple. Her right eye is reddened and puffy.

“You’re bruised.” I reach to her, and she pulls jerkily away, embarrassed. She’s so hung over.

“I fell out of bed,” she says, then lifts her chin and gives a feeble, bitter laugh. “Griff said I was lucky. I fell on my hard head.”

“How kind. Supportive,” I say under my breath.

What is going on here? Tilden wants his wife “fixed” – but somebody else should do it while he is completely lacking in compassion? So it’s official. He’s a psychopath. I recall his surveillance that must still be running.

Too bad.

Kate’s bloodshot eyes fill and her voice becomes a croak. “That was his morning visit. He thinks my drinking is stubbornness.”

“God…” I reach for the near ottoman and sit. Does Tilden’s surveillance have a mic too? Maybe not. Or maybe it can’t pick up whispers. I lean forward and say, as low as possible, “No man is worth it, Kate.”

Her head drops helplessly.

And my eyes dart around, trying subtly to figure where the camera was when it taped me. I remember the shot’s angle, then see a tiny winking from behind a plant on a book shelf. Meeting, bullshit. Tilden is watching us.

“No man is worth it?” Kate echoes feebly, and works her hands in her lap. She’s tremulous from booze withdrawal. “Here’s a question,” she manages. “Is life worth it?”

A small gasp escapes me. That’s suicide talk. Who wouldn’t feel for someone who talks like that? “Life is definitely worth it. Just get rid of what’s toxic.”

Kate drops her head and rubs at her brow.

“You don’t understand,” she manages. “I’m weak. Part of me resists…running away from this safe life…on paper. I fall and they pick me up…clean my messes. Griff bought me a Porsche.”

“You mentioned that.”

“A bribe, obviously, so I’ll be the perfect wife who won’t embarrass him.” She lifts her face again, and her glistening blue eyes fix on me. “See that? I’m a sap.”

Words stick in my throat. I’ve heard of women who would grab at such a conflict and just deal with it. But it troubles that Kate mentioned suicide.

Her lips almost curl into a smile. “It would so embarrass Griff if I offed myself.”

“No, it wouldn’t.” I hunch closer to her. “That’s been done, Kate. Men recover. They play the grieving husband - really ham it up and new women come flocking. Don’t kid yourself. Save yourself.”

She looks away like she doesn’t want to hear it.

I get to my feet and circle around her, searching her eyes. “Talk to me, Kate. Please…just talk. How can I help?”

She looks at me appealingly. Her face is so pale, with lines that speak of great weariness and misery. “I wish you could, Rooney. I so desperately wish you could…”

Then her head drops again.
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There’s something about Kate that I can’t quite put my finger on. Something darker, more determined than what she wants people to see. But determined for what? God, she spoke of suicide. I came thinking I’d just stay briefly. Now what?

Okay, stay a few days longer. Time enough to get the other thing done. And in the meantime, do what Tilden hired me to do. Try to help…

I pace a little. “Your husband said you had a psychiatrist?” I say carefully, as if I don’t already know. “Someone you liked?”

“Yes.” Kate’s face crumples. “She died. They killed her.”

I stare at her, feeling something cold bolt through me. “They?”

“Thugs. Crime types who get away with murder,” she says feebly through a sob. “Her name was Lena Martin. She was mugged and shot. In the city last…I don’t know. What month is this?”

“Late August.”

“Well…May, I think.” She wipes a tear with the back of her hand. “I loved Lena. I could tell her everything.”

Everything like what’s in that money closet? I glance across the room to that cave of payoffs, kickbacks and bribes with its door now shut tight. But I’ve seen it too. Kate with her loose, drunken mouth must have lamented to Lena about Tilden’s crooked dealings. I grit my teeth, wondering how stupid I’m being not to flee this house.

“You should get another shrink,” I say. “Not some little hireling from a catering company. I should go back…”

Kate looks at me in anguish. “No, stay,” she begs. Her lips are parched. “I need a friend, someone just to…talk to. I’m so alone.” Her words are a torrent. “Women we socialize with are evil gossips - and shrinks…even Lena…you have to make appointments. You see them, then it’s over in an hour. I mean, well…sometimes Lena would stay longer…maybe two hours. She liked it here, the peace and quiet. She’d come when I was too wasted to come into the city…which was a lot…but after two hours she’d be gone again. I’d be alone.”

I give a sigh.

Kate’s face twists. “Please stay. We could talk about… about…”

“The old Brooklyn neighborhood?”

“Yes, yes.”

She’s pathetic. “Alright,” I say. “Maybe a few days.”

“Longer, please!”

And suddenly she’s up, tottering to her desk where she sits, opens a drawer and shakily pulls out a folder. She jerks it open and spreads papers with her palms spread flat. “I’ve written…about my life. Would you look at it? It’s a mess. I wrote drunk.” Those reddened blue eyes beseech me. “You worked for a newspaper. You could maybe ghostwrite…?”

I come and bend to printed pages that have been scrawled over. Wild thrusts in ballpoint cross out whole paragraphs. Ink arrows point to scribblings in the margins.

“Umm…”

Being a pal is one thing, but tackling this would be insane. Kate’s “corrections” are illegible. I leaf through more pages, making out a half scratched-out at eighteen hardly my first fuck but the best - while Kate’s voice rises desperately. She could enlarge on and record what I can’t make out. It would be published! Such a morale boost for her.

“What shrink would live in and do this?” she asks, opening her laptop to show me her Word document. I lean one hand on the table, and with my other hand I scroll through phrases – Daddy threatened to institutionalize me if I didn’t…then whole paragraphs and pages…

And it hits that this is all a trick.

Would Tilden who tapes his wife’s every move allow such stuff to be published? Not a chance. He fears embarrassment. Give the troubled wife a project, and someone like unemployed little me to prod her, boost her ego, maybe even help her sober up. How perfect…

It’s just a cynical game I’ve fallen into. But I do feel for Kate. And I’m inside their house! And that week’s pay Tilden offered-

“How’s it going?”

He strides in, and I stiffen. Griff Tilden now looks the opposite of tough guy, all charming smiles in navy track bottoms and a white polo shirt. The shirt shows his muscles and his dark hair is tousled, making him look more handsome.

And my blood turns to ice.

“Sorry I wasn’t on hand to greet you,” he tells me hurriedly, and holds up his phone. “Remote meetings, big screen pow wows.”

I say nothing as he glances at Kate. “Is the aspirin working? You feeling better?”

“Somewhat,” she says, not looking at him.

“That’s good,” he says dismissively, and smiles at me. “You all settled, Rooney? If so, I’d like to talk to you.” He checks his watch. “In my office now, okay? I’ve got another meeting coming up.” His phone buzzes. He groans, turns, and paces away to answer.

Kate looks bereft. I lean to her.

“I’ll be back,” I say sympathetically, and glance out at the dropping sun. “We’ll walk in the garden, would you like that?”

“Very much.” Her lip trembles, trying to smile.

Tilden is standing in the doorway, facing away and talking a mile a minute. Something about a million-dollar deal as I follow him down the stairs.
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So I’m back in hell. The office where this started in a way I never imagined.

Tilden is faking casual, pacing behind his desk and still yakking to his phone while his index finger directs me to sit. Can he see the steam coming out of my collar?

He keeps me waiting, staring at the back of a monitor that he must use for his big screen pow wows. Or watching Kate and me, in addition to his phone screen. Does he flip monitors like TV channels? He finally ends his call with a snapped “Get back to me ASAP” and sits, gripping his phone and pushing the desk monitor aside.

He leans back casually in his chair, and smiles. “All unpacked?”

“For a week, yes.” I feel my heart thud. “We’ll see how it goes.”

He gives me a smirk. “It’ll go fine, just fine starting with” – his free hand picks up a yellow Post-it – “will you join Kate and me for dinner tonight? Mrs. Betts would like to know.”

I take in his hard, dark eyes. Last night, I was tired and in shock. Now it’s impossible to believe I’m actually sitting here, staring at him in person and not at my closet full of his thumbtacked photos.

“Dinner? Sure,” I say tightly.

“What’s the funny look? Oh, I know. You’re thinking, What a strange trial separation. They sleep down the hall from each other but eat dinner together.” He flashes another smirk. “Or maybe you’re thinking dinner is just a one-time thing to welcome you – is that it?”

“Along those lines.”

“Smart girl. About the second part, but I’m hoping this will be a new beginning.” He grips his phone, glancing at it for important messages. Then he looks back at me and his lips curve. “Mrs. Betts will be making something lovely.”

“That’s nice.” I feel such loathing for him. And is it my imagination or is he flirting with me? I recall his hand on my breast, and nausea grips me.

There’s a brief silence. Now what? He has finished his nice preamble about new beginnings, but his expression says it isn’t really dinner on his mind. It’s something else or he could have asked me upstairs.

“So?” He raises a brow. “Did you and Kate get further acquainted? Hit it off when she’s sober?”

“You tell me. How’d we look on tape?”

Tilden’s lips tighten and he tosses his phone. “Can I have some sympathy here? I don’t think you understand.”

And he’s off, lamenting about how overwhelmed he is, trying to run a business that frankly is having problems while trying to watch over a self-destructive wife. “I am trying to save her,” he insists. “That’s why I took a chance on you. A big chance.”

I hide my confusion, glaring at the devoted hero-husband.

He picks up his fancy pen, and taps it on what looks like notes. “I’m grateful that you came but before we go further…” A muscle twitches in his cheek. “Emile interrupted our little talk last night, so let’s resume.” He pauses. “Tell me about your felony reduced to a misdemeanor.”

My whole body stiffens. “Oh, and if you don’t like my answer you’ll send me back to the city? Why didn’t you just ask me on the phone?”

“I wanted to look you in the eye.”

“It’s not enough that it was reduced?”

Tilden’s face darkens, and he clicks his pen slowly. “Tell me what happened.”

I fight the desire to run out of here. Then I think, no. For doing what I need to do, I’ll stick it out.

So I go still, grip the chair’s arms, and take a deep, deep breath.

“My abusive ex wouldn’t stay away,” I say in a flat voice. “Stalked me, then attacked me right in the street.” Words stick in my throat. “I’d been carrying groceries, Mace, and a box cutter. Couldn’t get to my Mace so I went after him with the cutter, which he grabbed and cut me first. That was three months ago.”

Tilden’s dark eyes bore into me. The ghost pain on my wrist starts to throb and I rub it, seeing groceries strewn again on that dark city sidewalk. My hands spring sweat.

“There were witnesses?”

“Yes.”

“This was when your mother…”

“Was getting sicker.” I rub my hands on my jeans. “She was in bed. He threatened to come up and tear the place apart. I would have stabbed him dead if I had to.”

Tilden clicks his pen. “So you’re a tough girl.”

“When I have to be.” I feel such fury. I’ll stick around briefly out of pity for Kate. And then… Just you wait, buster.

I get to my feet. “Are we done?”

“Sit back down, please.”

“I’m going back to Kate.”

“I said sit.”

“Maybe I’ll just go back to the city.” I wheel to go out.

There’s a scrape of chair, and he follows.

“Okay, your story’s good and I’m sorry,” he says, trailing, suddenly worried he’ll lose his new wife fixer. “I meant no harm, truly. I’ve caused you pain.”

“Well, we’ve all got some, right?”

I stomp ahead, my footsteps treading the hardwood of the wide hallway. At the end of it I’ll turn left in the living room and go back upstairs. But first, remembering that I won’t be here long, I turn the tables and look back over my shoulder. “What happened to Kate’s psychiatrist?”

“I told you. She died.”

“You didn’t say she was murdered. I googled her. Details, please.”

“She was shot and killed in the city. Her purse was taken. A horrible tragedy and the police have nothing.”

I stop in my tracks and scowl at him. Tilden gestures sadly. “A big part of Kate’s fall into worse misery.”

“She should be under professional care! Get someone trained, not me. I’ll be her companion briefly, but that’s it. She needs more.”

Tilden’s eyes flash at me. He opens his mouth to retort, and then something changes in his expression. Something suddenly different, and I stare at him.
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He has turned his head, and is looking at framed photos on the wall. One of them I recognize. I have its copy, downloaded from online and tacked to my closet wall.

“Who’s that?” I say, pretending ignorance. It’s a formal portrait of a kind-looking woman in her sixties maybe, in pearls and a scoop neck black dress. Her hands are folded in her lap.

“My mother,” Tilden says. “An angel of love and caring.” He hesitates. “She died recently.”

I know that. Maggie Tilden, family matriarch, died late last April. “She looks nice.”

I stare at the photo, remembering old, online gossip about a near divorce between Tilden’s parents. Apparently, his father had raided his wife’s inheritance. She threatened litigation but backed down and reconciled, presumably for the sake of their child, and when the old boy returned the money.

Tilden’s self-important, very rich father was just your basic rob-anybody thief.

I step sidewise to his photo, next to Maggie’s. I stare at it, feeling ick as Griffin describes him as an alcoholic tyrant. No surprise. Tilden Senior looked like a fat, nasty hippo – tiny mean eyes and a downturned wide mouth with a fleshy saddlebag under his chin. I shudder.

“These are nicer.” Tilden seems pleased that I’ve been distracted, and points next to photos of him and Kate in their early days, yachting and skiing and embracing on beaches. In every picture, they’re beaming. So they must have had a good first year. Or a good six months or weeks. He nudges me down the line of photos, commenting pleasurably. I fake admiration.

Then I stop, feeling a small gasp of horror escape me.

“That’s you?” I say, staring.

“Yes,” he preens. “Burned brown with my hair long and straggly. It’s my preferred look, actually.”

The photo before me shows Tilden, in cargo pants and a safari shirt, toting a rifle and flashing a grin while hoisting a dead leopard. And the photo next to it shows him with a second man, both in safari outfits, lying grinning against a sprawled dead water buffalo. There are more such photos after those. Tilden and pals beaming with dead trophy animals.

He doesn’t see my expression. “Those were taken in Zimbabwe,” he says. “The hunting there is legal, of course. Big game safari tours help conservation, thin prowler cats that eat the villagers’ goats.”

I’ve backed away, pressing my hand to my mouth. “You killed those beautiful animals?” My heart thuds sickly.

“It’s how mankind has lived for millennia.”

“That’s grotesque.” I’ve backed away further.

“Rooney? Stop.”

I’ve turned and am heading for the stairs. Now Tilden has something new to be defensive about. “Safaris are expensive,” he insists at my heels. “They help the locals. The driver alone we hire-”

“I’m not a fan of shooting majestic creatures for pleasure and room décor,” I snap. Then I turn, scanning the huge living room. “What? No stuffed heads for the walls?”

Tilden glares. “Kate made me take them down. That’s when we started to go south.”

“Big surprise.” I start up the stairway. “So you must be good with guns.”

“Just rifles.” He comes after me.

“Animal killer,” I mutter. I didn’t think I could hate him more. He grabs for my arm, and I yank away.

“Listen, Miss Saintly.” His voice is cruel. “When you go to the supermarket for lamb chops and burger, do you think of little lambs or two-year-old steers who would have liked to live longer? Does that come to you when they’re all chopped up under cellophane?”

I let out a shriek and stumble to the landing. I rush toward Kate’s room and Tilden gets in front of me.

“Stop,” he threatens low, holding his palms up. He doesn’t want Kate to hear. “I’m sorry again. Okay, you hate me, I’ve caught every vibe. Does that mean I’ve screwed things up for Kate?” A scary vein bulges on his brow. “Do not say you’ve changed your mind about staying.”

I just glare at him, feeling my heart hammer.

He does a half turn away, despairing dramatically, and then he turns back to me with his same canned spiel: how I was kind to Kate before money was involved. What people do when nobody’s looking is who they really are. That’s his credo. What a guy.

“And you can help in ways that no shrink can. Be there 24/7 if necessary.” Tilden’s brows lift. “So you’ll stay? Please?”

He can’t even say the word without dragging it out sarcastically.

“I don’t know,” I say through clenched teeth, and take a step back. Then another.

He breathes out in a great huff, looks down the hall toward Kate’s room, and turns back.

“She was at her desk when I came in,” he says, stepping closer. “Did you see what she’s been working on?” His face twists mockingly. “Or trying to?”

He wants her “fixed” for his own ego. That’s all he’s after and my blood boils. “Sure,” I say. My sarcasm matches his. “Stuff you’d never allow to be published. This is all a trick, isn’t it? You don’t like to be embarrassed.”

His dark eyes flash. “Wrong,” he hisses, putting his hand to his heart. “Readers would love it. The struggle through depression of a woman who seems to have everything. Proof that it can happen to anyone.”

And publicity for him too? The loving, politically ambitious husband standing by his troubled wife? I don’t buy it.

I’m about to say so when my phone goes off. I check it, and see Rob’s number on the screen. “Excuse me,” I say tightly, turning away.

“Rooney.”

“What?” I wheel back.

Tilden steps closer again, holding up both palms. “Say you’ll stay.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“And you’ll have dinner with us?”

My stomach seizes. “Yes, yes, I’ll be there. To show support for Kate, understand?”

I start walking away, hearing from Tilden something spewed and fake earnest of which only the words “looking forward” are understandable.
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“You okay?” Rob asks.

“Ha.” My heart’s still thudding.

“You don’t sound okay.”

“Yeah, well…” Tilden has gone downstairs, but I keep walking past Kate’s closed door down the hall to the end, wondering if there could be microphones, here, there. This house invites paranoia. I stop before the last closed door.

“Can you talk?” Rob asks carefully.

“No, because…ears,” I say low. “You can.” To the right of the closed door is a wall sconce. I notice its bulb has been taken out.

“How’s the happily married pair?”

“One weak and troubled, the other’s psycho. Hidden camera to surveil his wife. Enjoys killing beautiful animals in Africa.”

“Christ. Come back. Skip this.”

“No. A few more days.”

Silence at the other end. Then a groan. “I never paid attention to those two except as a job. Now I’ve researched them and there’s a lot. Kate Tilden, for starters. After a ton of boring stuff – parties, fund raisers - I found a picture of her coming out of a funeral, looking distraught. It was for her murdered psychiatrist.”

A sick feeling comes over me. “Lena Martin. Right.”

“There was a bigger article on Page Six – like, ‘socialite’s tearful good-bye to her analyst’ thing. The shrink was shot on a dark side street. No witnesses. Robbery suspected because her purse was stolen. Police still investigating.”

“They’ll find nothing,” I manage, closing my eyes. This is painful.

“A perfect city murder!” Rob explodes. “Grab the purse, they’ll call it a mugging and never solve it.” He pauses. “Kate Tilden must have spewed plenty to her shrink. Do they get killed for knowing too much? Tilden is rumored to be completely corrupt. Bribes and big payoffs that he can’t wire abroad because the Feds are watching him.”

My legs go wobbly. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Read it in Bloomberg, CNBC – only they had to say ‘alleged,’ what a wonderful word. Jeez, Rooney. You’re supposed to go through Kate Tilden’s memoir? There’ll be stuff in there ranting about her husband.”

“Yeah, but the money’s good.”

“Be serious!”

“I also feel sorry for her. He’s a controlling maniac.”

I hear a sound. Turning, I see Mrs. Betts come out of Kate’s room. She sees me, frowns, and then heads toward me gripping her phone. Rob is yammering.

“…other financial trouble. Tilden expanded too fast. Now he has angry partners on top of the bribes and kickbacks rumors. He’s so in the hole - if he had millions it wouldn’t help him-”

“Gotta go,” I whisper. “Ears approach.”

“Okay, text and be careful. Tilden owes money to dangerous people – and he’s dangerous. Watch your back!”

“Will do.”

Mrs. Betts approaches, smiling her tight little smile. “Kate is napping,” she says importantly. “It’s best.”

“Oh.” I peer past her, down the hall to Kate’s door. It is closed tight. “We were going to walk in the garden.”

“Well, I don’t think she slept much last night.” The housekeeper keeps her flinty blue eyes on me. And there’s an aroma about her that’s somehow familiar. “I’m sure you’ll see her at dinner,” she adds.

I nod vaguely.

She tilts her head and looks past me. “What are you doing outside Mr. Tilden’s bedroom?”

I blink, feeling my breath catch. “What? Oh…” I look at the closed door, painted-white with fancy trim like all the others. “This is his bedroom? I didn’t know. Just wanted a quiet talk with a friend.”

“Ah. Understood.” Betts blinks, then gestures toward the small landing at this end of the hall. “Mr. Tilden told me this is the way you helped Kate up last night. To avoid stares. That was kind and clever.”

“Not really. It’s what Kate requested.”

“Oh.” Betts’s eyebrows go up and she gives another smile. “Well still,” she says, and nothing more.

Tilden told her of Kate’s escape up the back way with me? He must have been watching us at the party. I’ve also registered how fast Betts changed the subject from the fact that I’d been standing outside his bedroom.

And what is that aroma coming off her?

She gestures pleasantly. “Well, I must return to the kitchen. Dinner will be garlic butter steak with baked potato. Would you like to accompany me back to the main stairs?”

Come away from outside Tilden’s door, she means.

Whatever.

I pretend to head back with her toward my room. On the way I ask about other closed doors. I point and Betts answers, suddenly garrulous, pleased with herself that she’s lured me away.

The room we’re passing on the left is where Tilden’s father spent his last years, and what a beast he was. Really a fearful man. Why, it was often Betts herself who managed to keep the peace! And just across from Tilden Senior’s room is a guest room – political types stayed there, and in my guest room during his time in Congress - and the room across from Kate’s is where Tilden’s mother spent her last years.

“Mr. Tilden Senior was quite dominant and liked to, well, watch over things,” Betts says. “His son was using his money, after all.”

I stop for seconds, looking back at the closed doors. “The elder Tildens didn’t sleep together, I take it.” Who’d want to sleep next to that mean-eyed hippo or even be in the same room?

“I don’t think they even liked each other,” Betts says. “Hadn’t for years. Mrs. Tilden suffered…as did poor dear Griff. He had it hard.”

Poor dear Griff?

I look at Betts. Did she really say that considering how he treats Kate? And hasn’t she ever wondered why he didn’t take after his kinder mother? I’m taken aback, but keep Betts talking.

“Have you worked for the family a long time?”

“Oh yes,” Betts says, and nothing more.

“Did his parents live elsewhere before here?”

“Yes. A wonderful big place down the road, but then they got sick and Griff bought this even bigger house. What a move that was! Most of their possessions are up in the attic.”

Betts stops and checks her watch. “I must go help Cammy.” She lifts her chin and cracks a smile. “I hope you enjoy dinner.”

“Looking forward.” Again, I wonder what that aroma is coming off her. It’s sweet. Almost cloying.

I watch her turn away and start down the front staircase. I pretend to continue heading toward my room until I hear her footsteps disappear.

And then I turn back.
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I tap Kate’s door gently. There’s no sound from inside. I turn the knob, push the door open, and move in quietly. The light is dim and the drapes drawn. I tiptoe to Kate’s bed.

She is on her back and breathing heavily, her blond hair spilled over the pillow. Something seems odd. I bend to look harder at her, see that her hair is moist, and my lips part in surprise. The same sweet aroma is coming from Kate’s hair and moist pillow. That’s it, the housekeeper smelled of shampoo.

In the short time I was downstairs dealing with Tilden, was Kate getting bathed and shampooed like a child?

I feel myself grimace. She’s that helpless? This is weird. Maybe the strain of booze withdrawal plus not having slept - but still…

I turn and cross to the bathroom, a stunner of aqua tiles and marble counters. Sure enough, the scent of sweet shampoo is strong in here, and the bathtub looks just emptied with soapy froth on the drain.

I stand staring into the tub.

So Kate is really that weak? A china doll who needs a team of caretakers 24/7? I remember her words: Part of me resists running away from this safe life…on paper. I fall and they pick me up…clean my messes. See that? I’m a sap.

I bite my lip. They manipulate her, but she lets them. What must that do to one’s sense of self-worth? What it does makes me angry. Can I just walk away from this?

Maybe I should - and faster…because of course Betts is just following orders. It’s Tilden who’s the manipulator. And oh my God, he’s manipulating me too.

I step back into the bedroom as it hits like a ton of bricks.

I’m the Girl Thief, am I? What a joke. Tilden never could have reported me to the police because then he’d have to reveal his loot in the money closet! So he pretended to hire me for Kate. It was an act!

I pace, back and forth before that closet now closed and locked, though I know how to open it. Last night I was exhausted and feeling two brandies when Kate pressed that wall button. “Payoffs, kickbacks and bribes,” she slurred, so angry at her husband. After she passed out, I discovered that Aladdin’s cave of treasures, went nuts, and got myself caught on tape.

Rob’s question also haunts me. Could Kate, in one of her shrink sessions, have told Lena Martin about Tilden’s finance secrets – even showed her the money closet as she did me – on tape? And I was a complete stranger! To her shrink she would be even more likely to vent.

No proof, of course, but now Lena’s dead and I’m here. Tilden’s blackmail exists no more. But now there’s the emotional blackmail of feeling sorry for Kate.

And Tilden does want me to “fix” her, in ways that Lena by appointment couldn’t.

So that’s his game?

I’ll stick around then, for a bit. He has no idea what my game is.

I turn and glance across the room. On the bookshelves, the tiny red light of the camera is winking.

“Enough of this,” I whisper. “Sick, sick…”

I stride over to the crowded middle shelf, and glare into the foliage and camera.

“I’m turning this off,” I say low to its winking. If Tilden isn’t watching now, he’ll find it when he presses play. “This is not helping. If you want to see your wife try to climb out of her hole – you’ll do it my way. Which means no more of this.”

I yank the tiny camera from behind the plant, and wrap its wire around it.

“Son of a bitch,” I murmur, holding the thing in my left hand. Another thought comes, and the fingers of my right hand probe the roots of the plant. The soil is moist, which means it’s been watered.

By Betts, no doubt. She knew about the camera. Doesn’t give a damn about Kate. Mrs. poor dear Griff is Tilden’s ally from way back. She lurks and watches. Her eyes resent me, and Tilden is a monster.

I shove the camera into my jeans pocket. What to do with it? I ponder that, then look back to Kate sleeping.

She is still on her back, looking dead to the world and possibly medicated. Are they doing that to her too…or is it just Betts?

Quietly, I head out of Kate’s room and back to mine, thinking furiously.

This morning, hurrying to pack, I somehow remembered the box cutter I used on that previous, fateful occasion. Picturing it now gives me no comfort.

For what I’d like to do, I’d need something more deadly.
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“Do you cook, Rooney?” Tilden asks, cutting into his steak. “Somehow I’m guessing you know how to cook.”

“Not really.” I stare at the knife he’s using, still thinking of deadly things. “I helped in my mother’s café she kept going for years, even making her own pastry. After school and during college I baked bread, fruit tarts, and cookies the size of dessert plates.” I pause, feeling an ache in my chest. “It didn’t help, though. She struggled and then lost the place.”

“I’m so sorry.” Tilden knifes potato onto the back of his fork.

Kate is glum, and he is working at making conversation. But this whole dinner is bizarre. I’m their employee – and I’m eating with them like I’m some kind of pal. Despite glowing candles, fancy china and three perfect place settings, you could cut the tension in the air with one of their knives.

Minutes ago, it even started badly. We’d been barely seated when Tilden raised his full glass of wine and toasted to “new beginnings.” How awful. Kate was trying to avoid booze and he was sabotaging with a booze toast? There should have been just sparkling water or something on the table (set by also-sabotaging Betts, before she left for the day). I silently cursed her and barely repeated Tilden’s toast.

Kate just pushed her wine glass away.

“To new beginnings,” she said grimly, and got up to get soda from the kitchen. While she was gone, I reached into my pocket for the tiny camera.

“Here,” I said, slapping it down before Tilden’s plate. “No more of this or I’m outta here.”

He pocketed it with a nasty look. “I got your message.”

“Loud and clear, I hope. And don’t replace it. I’m going to be checking for little winking lights.”

He gave me his sardonic smile. “Would I do such a thing?”

I opened my mouth to retort but Kate was back, slamming her Sprite – the can – on the table by the fancy silverware. I said something enthusiastic about Sprite, and she just shook her head.

Coming downstairs together, she told me she still felt jittery, anxious and depressed. Classic booze withdrawal, I reassured her. Been there. I know it well. That heartened her. She smiled and squeezed my arm. We had even dressed alike, in nice black pants and loose sweaters.

Now she takes a sip of her Sprite, and gives Tilden a dark look. “I thought I wasn’t supposed to drink.”

He doesn’t like that. “Hey,” he tells her as if speaking to a child. “We’re welcoming Rooney and a little can’t hurt - that’s the thing, isn’t it?” He looks to me for confirmation. “Learning self-control?”

Ignore him, my eyes flash at Kate, and I would have said more if they hadn’t started to argue. Tilden insists that strength of character is something you can build, and derides Kate for her weakness. Her pale face reddens as she fires back about his controlling.

I want to flee this room, and pull Kate away with me. Her features pale again, and she becomes sullen.

Tilden gives up on her and returns to the wondrous subject of my baking. “Bread and cookies the size of dessert plates,” he says and smiles at me. “Anything else?”

“I helped Emile’s bunch make those foie gras whatchamacallits.”

He laughs. “And fruit tarts. I love fruit tarts. What kind?”

“Peach, cherry, strawberry-”

“I love strawberry tarts! Would you make some here? Maybe work with Mrs. Betts who’s a marvelous cook.” He throws an arm around Kate, whose expression has grown even darker. She’s being held up to people with skills. “Maybe teach my wife how to bake too. It would be fun, don’t you think, Kate? Every skill you add helps banish weakness.”

I stare at him as something dawns.

It’s really me he’s busy manipulating…being cruel to Kate to guarantee I’ll stay. On the other hand, she described verbal cruelties he said to her this morning, so he’s consistent. Someone that monstrous doesn’t deserve to live.

I stare at his bloody steak knife.

And Kate squirms away from him. Her face is miserable, and I want to leap across the table at him with my own knife. But I fight it…for now. I wipe my sweaty hands on my pants, take a big breath, and change the subject.

“My car,” I say tightly. “What’s the update on its transmission?”

Tilden gives me a bright smile. “I called and it’s fixed. They’ll leave it in front of your place.”

“I’d really like it brought here.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Why?”

“To get around.”

I look at Kate, who’s staring at her knife too. Suddenly all I can see is bloody knives flying back and forth across the table. “I’d like for us to go driving,” I tell her. “Would you show me around?”

“She’s got her new Porsche,” Tilden says, cutting off her answer. Then he adds like he forgot – “Oh, the drinking. You’ll have to get better before you drive, Kate.”

She glares at him. I cringe and suck in a breath, waiting for one of them to kill the other. Then Kate’s expression changes, and she looks back to me. “I’d love to show you around,” she says weakly.

“My car’s an old heap,” I warn her. “It’s a Mazda piece of junk that’s kinda like a pet. I call it Ugly.”

“Really?” She brightens a little. “You’ve named your car?”

“Absolutely. Ugly only works for me. Anyone else tries to drive it, it stalls right out.”

Kate actually laughs. It’s a feeble laugh, but it’s something.

The two of us start to talk. Tooling around in Ugly would be fun, Kate says. She could show me the pretty old colonial part of town and the beautiful view along the lake.

“Sounds great,” I say.

Her voice strengthens a little as she describes the lake. It’s gorgeous and serene, and there are birds and wildlife there. “Birds especially,” she says. “Ospreys, herons and amazing white swans…”

“Swans!” I say, excited.

Tilden pours himself more wine. He mutters about going for a swim, seems suddenly bored, and checks his watch.
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The swimming pool glows, a bright turquoise rectangle in the dark.

From Kate’s bedroom, we lean on the window seat and watch Tilden swim. He’s turned on every light down there, and looks like a torpedo knifing the water, flip turning, shooting back with his fast crawl.

“He’s good,” I say.

“He was a swimming champ in college,” Kate sighs. Her face looks so weary. She points past the pool, out to the dark and faintly glinting river. On the other side are lit windows and docks.

“For charity, he raced thirty men across that river…and won. He’s fanatic about staying in shape…takes quick swims during the day, after phone meetings, anytime. He times himself. Sets his stopwatch…”

“Always a competitor, huh?” I speak freely, glad I ripped out Griff’s damn camera. “With a serious macho thing too. Those safari pictures downstairs. Hoisting his rifle over big game like he’s some great white hunter?”

Kate takes a shuddering breath. “Don’t remind me of those killer trips. Horrible! I went on just one…but he’d come back and talk about the others. I’d block my ears. He hated that.”

“He started bragging about those photos and I called him grotesque.”

“Oh God, you did?” Kate looks almost frightened. “You assaulted his manhood. His whole self-image is in those photos. It’s sick. You should see him sometimes, just standing there and admiring himself. He moves from one picture to the next.”

“I caught a glimpse. Once is enough.”

Her mouth goes down. “He even loves his safari shirts…has a favorite he wears around the house and to meetings under his blazer. For the swagger over other men.”

I watch her look down at her hands. “So why’d he pick a wuss like me?”

Because, I think, men like Tilden want weak little girl wives. And Kate despite half wrecking her health is still very pretty. She was beautiful seven years ago, a twenty-three-year-old much photographed as a runway model, a wannabe actress in two off-Broadway shows. I have those photos too on my closet wall.

“You’re stronger than you think,” I say. It feels odd: I’m six years younger, but I’m the one consoling and kind of mothering her. “It’s just been squashed but…”

“Temporarily?” Kate asks. Her voice is hard with an undertone of desperate bitterness. “You’re wrong.”

She gets up and crosses the room. I follow, watching her pick up a photograph from her desk to show me. In it, she and Griff are embracing on some beach. “He’s two people,” she says.

“Do tell.”

“No, Griff really is two people.” She sits on the edge of her bed and stares at the photo, lost in thought. I pull up the ottoman.

Last night, we were in this same spot. She was weeping and wasted and I was trying to comfort. Now she’s staring sadly at an old honeymoon photo.

“You saw,” she says. “At the dining table or anywhere, he has to control. He’ll flatter and say the nicest things to one person, then repeat the exact same words to the next person. In our early days, it was usually a woman. That was hard.”

“I hated him urging the wine on you.”

“He knows I craved it. A good slug helps the hangover for a bit and he wanted me sparkling.”

“Hair of the dog,” I mutter. “Over and over…”

She gives a slow nod. “He does that at gatherings. Wants me sparkling, but then I’m supposed to know when to stop. I don’t. I’ve tried to resist him and the booze but…I’m shy and loathe socializing. He’s so much stronger than me.”

She’s meandering. Skipped over something important, and I frown a little. “Wait. You said Griff is really two people?”

Kate’s lips twitch. “Oh yes. You have no idea.” She puts the honeymoon photo down. “He’s remade himself. Since he was a kid.”

From her nightstand drawer she pulls a folder. She holds it for a long moment, staring at it.

“I’ve wanted to show you this,” she finally says, opening it and withdrawing a different photo. It is old, faded, and unframed. A colored image of four boys aged about seventeen grinning with their arms around each other.

Kate points. “This one’s Griff.”

I take the photo. The boy she pointed to is chubby and round-faced with a wide, oafish grin and double chin. I blink and stare at it. Kate is explaining that the four boys had just won some county relay race, in spite of Griff who they called Lard Butt.

“He went through a lot of taunting, and hated it. At home his father used to slap him around, call him Lard Butt too when he heard the name.”

Kate lets out a long sigh.

“So that year…miserable, Griff just stopped eating. Lost the weight. By eighteen he was unrecognizable, handsome, and a brute getting back at the world. There was talk that he raped the family maid but it was covered up. She went to the police but he called her a gold-digging little whore who enticed him…and his father destroyed her, made her unemployable. It was awful. I only heard about it from a relative. Griff won’t talk about it.”

I hand the photo back and Kate returns it to its folder. “You hear those stories,” I say quietly.

“Too many. They said the girl committed suicide.”

“Is that the only copy of that photo?”

“No, there were lots. They were in the papers and the families got copies. Griff’s mother even framed a couple, but his father yanked them out of their frames and tried to throw them out. ‘The only fat kid!’ he yelled. Griff still obsesses about that.”

Kate lifts a shoulder. “So he remade himself, learned charm and charisma though inside he’s still that raging fat kid obsessed with controlling the world.” She pauses. “Me…I’ve never been able to escape my insecurities. I still have this crippling aversion to people. We’re just bad for each other. He insists on all these parties and fundraisers, climbing higher and higher…”

Wordless, I watch her wring her hands.

“But I’m miserable because I have no guts to leave” - Kate gestures around her – “and face the world not just practically poor but…”

She gives a shudder and looks at me, her blue eyes wide. “Griff has threatened to destroy me if I leave him – just like he destroyed that girl he raped. And the prenup is a killer.” Her hand abruptly pretends it’s cutting her throat. “Speaking of which – oh…I almost said a terrible thing.”

“Like, how great it would be for him to fall off a cliff or something?”

“Or if his brakes failed or someone did to him what happened to poor Lena…”

“Or if he had an accident in the pool. Swimming alone at night maybe isn’t such a good idea.”

“Yes, yes!” Kate looks hopefully at me, then hesitates. “Were you serious?”

“Well…no.” I shrug. “We’re just talking. Girl talk, right?”

She drops her head. “I get such thoughts sometimes. Please forget what I said.”

“Of course,” I say, but my voice wavers. This has turned into some discussion.

I get uneasily to my feet. “This is all so gloomy. How ’bout escaping early tomorrow and just going out? No thoughts of work, even. Show me the lake.”

“I’d love that.” But Kate looks sideways at me, still worried. “Promise to forget what we just spoke of.”

“Not a peep. Promise.”

She smiles in weak relief.

I bid her goodnight, and feel her eyes on me as I head for the door.


22.

I get back to my room, where I discover that someone has gone through my duffle.

I’m sure of it. There it sits on the bench at the foot of the bed unzipped, and I’m sure I left it zipped. I gape at it for seconds, then my hands start to shake as I bend and dig in a frenzy through my things. Sweatshirt, T-shirts, panties – they all look different from how I left them. Gone through. No way did I leave my sweatshirt half yanked out like that!

Or did I?

I’d been tense before dinner, barely thinking and dreading Tilden. I showered fast, pulled my hair into a ponytail and changed into my black pants and sweater. It was a mad rush…so could I have pulled out my things like this? Left a mess?

I finger my sweatshirt left hanging out. And then, shakily, I push it back in, shove aside the blanket throw on the bench, and sink down onto it.

Imagination? Paranoia and the shock of Kate’s story? I should have expected something like it soon enough, but I’m a mess.

Slowly, with a sick feeling shooting through me, I reach back into the duffle and root around. Below everything is a long plastic rectangle that forms the bottom, and under that is my mother’s journal. I wrap my fingers around its edge, and pull it out carefully.

Black leather cover, and once-blank white pages that she filled sometimes compulsively. She called it her outlet. For long moments I hold it closed in my lap, and stare down at it.

My hands are shaking. Did it show when I was with Kate? Probably not. She’s in her own world.

Finally, I carry the journal to the bed where I lie on my back, head on the pillows with my knees propped up. The journal rests against my thighs, and I open it.

Tremulous, familiar handwriting greets my eyes as I turn pages, and come to the letter Mom wrote to me. I had been out on an errand. Despite being so sick, she had tottered to my cot and left it on my pillow.

So many times I have read it. And now, again…

We’ve done alright, haven’t we? I mean we survived - and look at you, a college grad! I am so proud. It makes all those hard years worthwhile…and you must never, ever blame yourself! Goodness, you were a little baby! I had no family, and wanted you with all my heart. Yes, it’s true that had I never taken that job, that EVENT would not have happened. A spoiled rich boy and his powerful family covering up his crime – but when you came along and I held you, I cannot describe the joy I felt…

Tears sting as I finish those words. I know them by heart.

Then I turn more pages, reliving years of what I and my very young mother went through. Desperation about bills and the struggle to maintain the café alternates with the struggle not to feel bitter. Mom was adamant about that. “Don’t let bitterness into your heart,” she’d urge. “You’re the only person it will hurt.”

Sorry, Mom. I’ve succumbed to a lot of bitterness.

Or…what’s that Maya Angelou quote? Bitterness eats upon the host, but anger burns it all clean? Yes…anger, anger…

I stop for a moment, peering through blurred vision at nothing. “Son of a bitch,” I whisper. “Monster.”

There are more pages detailing the harassment and threats Mom suffered, and her decision to flee this town for the city. Her aunt had died. She changed her (our) last name to her maternal grandfather’s, and my first name to her paternal grandfather’s…

I flip faster through those pages, to the packet of photos in the back.

Pictures of blond, eighteen-year-old Susan Finch – Mom’s name - the townie serving the rich family at their dinners and parties. Her uniform is black-and-white, and she’s just a half-hidden face behind people who ignore her. In one photo, she’s behind the birthday boy, handing his mother the silver cake server. In another photo, she’s hefting a heavy platter of steaks to the beaming-for-the-camera father about to barbecue them.

Then I come to the photo: the one of four boys aged nearly eighteen grinning with their arms around each other. There is Griff, round-faced with an oafish grin and a wild look in his eyes.

“Hi Dad,” I croak. “I’ve come to kill you.”

Then I run into the bathroom and throw up. It comes in heaving spasms. I grip the toilet seat and see stars, see my mother rolling crust at two in the morning. Her hands, so calloused. Her struggle and courage…but for years I wanted to know. I wanted to see his damned face and then kill him. It was his word they believed. His lie that scarred both our lives, rejected one little girl, punished her for something she had no choice about.

Over time, I finally heard the stories. Griff had pursued Mom. Cornered her more than once before she fought him off and nearly quit. But she needed the job. And when the rape finally happened, his monster father hired threatening thugs and lawyers and paid off anyone with their hand out. Mom was so young, terrified with no one to help…

The awful heaves start to slow. I flush the toilet, then lie sprawled on the cool blue tiles. They smell of cleanser. I press my brow to the toilet base, unable to move. A half hour passes like that, just sprawled and sick, wrapped around the blue porcelain toilet base.

Then I finally rouse and drag myself back to bed, thinking, thinking…
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10 Years Earlier

“I should have told you before,” Mom sighs, staring out at the rain. We’re sitting at our kitchen table, on a Sunday night in our little apartment over her café. “You’re fourteen. It’s time.”

“But I already know,” I protest, fearing more scary discussions about sex and Safe Sex. “What kid doesn’t know? I mean, no one even hears The Talk from their parents anymore.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

I see her expression, and feel my heart squeeze. She has barely eaten, but has poured vodka into her tomato juice and left the bottle on the table. She never does that. She tries to hide it when she drinks because she knows how it worries me.

Now is different?

I sink lower in my chair. Thunder rumbles. Dark drops pelt the window.

This morning, first thing, Mom put up a sign on the café door saying CLOSING EARLY, 6 P.M. When I asked why, she looked serious and said we had to talk.

She needed a whole evening for a talk? All day I’ve been dreading tonight, worried because she’s worried about some new loan coming through. It must be that…oh no. It couldn’t just be about our old dishwasher starting to break - Mom’s frantic about that too. It leaves dishes smeared. By hand, we have to re-wash stacks of small plates still streaked with blueberry and strawberry tart filling.

But that wouldn’t need a whole evening. I feel my hands go cold.

Mom sips her drink, winces with her eyes closed, and then looks at me with her pretty face so sad. Vodka helps her “deal with bad stuff,” she says…so my heart drops to the floor.

This must be about the loan. Will we lose the café? Have to move again?

“Rooney…darling.” She rakes her hand through her blond hair. “I’ve been so wrong. I’ve always ducked questions about who your bio dad was.”

I’m startled, and suddenly feeling a different panic.

“No, you haven’t!” I say. “I told you I didn’t want to know.” Before this, there were a few sketchy stories, and that was enough. My unknown, so-called father had just been a shadow. Some bad young guy who flattered Mom and then abandoned her.

She takes another slug, a long one. Her hand, reddened and chafed, shakes when she puts her glass down. “I let you believe the vague versions. You were too young before.” She starts to speak faster. That happens when she drinks. “But I have this fear that you’ll run into him someday. It’s irrational and probably crazy, but I’ll explode if I don’t warn you.”

I watch her, not breathing.

Mom leans closer to me, and her glistening blue eyes look into mine. “He was a rich, terrible, dangerous person,” she says. “Remember I told you I worked as a maid in Westchester?”

I nod slowly.

“He was about my age. And tried to flirt but I wouldn’t have it. That made him mad, so he pursued me harder.” Mom’s eyes fill, and a fat tear rolls down her cheek. She swipes at it with her fingertips. “Then one day I was polishing silverware in their kitchen. His family was out and so was the housekeeper. There was no one around to see him grab me…and then the fight we had with me running back to my room and trying to slam the door…”

Something new and frightened has entered her features.

The rest pours out about the rape. Mom finally escaped and called the police, crying. They came but by then the family had arrived back, and her rapist denied everything…swore that she had temped him.

Mom bursts into sobs.

I jump up and hug her, squeeze her, trying to comfort. “Oh Mom. Oh God.” She has seized her napkin and is pressing it to her streaming eyes.

“His father fired me for impugning his son’s character…and threatened physical harm – death threats! - if I tried to drag his son further through the mud. I had no place to live. My aunt had died and the bank took her house, which is why I had to live in in the first place. So I fled to the city…”

“But you survived!” My heart is breaking.

“We were poor, so poor. I found a job where it was okay to have you with me, but it paid practically nothing and no lawyer will take a child support case unless you can pay. Poor people can’t sue.”

I’m crying now too, hugging her. She is squeezing her napkin so tight that her knuckles are white. Her tears keep coming.

“When you were four, I finally found a lawyer who was willing to take on my case. He was a good man, went after the rapist and his father - and the nightmare started all over. Death threats! My lawyer wouldn’t give up on us so they shot his dog.”

My knees buckle and I have to sit again. “Shot his…? Oh God…”

Mom’s bloodshot eyes lift to me. Her shoulders heave and she takes a huge, gasping breath. “They came after Bucky too. Oh honey, you’ve always asked whatever happened to little Bucky…”

My tears erupt too, remembering. “A man came running up behind us. He grabbed Bucky and yelled something mean at you.”

“A hired thug. He said losing a dog wasn’t all I’d lose if I kept harassing that family. It was a death threat to both of us. They wanted us…disappeared.”

“Tell me who it was, Mom. The guy who raped you. Give me a few years and I’ll kill him.”

“No! Never! What I fear is him finding you! These people are dangerous. Their ilk knocks off anyone inconvenient…” Mom’s words spew in a torrent. “We could still be an embarrassment to them. They know there’s DNA to prove, and that you’re in the world somewhere. We can only move so many times. I just wanted to warn you…be careful…”

She dissolves into more tears. I stare at her in shock.

My bio dad was some rich monster who raped her and lied about it. Then his father sent death threats and some thug to warn us off by stealing my puppy.

Horror shoots through me. Maybe they gave Bucky to some other kid…?

No, that’s not what they did. I know in my sick thudding heart that that’s not what they did.

Somehow, I help Mom to bed, but all I can feel is fury. I have a clearer idea of who my bio dad is…he is evil…and someday when I’m older I want to kill him.

If only I can find him…
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Present Day

So now I’ve found him. It is impossible…staggering…to believe that here I am, lying staring at the dark ceiling in a guest room of Griff Tilden’s home. We’ve even just had dinner together…awful but even more astonishing. He has no idea who I am. And what I have in store for him.

Shadows move and flick across the ceiling, the wall. They look menacing, and my mother’s frantic words echo: “What I fear is him finding you!”

She was right, and fear pricks. I have to decide how I’m going to do what I need to, and it has to be fast. He is cunning. He’ll figure it out.

I get out of bed, pace a little in the dimness, and then go to the window. Cold moonlight pales the property below like a gray shroud, and that’s dangerous. It brings my killer fantasies roaring back. Over the years they became an obsession.

The rapist’s death would have to be violent. And he’d have to suffer long and hideously, that’s another thing. No quick-acting poisons or sleeping pills to carry him off gently – no way.

I sink down to the window seat, looking out, remembering how I finally found the beast. Mom’s drinking worsened in the years after that Fateful Talk, and she saw his photo one day in the news. “Oh look,” she said in that slur that broke my heart. “He’s a philanthropist now.”

That was it. At seventeen, I finally knew who my bio dad was. He was a grinning, obnoxious-looking playboy growing tired of the party life, and seeking to rebrand himself. In his photo, he was with other beaming philanthropists, in a black tie and tux and a wide, cocksure grin on his face. Devious eyes, too.

I researched him. He came from old-money, private people who ducked gossip and headlines in their own evil way. There was talk of his father suing a former business partner, whose boat blew up and killed him just months later. There was also talk of his father’s brief separation from his timid wife, amid talk that he had raided her inheritance. That ended, however, amid talk of a settlement and icy reconciliation, and disappeared from the gossip columns.

I downloaded that first photo of Tilden, and kept it in a folder hidden in my bottom drawer. Then came other photos for that folder. Mom never saw it, and it didn’t grow much anyway in the next three or four years. The beast was taking his time leaving the party life.

I got progressively crazier. The horrid stories about the rape and Bucky and the lawyer’s dog getting shot did it, but I hid it. Mom’s problem was getting worse and I was desperately trying to help. That got harder with the high school grind for grades and working in the café she was still hanging onto.

Then came college, where I was an English major. (Not a good choice for a poor girl, but I wanted it.) I loved Shakespeare with a passion. The professors would drone about this or that play with its brutal murders, mutilations, stabbings and barbaric revenge…and I would judge those deaths. Nope, nope – they were all too quick. Better they be slow and agonizing.

By graduation Tilden was back in the news, polishing his image funding some political campaign or charity (ha!). So my collection of photos and articles about him grew, in their folder under my duffle on my closet floor. Craving independence, I had moved into my present dump with a roommate who within a year left for UCLA. I had my intern’s job at the Brooklyn newspaper, and was close enough to keep helping Mom with her café. She still lived above it, and was going to AA by then.

And now here I am, glaring down at Tilden’s swimming pool, plotting and biting my lip…

How to kill the wretched Beast?

Kate spoke about Griff’s brakes maybe failing or what happened to poor Lena Martin. Nope to both. News articles about Lena said she was killed instantly, and Griff’s brakes failing would only be good if they resulted in a long and awful-

My phone goes off and I blink, plunging back down to earth.

It rings again. I shift wearily on the window seat, and get the phone out of my pocket. In the darkened room, Rob’s name glows on the lighted screen.

“I had a bad feeling,” he says. “You okay?”

“Maintaining,” I lie. And I shudder, because I haven’t stopped seeing that photo of young fat Griff; still feel the sick of my half hour wrapped around the toilet. “You have ESP?”

“Sometimes. For you, yes.”

Again, I wish I could pour out my whole story to him – and my murderous intentions – but I’m not that crazy. He can’t be involved one bit. “What’s up?”

“Sorry it’s late, but I found out something. A friend in one of my classes is a former cop, so I asked him to look into that Lena Martin murder. As far as they’ve gotten, anyway.”

My whole body tightens. “And?”

“She’d complained to the police that she was getting threatening calls…from a burner. They couldn’t trace it.”

“Threatening…?”

“Some creepy mechanical voice told her to keep her mouth shut or die. She didn’t know what she was supposed to keep her mouth shut about. Days later she was sure she was being followed. Ran to her place on East Fourteenth and locked up fast.”

“Shrinks have scary patients.”

“The cops say she didn’t have any scary patients. Just people going through personal stuff…no one threatening or dangerous according to Lena’s receptionist.” Rob hesitates. “Her patients loved her, from all accounts.”

“It must have been your basic awful city mugging.” I really do want to believe that.

“Maybe not! It’s too close to crooked Tilden. Shrinks hear everything from their patients. Could Kate Tilden have told Lena anything that the dear boy would mind?”

My lips part. Now would be the time to tell about the money closet. But I don’t really know if there’s any connection between it and what happened to Lena. And no way do I want to reveal my knowledge of the money closet – and Tilden catching me stealing on tape. I’m ashamed. Start with a little, and I’d have to tell the whole story.

“It’s possible.” I fight to keep my voice steady. “But today was just the first day. What terrible could happen on the first day? The dear boy wants me to fix his wife – that’ll take a day or two more.”

“You trying to be funny?”

“No. Sorry.”

Rob exhales defeatedly, then is quiet for a moment. “How bad is it between the warring pair?”

“She has fantasies of killing him.” And maybe I’ll help.

He groans. “Hey,” he says, very gently as if talking me off a ledge. “This sounds beyond bad. That fight Emile said they had in front of him? They came close to killing each other. They still might – you should get out of there.”

“I will. I just need…”

My voice just shook, and Rob heard it. “I’m going to drive up to see you. We can talk.”

“You have classes.”

“I’ll skip them! Rooney – do you hear me? What the hell besides money is keeping you in that snake pit?”

“Just the money…” I say lamely. Plus the cruelty of rejecting one innocent little girl. Threatening her mother so badly that she had to leave town and change her name. Ducking child support and shooting someone’s dog. I close my eyes, giving in to the bitterness Mom warned me about.

Then I take a deep breath.

“Tomorrow I’ll wake up and realize you’re right and I’m crazy.” I like Rob…a lot. Really more than that, and it pains me to be devious with him. “Maybe there is more I want to get off my chest. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Rob sighs, and his grim silence stretches. “In the meantime – what else can I say except the same damn thing. Watch your back. Text if anything - and if you get any burner calls run out of that house!”

“Will do. Will do.”

We disconnect, and the bedroom falls silent. The whole house is too silent, as if it’s listening.

Listening?

My head jerks up, and I look around. Oh God, could Tilden have bugged my bedroom? Heard my conversation with Rob? I struggle with that, and decide maybe not. More likely he’d have a new bug already in Kate’s room, in which case he would have heard us talking about failed brakes and “what happened to Lena.”

Then what?

His room is right down the hall from me.

I get up, move to my duffle, and change into my old jeans and sweatshirt. I’ve decided to sleep in my clothes. I also pull out my box cutter, push the blade out long and sharp, and slide it under my pillow.

Then I get under just the blanket throw, hoping for sleep.
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“Rooney, come! No lake, we have to work - I’ll explain!”

Kate sounds panicked on the phone. I’ve barely slept, just showered and pulled on fresh clothes, but okay. It’s not yet nine, and my adrenaline surges. Day two in this house…

Faster. I have to figure what I’m going to do faster.

I straighten the blanket throw, re-hide my box cutter, and move out to the hall. Tilden’s door at the end is closed tight, but he’s somewhere in the house. In his office, probably. Business meetings already or…watching us.

And Betts is just coming up the stairs, carrying breakfast on a silver tray. “For both of you,” she says, giving that hoity-toity smile of hers and a quick, disparaging look at my jeans. My good black ones, not the ones torn at the knees.

“Mr. Tilden is a firm believer in the French approach to breakfast - in bed, if possible,” she says importantly. “Or at least in privacy because it’s uncivilized having to speak before breakfast.”

“Yeah, that’s how we do it in Brooklyn.”

She titters.

I look at piles of bacon beside scrambled eggs, bagels, croissants, jam, and a big pot of coffee.

“Very nice,” I say, recalling living on Pop Tarts and not just for breakfast. It also occurs that that tray looks heavy. Betts is what? Early fifties? She is strong, but buxom maid Cammy also looked strong. Why didn’t she carry up the tray unless…Kate doesn’t like her?

I accompany the housekeeper into Kate’s bedroom where she lays breakfast out on the desk. Cups and saucers, little plates, pastries in a basket. I look around. Where’s Kate?

Splashing water turns off in the bathroom and she emerges, in Lululemon leggings and a pullover, toweling her face and looking guiltily at the food.

“Not how every writer starts her day,” she says.

She’s a writer already? Okay…I almost sympathize because she looks worse than I do. There are dark circles under her eyes and drawn lines around her mouth. She looks older.

Betts is pouring coffee into mugs. “The pastry’s fresh, just delivered,” she tells Kate musically. “Eat it, please. Honestly, you’ve gotten so thin!” She reaches to squeeze Kate’s shoulder as we both sit. I see her phone poking out of her dress pocket. “Bony! Your shoulder feels like a coat hanger! Pretty soon your size two clothes will be too big on you.”

Kate cringes. “You sound like Griff.”

“Well, he’s concerned, you know he is,” Betts says. “He’s also delighted” – she glances at me – “about new beginnings. For all of us.”

How curious. She’d already left when we had dinner last night, but she quotes Griff’s wine toast like he’s just repeated it to her today. They definitely confer regularly about us…me… I look again at her phone in her pocket. For in-house reports, no doubt.

Kate mutters fake enthusiasm for new beginnings, and the housekeeper leaves.

I lean closer and ask, “No lake? I thought we were going to go out.” Despite my violent fantasies, I want to hear her talk more about failing brakes. Or the dangers of night swimming in the pool…see how I feel about it.

She’s nervously pulling raisins out of a bagel, making little piles of them. “I’ve decided,” she says. “Today is going to be my second completely sober day, and I want to prove myself. Griff was in earlier to see if I was up – mocking, impatient. ‘You going to get to it or just waste time?’ the louse said. Can you believe it?”

“No, I’m shocked, just shocked.”

Sarcasm escapes her. She sips black coffee and pulls out more raisins. “I do want to go out but my healing ego’s at stake…so can we please work a little first? Be seen starting at least? Griff’s still in the house. He’s coming back.”

“Fine.” I sip coffee. Not fine. What is the Beast coming back for? To check on Kate’s progress – and mine in “fixing” her? Hey, psycho – it’s only day two!

I turn subtly and peer around the room. No winking, tiny lights that I can see, but this time he could have hidden his surveillance better. My stomach clenches with growing fear. Rob was more right than he knew. Has Tilden guessed who I am? I should get out of here ASAP, maybe cut his brakes first and be done with it-

“You understand, don’t you?” Kate breaks into my thoughts. Her eyes plead and she nearly whispers. “My ego is trying to recover. I need to prove myself especially because I hate Griff.”

“Of course,” I placate, eyeing a dagger-like letter opener next to what looks like a stack of invitations. “Recovery will come. Baby steps like anybody.”

When not drunk, she is hyper and needy. She could have opened her messy notes and folder without me instead of that frantic phone call. Clearly, she likes being dependent, and Betts has made her more so. I think of her bossy tone comparing Kate’s shoulders to coat hangers. And the soapy froth Betts left around Kate’s tub drain late yesterday.

“Your housekeeper’s kind of overly maternal,” I say in low tones. “Don’t you mind?”

Kate’s face twists. “She’s Griff’s enforcer. Protects him, always has.”

Always? How far back does “always” go?

I file the question for later, because Kate is suddenly rummaging in her desk drawer. From it she pulls her dog-eared manila folder and plops it down next to her coffee. She pushes three cute snow globes and the letter opener aside, opens the folder groaning, and slides pages to me.

“Just start a look at it? Hurry, Griff is coming,” she says nervously. “I want us to look busy.”
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I sigh and start reading. We eat and I skim.

The first few pages are readable printouts, describing Kate’s childhood in an old Victorian house in Brooklyn’s Park Slope. Much nicer than my shabby Crown Heights neighborhood. In their early days, they had a poodle and a maid who came in days. I skim faster, flipping pages trying to forget my mother’s struggles, that photo of fat and leering, seventeen-year-old Griff.

I have a duplicate! Kate doesn’t know…

More pages. She was an only child. Her mother was a serious alcoholic always in bed with “migraines,” and her father was a creep. Always touching her, insisting that she sit on his lap and hugging her too tight. By age eleven came the sex abuse, and the forced marches to child modeling auditions that Kate hated. But the kids’ agencies loved her. By age fourteen she was pulling in real money when her father lost all of his. She was the family breadwinner.

The rigors of modeling increased, as did her father’s pressure and sexual abuse. On those occasions, Kate taught herself to go away in her mind. Just leave for someplace nicer, and only think of that nice place until the abuse was over.

I lean back and give another sigh. So far it’s some story, but Kate has packed in too much in the first few pages, an info dump like a Wikipedia list. Oh, this will take work.

“Is it okay?” she asks worriedly, seeing me take a break.

“It’s good,” I lie. She looks gratified until I sigh and add that most books go through many drafts. “Writing is re-writing, always. Even Hemingway said every first draft is shit.”

Her face falls. She turns her head and looks longingly out the window. She’ll never have the tolerance for writing’s drudgery.

I go back to skimming pages.

Her father was oppressive, demanding. No one spoke in their lonely household, except for his two constant commands: “Behave…and just stay pretty. Beauty wins.”

She took his orders seriously.

So I stayed pretty, really worked at it. And I discovered the power of sex early on: old-fashioned coyness coupled with seductive looks and tight clothes. Some of my boyfriends were rich, from the fancier part of Park Slope and one from Manhattan. Miraculously, I got good grades too and made it to college. But it was a mistake to go to New York University. I should have hidden in some small-town college, away from my father and talent scouts…

She was approached by a major modeling agency, and success bowled away her studies. She stopped hitting the books and never graduated. By age twenty-two she was earning very big money, and met Griff Tilden.

I was a model at a fundraiser, and after we did the catwalk I changed into my tight blue backless dress and mingled. Griff came up to me, smiling and charming, staring deep into my eyes and then into my cleavage. I let him, and pressed in closer. Within minutes we were behind a pillar, with him kissing me hard and running his hand down my-

Here the printout gets messy. Red wine smears through stabbed pencil scratch-outs. I have to follow arrows and rotate the page to read fraught scrawls in the margins, crossed out again and then torn by eraser scrubbings. She’s writing drunk here…but it’s better, more passionate and felt.

I tell her that.

She twitches an unhappy smile, then goes back to pushing her raisins around.

“There were problems too in the beginning,” she says. “Like…Griff’s jealousy was bad. He’d mind if I so much as spoke to another man.” Kate’s hands start to shake. “Parties and gatherings were a minefield. I had to be charming but not seem remotely to flirt. He…raged a lot. On the other hand, I was thrilled. Wow, I thought. I meant that much to this rich handsome guy.”

“His controlling didn’t sound an alarm?”

“Sure,” Kate says bitterly. “But I also learned that rebelling was a fast way to lose him so I, uh, behaved. Like dear Daddy taught me.”

Her eyes lift to me, round and filling. “That’s when I started making my pact with the devil,” she says softly. “Also hating myself-”

“Well, this looks promising.” Tilden strides in, his hands on the knot of his red power tie as he tightens it. He looks rested and handsome in a dark business suit, his eyes bright and his hair slicked back. “Hard at work already?”

“That’s right,” I say, feeling my blood turn to ice. I want to grab the letter opener, leap up at him in a wild rage and say, “Surprise! Remember Susan Finch? Guess who I am!” Then kill him.

He flashes a grin. “Busy bees, that’s good. Beats hangovers – right, Kate?”

She glares at her raisins.

“Right, Kate?” he presses. “Second day of sobriety. Fingers crossed you can stick to it.”

She gives him a cold stare. “I plan to.”

He beams. “Bravo! Well, I’m off to a meeting in the city. Keep writing.” He leans in to kiss her on the cheek. She stiffens. He straightens and points cheerily to the strewn papers on the desk.

“Work will make you feel good again. Maybe good enough to let me back in the bedroom?”

Her eyes say she’d kill him first.

He gives an indifferent shrug. “Well, hit those keys, ladies. See you tonight. Oh wait - no I won’t. I’ll be back late.”

He starts for the door and then turns back. “I almost forgot, Rooney. Your car’s being delivered. Transmission’s fixed. They’ll be bringing it around eleven, maybe sooner.”

I mutter thanks through my teeth.

“You planning on going out?”

“Later.”

“Where to?” He’s sarcastic. “You just started your great opus.”

“We may head for the Canadian border. Or Mexico.”

He laughs. “Pull a Thelma and Louise? Just remember – they wound up dead.” He gives a mocking wave and leaves.

Kate lets out a shuddering breath. She seemed to disappear into herself when Griff was here, like she described doing during her father’s abuse.

We wait until we hear the garage doors below crank open, and the hum of Griff’s black Cadillac Escalade rev and disappear down the driveway. I’ve seen it from the window. Such luxury for the Beast…

My pulse is roaring as I look back to Kate. “He’s gone,” I say. “Now you can go out. With the choice between my old Mazda or your new Porsche since you’re sober.” I gesture. “Choose.”

Kate almost smiles. “Ugly. I love that you named it.”

“But a new Porsche! Have you ever driven it?”

“Yes. In town and twice to the city, but he kept checking my mileage…with ‘where did you go? What did you do?’” She pauses bitterly. “I don’t trust that Porsche anyway. It would be like him to hide one of those tracking devices in it. He’s so sick.”

I nod slowly.

“I can’t live like this.” Kate gives me a look like she did last night, talking about failed brakes and Griff falling off a cliff.

I breathe in and look away. “We’ll talk about it.”

Sounds from outside draw our attention to the window. I get up and go to it. Just pulling up in the driveway are a white pickup truck and, behind it, my old Mazda. “Hey, my car’s here.”

A man gets out of the truck and joins the guy who drove my Mazda. They talk, then advance toward the kitchen door.

I cross the room back to Kate. She’s staring miserably at one of her pages. “Let’s get out of here now. C’mon. Fresh air and freedom.”

“Oh God, yes,” she says.

She grabs her things and we head for the door. We stop in my guest room for my bag, and then go down the stairs.
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“Going somewhere?”

Betts looks up from handing an envelope to one of the two men. He’s a big, rough-looking individual with a blond goatee. A second man, small, dark and wiry, keenly watches the envelope. Neither watches Cammy unloading grocery bags that have just been delivered. She has two blouse buttons opened, complaining that she’s hot.

Kate gives Betts some lame answer about needing fresh air, while I eye the men. The big one has opened the envelope and is counting bills – all hundreds - while Betts looks like she really wishes he wouldn’t.

“Four hundrit,” the big one complains. “It was supposed to be five hundrit.”

Four or five hundred just for delivering my car? Why? Betts dickers with the men, and Kate chimes in with surprise at the price. The kid who delivered the groceries is also shifting on his feet, waiting for a tip. Betts is flustered and distracted.

Good.

I turn to Cammy, who is hoisting heavy grocery bags onto the center island.

“It is hot, isn’t it?” I say. From a large carton she’s lifting two bags at a time, sweating. Her dark ponytail swings. She looks even prettier with her cheeks flushed.

“I’ll say,” she huffs and rolls her eyes. “Late August is tricky, hot by day, chilly at night.” Simultaneously, she’s sizing me up in my black jeans and T-shirt, a contrast to Kate in her designer duds. We’re both employees, so we’re pals.

“Let me help you.”

“Hey, awesome.” Cammy even has fetching dimples. “Thanks.”

I grab one bulging bag and follow her as she carries two bulging bags into a pantry. It is huge, its shelves crammed floor to ceiling with enough canned goods for a restaurant. Cammy is complaining about her little apartment.

“Crappy! Not even air-conditioned,” she says, reaching, starting to fill shelves.

“No air conditioning? That’s awful.”

“Mr. Tilden offered to pay to have it put in and the landlady went, ‘No, no, the wiring’s too old!’ She’s neurotic about her rotting little house burning down, but I wasn’t about to move back in with Mom.” Cammy leans past me and peeks uneasily out to see if anyone’s heard.

“Mom?” I echo.

“Yeah.” Cammy rolls her eyes again, and her voice drops. “Mrs. Betts is my mother but I wanted my own place.”

“She was okay with that?” I lean on the jamb.

“She was fine with it – delighted in fact when Griff said he might move me in here. Have you seen that storage room off the garage? He says if I continue my good work, he’ll have it made into a nice room for me. Redecorated, even!”

“Oh, great.” She went fast from Mr. Tilden to calling him Griff.

“So I’m working my tail off,” Cammy says, “trying to please him in every way I can.” She lifts a brow and smiles leeringly.

I return the look and drop my voice. “He is good-looking, isn’t he?”

“Omigod, he’s…” The girl steps closer, first peeking out again to the kitchen. “I mean…don’t repeat but some people don’t appreciate what they have.”

“So true.”

I stop right there because I’m suddenly aware of Kate behind me. Ugh, this isn’t good. She looks in, and Cammy goes all defensive and pale.

“I’ve ordered those damson plums you like, Mrs. Tilden. Five cans!” She bends to hoist a carton and her breasts bulge.

“It’s Mr. Tilden who likes them,” Kate says sourly, her expression darkening to see Cammy’s opened buttons. Knives have been sent and received, likely not for the first time. And I remember Betts carrying the heavy breakfast tray up instead of her stronger daughter.

Cammy turns away fast to the shelves. And I guess suddenly why Betts tries to keep Kate weak, dependent and down. She’s hoping her daughter will take Kate’s place?

The housekeeper appears suddenly behind Kate. “What’s all this?” she says, giving me a cold stare. How long has she been listening?

“Damson plums,” Kate announces drily, with her arms folding tightly across her skinny chest. “We’re having a discussion about plums.”

“Cammy,” Betts orders. “Go ask those men if they’d like some lemonade.”

“Sure Mom. Anything you say, Mom.” The girl makes a face, but it’s clear who rules. Betts obviously got her the job.

The girl eases past us, sweating with buttons undone, to the two men. The bigger one looks up from stuffing his bills into his envelope, and the wiry one eyes Cammy’s buttons. Neither wants lemonade, but they flirt and Cammy flirts back.

Extraordinary that Betts pushed her daughter out to them. And it’s clear that she really came to distract Cammy from talking to me. These two definitely have an agenda in this house.

Betts gives me another cold stare, and announces that she’ll inspect the pantry’s new contents.

I tug at Kate’s arm. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Both men follow as we go out. They head for their truck parked in front of the Mazda.

“Cammy looks like trouble,” I say in low tones. “Why do you tolerate that?”

“Do I have a choice?” Kate grimaces. “She took a year off from college to save up. Griff’s helping…isn’t that nice?”

She’s been hung over so much. There’s no way she knows about Tilden’s visits to Cammy’s place to “fix her air-conditioning.” It’s also unlikely she knows about his implied promise to have the girl live in.

Meanwhile I’m aware of the two men watching us.

I feel their eyes and cringe as we reach the Mazda. It looks polished and dents have been smoothed. “Nice job,” I tell them tensely as I circle the car. “Do you usually charge that much to deliver?”

“Not likely,” smirks the bigger one, and the smaller one laughs. “We did extra. Lots extra.” What did he mean by that? His front teeth make an X.

They leave in the white truck. My shoulders relax, and we slide into the Mazda. The front seat still sags; they didn’t fix that. We throw our purses in back and I start the engine. “Three cheers, the transmission’s fixed.”

“Betts is watching us from the window,” Kate says resentfully. “Look at that. Not even trying to be subtle.”

I look that way just as the kitchen window’s white curtains snap closed.

The bad feeling I’ve had about that housekeeper is more than confirmed. Yet the figure closing the curtains was just a silhouette, and I’m not sure it was Betts. It could have been Cammy.

I decide to say nothing, though. Kate clearly hates both of them.
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“She watches and watches me,” Kate rants as we head down the driveway. “In ways Mina suffocates worse than Griff.”

“Mina?” I’m still seeing those kitchen curtains snap closed. A cold feeling goes through me.

“Mina is Betts’s first name. Mina the hyena. She suffocates worse because she’s always there, creeping around and listening.” Kate thrusts her palms forward, imitating feet creeping around. “It’s for my own good, she insists. Her job is to keep me in one piece, Griff’s orders. So heartwarming, such bullshit. I mean, she’s paid to do it.”

I remind Kate that I’m paid too. She reminds me that I showed care for her before Griff offered me the job – which wasn’t to hound and demean her like some oppressive mother hen. “Or spy,” she adds bitterly.

“Like living in a prison,” I murmur.

“Worse,” Kate insists. “The bars are invisible but I feel so hemmed in. Sometimes I think Griff likes me being weak and hung over. God forbid I should ever really become strong.”

“Some powerful men want weak little girl wives.”

“Boy, you put your finger on it,” she says plaintively. “Do you think that’s what’s going on?”

“I think you have to save yourself.”

I do feel sympathy for Kate. But sympathy can be bad…dangerous, even. It could keep me here longer, slow me down.

And my chest feels tight. Those kitchen curtains snapping closed – likely Betts nervous that Cammy let the cat out of the bag about Tilden moving her in. Betts had been eavesdropping. Are they both now worried that I’ll tell Kate?

This isn’t good. I feel watched.

A stretch limo passes us going the other way. I get a glimpse of the driver – dark-haired and middle aged – but it gives me an in to something that’s been bugging me.

“Your driver Wyatt,” I say. “What’s his story? He seems to like you.”

“Wyatt? Oh…yes, he’s a good guy. Very protective when he can, but he lives in town.”

“You mentioned there was someone you thought you could love,” I say more carefully.

“Well…” Kate sighs. “That never…happened. I didn’t have the nerve and it wasn’t Wyatt - who isn’t exactly our driver. He’s an artist, really. Lives and paints above a hardware store, leases his limo and drives people to supplement his income.” Kate hesitates. “Plus he’s gay.”

Oh. I bite my lip. Dare I ask who was the almost-lover? No, because it didn’t happen so drop it.

There’s something more pressing on my mind.

I blow out a heavy breath, driving faster as we pass stone walls, vast lawns and shaded woods. Neighboring properties are acres apart. I wait for the road to get more heavily wooded, see a spot, and slow down.

“What?” Kate says, surprised.

“I want to look for something.” I’ve pulled over and I’m already getting out. Since we left the house I’ve been obsessing about this.

Kate climbs out too, hovering as I crouch to check under the rear fender and run my fingers inside it. Nothing. I move next to check the right rear wheel’s well…and again, nothing.

“I’m being either careful or paranoid,” I say, moving past Kate to the other rear wheel well, finding nothing there either. Then I straighten and move to the front wheels.

She follows, brow bunched. “But what are you doing?”

In the right front wheel well I find it, feel shock and pull it out. “Looking for this,” I say, straightening, holding up something very small and black. “It’s a tracker. You gave me the idea when you mentioned Griff bugging the Porsche, and those guys smirking that they did extra work confirmed it.”

I waggle the thing in my hand. “My ex did this to me – another sick guy. I couldn’t figure how he always knew where I was, and then a mechanic found it. Griff probably knows where we are this very second.”

“Oh God.” Kate’s hand claps to her face. “Even out of the house he has me locked up! He’s everywhere - or hires people to watch me.” Her face crumples and she starts to cry. “Did he tell those men his wife is troubled and he has to keep tabs on me?”

“What do they care? They got paid.” I’m seething and scared too. So we’re both being watched.

“I can’t get away from him!”

I stare down at the device in my hand. “If he’s watching this he’s wondering why we stopped here in the middle of nowhere.” My voice is shaking. “Let’s get back in. No, wait. Stand over there for a bit.”

Kate paces the road’s shoulder, bereft and whimpering, while I clamber around the car’s interior. I search under the front seat and dashboard and then climb over the back seat and search there.

“Can’t find more,” I mutter through the open door, on one knee looking up from the floor. But my fists clench. My car – Tilden bugged my car. If I drive off even without Kate – to New York or anywhere - he’ll be tracking me.

I let out a huge, pent-up breath. “Okay, onward.”

Kate gets back in, and my fury builds as I drive. She sobs, trying to speak. I make a shushing noise with my finger, pretend to hold a mic, and then poke the seat’s fabric. Could they have put a mic inside the upholstery?

This isn’t paranoia anymore.

“Just show me the sights,” I say, feeling my heart hammer. “The town, then the lake.”

Kate sniffles, nods, and stares wildly ahead through bloodshot eyes.

It’s what we spoke of last night at dinner. Nothing the Beast would find suspicious, and I don’t want his guard up more than it probably already is. He only pretended to hire me for Kate. He wants me under his thumb until…what?

A sense of awful inevitability mounts in my chest.

We drive through the colonial center of town – pretty if you’re a tourist - and then, tremulous, Kate directs me through leafy roads to where maples and oaks give way to a stretch of evergreens.

She points. “Pull over there.”
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A break in the shaded forest overlooks a view of sparkling blue water. I park in a small visitors’ area, and we get out. “We can speak freely here,” I say walking. “No bugs listening.”

“Can I cry and scream obscenities?”

“Maybe not.”

At the water’s edge, we head past two benches to a flat boulder, where we sit and gaze out. The vista is gorgeous and I can almost breathe again. Kate has resumed weeping, head bent, using her pullover to mop her face. “What can I do,” she whimpers. “What can I do?”

I’m silent for a long moment, trying to calm. Then it’s time for something else I’ve been obsessing about.

“How long has Betts worked for Griff?” I ask abruptly. “You said she’s always protected him.”

“What? Oh…” Kate roots in her bag for tissues. “Mina worked for his parents, actually. Was kind of an assistant housekeeper and took Griff under her wing.”

She doesn’t see my shock. So Betts must have known my mother?

“Not that he’d let her baby him.” Kate adds, mopping her tears. “But he knew she felt sorry for him. His father bullied him terribly.”

Breath has left me. “Was she there when” - my voice catches – “that rape accusation? The young maid?”

“Yes. It was awful. The girl went to the police, but Betts sided with the family and said Griff must have been tempted. It was the old he-said she-said, and his father was a patron of every town philanthropy.” Kate’s lip quivers. “The phony! At home he was cruel. Alcoholic. Treated Griff’s mother very badly, some relative told me. Physically threatened her.”

“But Betts must have known the maid. Did she have nothing kind to say about her character?”

“Well, between feeling protective of poor, bullied Griff and wanting to keep her job…you can imagine.” Kate shrugs helplessly. “That was way before my time. Such a sad story. Did I mention they told Griff the girl committed suicide?”

“Yes.”

“He must have known it was a lie, because later there was talk about a baby, and some attempted lawsuit from the other side that got…” Kate falters.

“Threatened and harassed?” I’m exploding, trying not to cry. “Stomped on?”

“Yes. Poor people can’t afford lawyers. Great system we have, isn’t it? Griff won’t talk about it.”

Kate tosses a pebble into the water and frowns, watching it disappear. “The tiniest splash, then brief ripples and nothing,” she sighs. “That’s life, isn’t it?”

I say nothing, barely hearing her through the pounding in my ears.

She kind of shakes herself, then heaves in a shuddering breath. “So how can I escape my prison?”

I stare at her. She has no idea who I am. “Leave,” I say again.

“I told you, I can’t. He’d find me and literally destroy me.” Kate looks out across the water, a suddenly wild look in her reddened eyes. “I have to do something. Will you help me?”

And there it is. The official, desperate request and her words are clear. I take a long moment, saying nothing. My heart thuds sickly.

She seems to find my silence an answer, and her shoulders slump. Then she gestures. “See that?”

I follow her gaze, squinting against the dropping sun. Some fierce-looking bird is swooping down. There’s a frantic splashing of water, and it seizes a struggling fish. Then up the bird soars, the little fish fighting desperately in its talons. The sight sends a chill of sorrow through me.

“That’s an osprey.” Kate’s voice trembles, and she looks at me. “They’re powerful. They kill and take what they want. That’s the way the world works, right?”

“Oh yeah.”

She has asked me to help kill her husband, but she’s weak and I’ve got my own ideas. A different fear is also swelling in my chest. Okay, I’ve seen his damned face and enjoyed my fantasies, but could I really do what I thought I could? The thought of killing a man is suddenly terrifying, and Kate is pulling me into it.

She takes a breath. “He uses Xanax a lot.”

“Oh?”

“He’s built a tolerance to it. He’s crazy enough to use Xanax and booze for sleep. Keeps whiskey by his bed and the pills in his bedside drawer.”

“Does anyone else know about that?” My hands spring sweat. I wipe them on my jeans.

“Just Betts. She’s horrified and tries to take the pills away from him. Then he takes mine, so she gets nowhere.”

“You use Xanax too?”

“I did before I started drinking more. The pills scare me.”

“They should. So let him take his Xanax - lots and lots. You don’t need me for that.”

I regret those words as soon as I say them, recalling my old thrills from Shakespearean violence. My obsession about knives stabbing, spears impaling, poisons taking long, agonizing soliloquies to work…and I realize that Griff slipping gently into a narcotic sleep would disappoint me.

No. If I really do something…for his sins Griff will have to pay more. Something hideously long and painful. Turn him slowly on a spit? Watch him burn slow-mo in hell? They would come close, but I’d like it to be bloody too…

“I’ve been talking crazy, haven’t I?” Kate sighs.

“Mm-m.”

“Maybe I just need time…away. A chance to think. What’s your apartment like?”

“A dump.”

There’s desperation in her eyes. “I’d love to see it. Maybe hide out there for a day or two…try to figure out what to do.”

“Griff wouldn’t permit.”

“But if you say it’s for work!” The wild look comes back to her. “Sorting through my thoughts near my old neighborhood.”

“You’d hate my place. The shower’s either too hot or too cold, the floorboards squeak and it’s tiny. Brooklyn has hotels.”

“He’d bust in and grease palms! But if you say your place would be healing? A step toward restoring a brand new me?”

I give a shrug. “We could try.” What else can I say?

Kate suddenly frowns again. “Wait. Griff said he’s working late. I want to broach the subject tonight but can’t, he might be very late.” Her fists clench. “Maybe I should stop being so timid and just cut the brakes on his car. How do you do that?”

“Bad idea. Cops would find it in a second.”

“His mother was taking heart medicine that can kill in an overdose. I still have it.”

“They’d find it on autopsy.”

Kate’s face falls. “Oh…why am I even kidding myself? Two days at your place wouldn’t help anyway. Even if he did agree – which he wouldn’t – it would be over too fast and I’d be back where I started. In prison! Like any convict who escapes for two days and gets caught. I need a drink. I’m going crazy. Help me. Please help me.”

“Let me think,” I say evasively, because now I really do have to think. And faster. Two full days are almost up - and there’s more about this family I want to know.

I just realized that killing Griff wouldn’t be enough…

“Let’s go back. We’ll ponder this, okay?”

“Okay.” A sickly smile creeps across Kate’s face, like she thinks we’re now conspirators. Are we? We’ll see.

We get to our feet, dust off our pants, and start heading to the car.

Just once, Kate turns to look back. In the darkening shafts of light, the osprey is circling near the water again, looking to dive-bomb more prey.

“Oh…”

“Don’t look.” I grab her arm and pull her, hoping the next little fishie escapes.
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My phone goes off in the car. I switch to Bluetooth and greet Rob, who sounds like he’s in a bar.

“I am,” he says. “A local place.”

“What about your classes?”

“I skipped ’em.” His voice is tense. “It’s something important, can you meet me?”

“I guess.” I feel myself frown. Rob’s in town? He’s found something else we need to talk about? Kate has scrunched down in her seat, looking drained and out of it. I tell her that a friend wants to meet, and she’s fine with it. She just wants to lie down.

“Just drop me off,” she sighs.

So I do. We’ve nearly reached her house and it’s only four miles back into town. Her face is wan as she climbs out. She rounds the front of the car and leans on my open window.

“I changed my mind, please don’t be long,” she pleads. “Actually, I can’t stand being alone.”

“Betts and Cammy aren’t company, huh?”

“You trying to be funny?”

“No. Sorry.”

“I also want a drink. Bad.”

“Don’t. You’ll set yourself back.”

Her face screws up. “Ever hear that movie line, ‘I feel sorry for people who don’t drink. When they wake up in the morning, that’s as good as they’re going to feel all day.’”

“Yeah, I’ve heard it. And hangovers are fun, right? Please, Kate. Stay away from it.”

“God, I’ll try.” She looks up and around at the day gone suddenly gray. “Where’d the sun go? The weather’s gotten depressing. Now I feel worse depressed.”

I tell her I’ll be as quick as possible. “It’s a special friend. He probably just wants a hug.”

“Oh well, then.” She straightens from the window and tries to smile, but it comes out as a lonely grimace. That look stays on her face as she steps away and I turn the car, give an uneasy wave, and head back out.

The day has definitely darkened, with heavy rain clouds moving in. I follow the easy directions Rob gave to Smith’s Saloon - it’s right on the town’s main drag - and park. The first raindrops fall on the windshield.

Inside, it’s still fairly empty with dim lighting over old floorboards, a long bar, and booths off to the side. Sports stations are playing on the overhead TVs, but their sound is turned down. It isn’t quite the happy hour yet…and what a misnomer that is.

I see Rob with his beer at the end of the bar, and go to him. We hug fiercely, and I can’t believe how good I feel to see him. His aftershave smells so nice. If I had stayed in Brooklyn instead of getting into all this, well…

He orders a beer for me and – forget dainty - I guzzle half of it right down. It is cold and wonderful and I feel my aching head start to clear. “Zowie,” I say, slamming my glass back down.

“Bad day?” The dim light shows his features, so handsome as he smiles. He’s in jeans and his muscles ripple under his white T-shirt. I fight off the ache that gives me.

“Stressful,” I answer, and breathe in. “So what’s the something important?”

He glances at a stout, middle-aged woman wiping glasses behind the bar, and she smiles at him.

“Let’s go over there.” He gestures to an empty booth. We go, sit opposite each other, and Rob leans across to me. His expression turns serious. The candle between us glows on his features.

“I heard something,” he says. “Namely, that Kate Tilden’s adored shrink Lena Martin fell off the wagon and spilled her guts. Here.”

I stare at him. Thunder rumbles outside. “Fell off… You mean she…”

“Had been an alcoholic.” Rob’s lips press. “Her credit cards were used here three nights before she was murdered. She’d had a few and poured her heart out to the owner, Ginny – that’s her behind the bar. Lena was broken-hearted about some unnamed patient who suddenly couldn’t see her anymore. Rather, the patient’s husband blocked her and had the door slammed in her face.”

I stare at him.

“Sound like anyone you know?”

“To a T.” Something icy shoots through me. I glance across at the bar owner now gabbing with customers. “This…Ginny made the connection?”

“Not till the police came to interview her because of Lena’s credit cards. She hadn’t heard about the murder.” Rob turns his beer glass. “Lena told her that she’d driven up for a requested appointment with a patient who’d been drinking heavily. She got to the house and was turned away, told that her services were no longer needed. That was around seven in the evening, after Lena had seen her other patients in the city. She was heartbroken. Thought she’d been making such progress with her patient – then wham, they shut the door in her face.”

“They the husband?” Nausea grips me.

“The housekeeper, who was told to. Enjoyed acting the stiff snob.”

Thunder cracks again outside. I glance at a couple entering in wet jackets, gabbing and greeting.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I murmur. “Kate was attached to Lena Martin. Doing better with her help…devastated when she was killed.” The awful words stick in my throat. “It was also in Tilden’s self-interest that she be helped.”

“Not if the good doctor knew something she shouldn’t have.” Rob slugs his beer, puts his glass down, and meets my eyes. “I’ve been digging. It turns out that Tilden’s in worse trouble than I thought. Rumors say he owes millions and is hiding millions. Net worth close to zero.”

“Net worth – what?”

“He could be close to broke. No one knows. He can’t wire to his offshore accounts because the Feds are watching him – so where are his hidden millions? A lot of it’s been laundered, probably. Converted into art or gold, jewels…” Rob’s lips press again. “He’d need well-placed friends for that. What do you bet some of them were at those two parties we catered? Grinning, backslapping, planning to kill each other - or him? He’s a crook.”

The ceiling caves in, that’s how it feels. Suddenly there’s a roaring in my head, and I have to get out of here. Have to – what?

Unburden.

“Where’s your car parked?” I ask shakily.

“In back.” Rob’s worried eyes search mine. “What’s wrong? You’re suddenly pale as a ghost.”

“I’ll tell you. Let’s get out of here.”
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Rain pounds the windshield. A crack of thunder booms, and we huddle. Rob has taken me into his arms because I’m shaking, and not just from the chill. We got soaked running to the car.

I’m also shaking from what I’m telling him, which is just half the story…nothing about my murderous obsession and why.

I just tell him about that second time we worked at Tilden’s. How Kate, drunk, threw her pearls into the money closet, and I helped her to bed. Bribes, payoffs and kickbacks, she called that money…and yes, there were jewels in there too. All kinds of blazing jewelry hanging out of drawers. Stupid me – I was stressed and joined Kate for two brandies. Lost my head. The money was dirty, illegal, stacked in drawers like wrapped bricks, so after Kate passed out I took a wrapped stack of hundred-dollar bills, figuring no one would notice.

And Tilden caught me. On tape.

“He’d been surveilling his wife?” Rob asks incredulously.

I’m stunned. No reaction at all from him to the fact that I’d stolen. Well, from a crook. Rob’s face shows mixed emotions: one seeming to ask who wouldn’t have been tempted in that situation…the other still creeped out that Tilden was taping his wife.

Another boom of thunder makes me shudder. “That closet is his treasury. Kate also had some almost a romance in that bedroom. He minded.”

“He’s certifiable. Dangerous.” Rob squeezes me tighter. “You have to get out of there. If you know about that money closet it’s…” He stops suddenly.

I look at him. He’s so sharp, and his expression is newly alarmed.

“Do you realize Tilden faked hiring you for his wife?”

“Yes,” I say numbly. “He can’t report me to the police, because then he’d have to reveal his money closet and where the loot all came from. It would finish him.” I stare out at the rain pelting the windshield. “I finally figured it out.”

“Money can blind anyone.”

But in my earlier state of mind, did it really matter? No. Because that whole getting caught played into my hands. At least, played into what I thought I had wanted.

“You have to get out of there,” Rob says again, very quietly but his eyes are urgent. “Lena Martin talked too much at Smith’s three nights before she was murdered. She was the shrink who knew too much. Now you know too much.”

It hits that this was a mistake. Tell a little and out comes the whole thing. I frown a little, suddenly struggling to back away – okay, rationalize - because I need more time.

“Isn’t it possible,” I ask shakily, “that there’s no connection between me and what happened to Lena? Except that Tilden needed a stand-in for Kate, 24/7.”

“What are the odds, Rooney!”

“But what would be the point of my running out of there? I’ve seen Tilden’s secret and he knows where I live.” I choose not to mention the tracker I found on my car. Rob looks too alarmed as it is…and what good would it do Tilden anyway?

I swallow hard. “This may sound crazy…but if there is a connection between me and Lena - maybe it would be safer for me to stay here. Murder’s harder in the burbs. You can’t just make it look like a city mugging.”

Rob shakes his head almost painfully. “Please move in with me. I’ve got a motel room near.”

“What? Why did you…?”

“I wanted to be near. Emile has a gig near here in two days. It’s a nice motel room. Good locks, the Wi-Fi’s great and I can do my courses online. Get out of that damn house tonight.”

“Mm-m…no.”

“Rooney…”

My rationalizing builds and my heart pounds, beating in sync with the rain thudding the roof. “Tilden wants me around trying to fix Kate. For public appearances, more galas. Photo ops of the happy couple.”

“Yeah, like the shrink!”

“No, the opposite! Because I’m poor, need his paycheck and can live in.” I blow out a heavy breath, and suddenly I don’t know what I’m feeling. “If I abandon Kate she’ll self-destruct and he knows it – oh, the embarrassment, the galas and fund raising rescheduled. So maybe he’s stuck with me.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Rob’s eyes plead, searching mine. Then, slowly and with surprise, his expression changes.

“There’s something else, isn’t there? Some other reason why you’re staying. All those photos in your closet – they’re from the past few years. You are harboring some secret.”

I look away from his gaze, picturing myself just…giving up on the rage, the compulsion for revenge I’ve had for so long. That is the bigger thing. I can’t just drop it.

I grit my teeth. “Right. There is something else. I can’t say more about it and Kate’s waiting. I promised to hurry back.”

Rob exhales, swears softly, and broods out at the downpour. “Is Tilden there now?”

“No. He’s working in the city, won’t be back till late.”

“Good.” He looks back to me and grips my hand. “Please rethink this. Tell Kate to grow a spine and get yourself out of there - like tomorrow.”

I close my eyes for seconds. “Maybe,” I say with reluctance. And then the thought grows. Xanax in the Beast’s night whiskey? Forget fantasies - get it over and get out? “Maybe I’ll spend just one more day…”

For moments we just stare at each other, stuck in this frightening impasse.

Then I check my watch. “I have to get back.”

Rob pulls his hand from mine, looking more troubled. Then he turns and reaches into his back seat for his lightweight gray jacket, and helps me on with it. It smells of his aftershave; that comforts a little. “The rain,” he says. “You’re freezing.”

He opens his driver’s side door, pulls me out that way, and leads me to my car. I slide in behind the wheel and start to pull his jacket off.

“No, keep it,” he says. He leans in and kisses me. “If anything…anything goes south, hit my number and keep your phone on.”

I tell him yes and kiss him back, leaning out a little, wrapping my arms around his neck. We’re both getting soaked again, but he seems not to notice. We give each other last long, lingering looks, and then I drive away.
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Kate and Betts are glaring at each other. They look like they could kill each other.

From the driveway, I trudge into in the kitchen as Kate, opening the refrigerator, looks up and says nervously, “Oh look at you! Soaked!”

“I’ll survive,” I say, tossing my purse onto the center island.

I sit, watching the two of them battle not subtly over who rules this house. Kate is insisting that Betts leave early since Griff will be late and there’s no formal dinner to prepare. The housekeeper, closing a cabinet, counters stiffly that Mr. Tilden gave her no such orders. She’s also shooting her usual disparaging looks at me in my moist T-shirt under Rob’s oversized jacket. I must look like a hobo.

But I barely focus on them. I’m still hearing Rob’s Get out of that house.

“You’ve been unwell,” Betts tells Kate. “I’ll make you sandwiches.”

Kate’s eyes practically bulge as she points jerkily to the door. “No. Please call it a day!”

More glares are exchanged. Betts is affronted and Kate is finally cowed. She gets more nervous as she pulls out mustard and cheese slices but forgets to shut the fridge door. Then she starts fussing with the plastic mustard container. “Day is done and I will truly enjoy time alone,” she says defensively. “Rooney’s here and I’ll be fine. Isn’t that so, Rooney?”

I nod and take the mustard from her, showing her how the flip top works. Great. I’ve replaced both the shrink and the housekeeper.

“Where’s Cammy?” I ask.

“I sent her home early,” Kate says.

Betts erupts. That is something else they’ve apparently been arguing about. Kate tries to ignore the housekeeper, turns her back squarely on her and fiddles with the mustard. Her hands shake, and Betts unkindly points that out.

“You’ve been under such strain,” she says with haughty concern. “You really must let me prepare a good meal for you.”

Kate points off to her right and says, “Door! Please!”

The housekeeper finally gives up, grabs her bag and leaves, amid cold stares and unpleasant comments to both of us. A minute later, we hear the hum of her old brown Mercedes as her car pulls out of the driveway.

“Good riddance!” Kate gulps air in relief, and starts laying bread slices on the chopping board. I barely focus on her. The rest of my mind is still struggling over my conversation with Rob.

“Stay cooler with her. Don’t let her rile you,” I say, watching her spread mustard on the bread. She’s using a steak knife to do it. I stare at the knife.

Kate shakes her head. “Betts knows about the prenup, and has more of a hold in this place than I do. The house belongs to Griff and he could kick me out like that.” She waves her knife crazily.

I take it from her as she gets out two glasses and Sprite. I turn the knife in my hands, hearing Rob again - You are harboring some secret.

Right…and killing Tilden tonight would be too soon, I decide, rethinking it. There’s something else I want to find out in this house. A big something else. Just one more day…

Cheese sandwiches oozing mustard are prepared, and with the housekeeper gone the house is quiet. Kate sits next to me to eat.

“I can’t stay cool with Betts,” she complains, nibbling. “She knows my every weak spot and uses it. Oh, screw it. Can I pour a little hooch into my Sprite?”

“No. Try to hang on.”

“I’ve got it hidden all over. That’s what secret drinkers do. They hide it.”

Do tell. “Show me where and I’ll spare you a fun hangover.”

Kate makes a face. “You’re right. But it’s hell without booze.”

“You’ll get through it.”

She sighs. “What if I don’t want to get through it. Look what my life is! By the way, what did you do with that tracker thing you found?”

“Threw it out in the driveway. He’ll think it’s still in my parked car.”

“Oh. You’re so…smart, Rooney.”

I make a limp gesture.

She’s annoyingly restless, deciding now that it’s too silent in the house. She fiddles with the mustard container and then her cell phone, and finally flicks on the desperately sad “Bohemian Rhapsody.” Outside, the rain has diminished to a gloomy drip, drip.

I gnash my teeth. It’s going to be a long evening with Kate.

But it gives me time to think, and replay my conversation with Rob. I still feel chilled and pull his jacket tighter around me.

No qualms - my killer compulsion is still furiously there. But how to do it? Cleverly and fast and when?

My mind flip flops frantically. Tonight really could be better. Tilden will be tired but maybe wired too and using Xanax like Kate says he always does…and Betts would have to confirm that. So…put extra Xannie in his whiskey by his bed - and then switch bottles and dump out pills from his pill bottle in his drawer like he’d overdosed?

I could do it alone! Kate wouldn’t even have to know, so we’d both be “innocent.” What motive would I have?

The problem is, I hate it.

An overdose of Xanax-plus-booze would prevent the monster from knowing exactly who was sending him to hell. And I’ve always wanted his end to be long and hideously painful…

There’s also another problem: a something else that has become important.

Just in the last day, I’ve realized…
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Kate meanwhile is getting teary, muttering about Betts and Tilden. Cammy too, “sneaky little bitch.”

She puts down the sandwich she’s barely picked at, and her lower lip trembles. “These people have been crushing me. It’s just so great not to feel alone.” She looks at me, and her sad blue eyes widen. “You really are saving my life.”

“You saved yourself. You sought me out.”

Kate looks even sadder. “I was desperate. Even Lena let me down.”

It takes a moment, and then I blink at her. “What? How?”

Her face slowly crumples. “On my worst day, she was supposed to come and didn’t. I understand – I really do. I must have become a complete pain to her, always too drunk to come into the city. There I was, lying there crying…and they told me she just…never showed up. Didn’t even call… And then she was murdered. I never got the chance to say good-bye.”

A tear spills down Kate’s cheek. “So it ended like that. She’d been like a mother to me. I could tell her everything.”

How awful to think that Lena’s no show was a rejection. I hesitate just for seconds, and then say, quietly, “She did come.”

Kate looks at me, then gapes as I lay it out. That Lena did arrive on time to the house and was turned away, told that her services were no longer needed.

“Was that around seven in the evening?” I ask. “After she’d seen her other patients in the city?”

“Yes.” Kate’s voice is hoarse and she blinks incredulously. “You mean…they lied to me - about Lena?”

I look down, and give a faint nod.

“Oh God. Oh God, oh God!” She jumps up wailing and stomps around in grief and fury and throws the mustard. It splits open. A cabinet smears yellow and then yellow sludge splats the floor. Kate slips in it and falls, crying. “They lied to me! Griff and Betts. But why? Griff wanted me cured. It doesn’t make sense!”

I grab paper towels and crouch to her, wiping her face and comforting. “Did Lena know about that money closet? Payoffs, kickbacks and bribes?”

“What? No!” Kate weeps. “I wouldn’t. I mean - I don’t think I did. With Lena I was drunk…angry…”

Like she was when she showed Ali Baba’s cave to me. Angry and drunk. She can’t remember, but she’d been telling every grievance to Lena. What are the odds?

Three nights later, Lena was murdered.

I feel my pulse quicken.

Kate’s reddened eyes plead. “How do you know Lena came? How?”

“A friend heard it at Smith’s Saloon. She fell apart there, cried her heart out to the owner that she’d been turned away by…Betts. But likely on Griff’s orders.” I hesitate. “Lena also fell off the wagon. She’d…been an alcoholic?”

Kate struggles into a sitting position, and haltingly tells the story. Years ago, Lena went through a bad time, but got through it and kicked it. That’s why she was so good at helping others.

“What a tragedy,” I breathe numbly, reappraising my own risk. If Kate doesn’t remember what she told Lena, Tilden sure does. He taped them like he taped me and everything else Kate did in that room. Does he still have that Lena session on tape or has he deleted it?

Dumb question.

Get out of that house. I hear Rob again, and my breath catches.

Kate’s tears slow. I am spent, but we manage to get up off the floor. She’s made a mess of the kitchen, and seems unaware. “Oh…” She looks around, leaning weakly on a counter. “Did I do that?”

“You were upset. No biggie.”

I reach to wipe a cabinet, and she tugs feebly at the jacket I’m wearing.

“Is that Rob Fallon’s?” she asks.

I blink at the yellowed paper towel in my hand. How could she know Rob’s jacket? “Yes,” I say. “Good guess.”

She sniffles, wiping at her eye. “I recognized his aftershave.”

A cold feeling hits the pit of my stomach. “Oh,” I try to say casually. “Been close to it?”

“What woman hasn’t? They stare,” she sighs, trying to wipe mustard off her pants. “I mean, he’s gorgeous - and your friend, right? That’s who you said needed a hug? I’ve seen you two working together.”

“Oh.” I feel myself frown. Too fast, she said what woman hasn’t? That bothers me.

But Kate goes back to looking out of it, jerkily moving our plates and glasses into the dishwasher. She slams its door without putting in soap.

“Want to go up?” she says wearily. “I need to recover from hearing about Lena. I want to cry and scream or at least have a drink.”

I wouldn’t mind a drink myself. She’s barely functioning but recognized Rob’s aftershave?

Well she’s lonely, I think, grabbing my purse. He is handsome and women stare. Forget it.

I’ve still got that something else on my mind.
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It’s not yet seven as we trudge out to the hall. After a few weary steps, Kate starts to rush past the line of framed photographs.

“Kate?”

She looks anxiously back to me. I want to stop her before the photos for a reason. Start with the safari bunch.

“You said you went on one of these?” I’m pointing to grinning Tilden hefting his rifle and a dead big cat.

The whites of Kate’s eyes grow big in the dim light. “Just one trip,” she groans. “It was awful.” She glances at a different photo and shudders. Griff with two other grinning men hoisting their rifles. “He put these up after I kept refusing to go. Hoped to toughen me, he said, but I hated them worse.”

“He leaves them up to…” I don’t finish.

“To taunt. Mr. Super Macho. It’s a big part of his self-theater.” Her mouth goes down and she points to another photo. In it, Griff holds his rifle and leans against a Jeep that looks like it’s been through a war. She touches his likeness under glass, then presses her finger to his chest.

“That’s his favorite shirt. Of everything he owns, that safari shirt is his whole damn sick ego. See that tear on his sleeve? He got it wrestling some half dead creature - such bravery.”

“Is that the shirt he wears around the house?”

“Yes. And to meetings in the city under his blazer – all over when he wants to swagger.” Anger reboots her adrenaline. “That sleeve’s been repaired, of course – but not too repaired. His dry cleaners can make a tear disappear, literally…they reweave it or something. But he wanted the tear to still show.” Kate turns uneasily away. “Can we go? I hate those photos. I call it the cruel gallery.”

“Were they cruel too?”

“What?”

She turns back. Now I’m pointing to the photos of Tilden’s parents.

This is really why I stopped her, and why I’ll have to spend maybe another night in this house. I want to know more about the mean-faced man and the kindly-looking woman staring out at me from their portraits.

“Griff’s father, yes. He was a cruel bastard.” Kate grimaces, staring at the fat, nasty hippo with his devious little eyes and fleshy saddlebag under his chin. “Also a hypocrite and wife abuser.”

She points next to Maggie Tilden in her pearls and scoop-neck black dress…a sad, kindly face, hands folded primly.

“She got nicer to me in her final years. But neither approved of me for the three years Griff and I dated. A model/wannabe actress instead of a debutante or banker’s daughter! The shock!”

Kate taps Maggie’s photo. “I got to where I felt sorry for her, though. There was no standing up to her monster husband.”

“Awful…” I murmur. I remember reading about their separation, and the rumors of the elder Tilden attempting to raid his wife’s inheritance. From her expression, Maggie Tilden looks like the type to forgive and give in “for the sake of the family.” An old-school wife, who rarely hears thanks.

I feel an ache for her. She is the something else I now yearn to know more about.

“He had guns, would you believe it?” Kate is saying. “I mean, guns plural – Griff’s father had a whole collection. He even threatened Maggie with them. When he got sick, she got rid of most of them.”

“Most?”

“The ones she could find. He knew she hated them so he hid them…under the bureau, behind the toilet. He was sick in the head long before his health went. Maggie was getting sick by then, too. Couldn’t deal with it. Griff of course was no help.”

“He claimed he adored his mother,” I say quietly, staring at Maggie. My grandmother looks so nice. “He called her an angel of love and caring.”

“What?” Kate lets out a strangled laugh. “Griff hated his mother! Never listen to him, he lies about everything!”

She laughs again, and then her face twists. “Can we go up now? I hate these pictures.”


35.

Climbing the stairs, I’m full of questions about Maggie Tilden. Tell other stories? How did she spend her days? What did she die of? Oh, cancer and heart disease…

“That’s so sad,” I say, feeling a worse ache in my chest. “What was Griff’s problem with her?”

“It was complicated. Mainly, Griff is Griff.”

In the hall, I stand outside Kate’s bedroom and look across to the closed, white-paneled door. Several times I have stopped here, wanting to go in. Maggie’s room. Kate is describing her last days in there, not coming out at all. Too sick…

“Of her husband, probably.” Kate grimaces and points down the hall. “That’s his room.”

“You used the present tense.”

“Well, it’s still his because nobody goes in – and I swear, he’s a ghost that looms.”

Talk of Griff’s parents has triggered Kate. Her jaw is set and a muscle in her cheek twitches. “Nobody goes in Maggie’s room either,” she says, “except me when no one’s around.”

I raise my eyebrows to her.

She gives me a funny look, then tilts her chin at Maggie’s door. “I’ve got a secret cache in there. Haven’t gone near it since, well, you came. No booze. Do I get credit?”

“Definitely.” I peer harder at the closed white door. The crack at its base glints gold from the setting sun, and seems to beckon me. “I want to see Maggie’s room.”

Kate sighs and crosses the hall, puts her hand on the doorknob and turns it. The door creaks open. My stomach flutters.

I follow her into a room of flowered wallpaper, dried bouquets on a writing desk, and dust motes floating on amber shafts of light. The bed is big, with a lace coverlet and a heavily carved headboard. Plump armchairs (for visitors, probably) are pulled close to the bed, and framed photographs are everywhere - on the two bedside tables and the writing desk and the walls.

I look around, feeling a lump form in my throat. Maggie Tilden wanted to spend her last days surrounded by her past. Better memories of Griff young and her husband thinner. Smiling, too, all three of them beaming in cliché scenes before the Christmas tree and at family events. Nothing political.

And over the bed is a formal photo of Maggie. Smiling, early thirties maybe, with her eyes warm and her dark hair tumbling. It hits me that I look like her…same eyes, chin, hair and shape of brow. It’s a shock. My heartache deepens.

“Amazing picture,” I whisper.

“Yeah, pretty.” Kate is on her knees before the dresser, lifting folded nightgowns in a bottom drawer. “Makes you wonder what she saw in Tilden Senior. I mean, she was the really rich one. He used her money wildly.” She plows through more nightgowns. “Well, when young he was probably an aggressive suitor – flowers, poetry and all that. Maggie was shy and may have thought it was love. Ha, what woman knows what she’s getting into when she marries?”

Kate’s blue eyes light up. “Anyway, look what I’ve got.”

She holds up a brown bottle of Hennessy. “See? One of my hiding places. I’ve got another one in Maggie’s bathroom behind the stacked towels.”

“Put it back,” I say, and she does. It angers me to see Kate pawing through Maggie’s pretty things. I feel that she’s the trespasser, while Maggie wouldn’t mind me being here. Maybe she’d even throw her arms out to me, joyous, thrilled that I exist…

Stop. It hurts to know that’s just imagination…

With a huff Kate closes the drawer, rises, and flops into one of the armchairs. She lays her head back and taps her fingers on the chair arm. She doesn’t like being in here.

“Nice sunset, isn’t it?” She looks plaintively out the window. “Whew, after all that rain? The clouds are turning peach and violet. Calming…after hearing about Lena.”

“Uh-huh.”

I bend to study a cluster of photos near the pillows. Family picnics, five-year-old Griff on a pony, a thinner Tilden Senior waving a tennis racquet, and young Griff’s birthday with cake, candles, and other tooth-gapped, grinning kids. Happier days, hopefully for Maggie, but all from earlier years.

Except one.

It seemed different and caught my eye. Gingerly, I move aside a photo partly in front of it…and feel my breath stop.

Maggie looks to be in her early forties, and is sitting in dappled shade with a teenaged girl. They’re both cuddling a dog, and the shade partly obscures their features. The girl is blond, and is nuzzling the dog as she beams for the camera.

She is my mother. Looking happy. A small gasp escapes me. My mother…smiling? Leaning companionably against Maggie’s shoulder? So the photo must have been taken before the Bad Thing!

And Maggie kept it and framed it? Why? Sorrow or guilt? What followed surely was awful…

Tears spring to my eyes and my knees buckle. “Whoa,” I whisper, and drop to the side of the bed.

“What?” Kate looks back to me.

“That dog,” I lie, and point to the photo. “Looks half golden retriever or something. I had one just like it.”

“Oh.” She barely glances at it. “I’ve never really looked at Maggie’s photos. They’re depressing. The great lie that she ever was happy.”

“Who was the girl?” My voice is a croak.

Kate lifts her shoulders. “A friend maybe? How would I know?” She looks balefully around. “Can we go now? This room with its dried bouquets and saccharine photos of the woman who rejected me for three years is depressing.”

“You said she got nicer in her final years.”

“Yes. Really sympathetic when she saw how Griff treated me. But with the mood I’m in, I’m remembering the bad times.” Kate looks balefully at the door. “Speaking of Griff, would you like to see the room he’s exiled himself to?”

I hesitate, wanting to stay in here…but I can come back. I take another aching look at my mother, Susan Finch, at least happy with Maggie. Had she complained to her about Griff? Did Maggie try to protect her? Or intervene?

Maybe, but Griff told his lie and the others (not Maggie! I want to think) chose to believe it, and Maggie’s husband was brutal…

I heave a heavy sigh. “Sure, let’s see Griff’s room.”

We walk the hall to the end, and the door Betts lured me away from. My head is elsewhere. I can’t stop seeing my mother’s photo in Maggie’s room.

Kate turns the knob, and opens into a small room. Just a double bed with a wide, cluttered desk, an armchair, its own bathroom, and whiskey next to the bed. Kate points to it, then shows me the bedside drawer where Griff keeps his Xanax.

“We could…” Her eyes plead.

“No,” I say, because I’ve discarded that idea. “Too obvious. And he’s built a tolerance, right? He could survive and accuse you.”

She’s frustrated, and looks away.

I’m surprised by the room. “So small,” I say, looking around. There’s one window with an overgrown spruce just outside, scraping the glass and obstructing the view. “Why would Griff choose such a room? There are big guest rooms.”

“He likes avoiding the main stairway. My bedroom too unless he wants to come and taunt me.”

I’m also struck by how bare the room is, as if its current occupant scorns it or even denies to himself that he sleeps here. “This small, it seems like it was once a servant’s room. Maybe a child nurse? Right next to the little one’s bedroom next door?”

“Maybe. Like eighty years ago or something.” Kate is glaring out the door. “I think Griff just likes being next to the sneaky back stairs.”

We go out to the small landing. I grip the railing and look down the stairs, shuddering a little, recalling that first night I helped Kate up this way and got caught stealing. Then I turn, and face a wide door also painted white. “What’s that?”

“The door to the attic. Nobody goes up there. It’s creepy, with all Griff’s parents’ stuff put there when they moved in. Please let’s go back. Being in those two bedrooms is upsetting.”
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Kate spends the next two hours upset. God, she is work.

She sprawls unhappily on her bed moaning about her life, and I keep suggesting that she forget work and rest. No way, she insists. She’s too riled from visiting Maggie and Griff’s rooms, and she’s shaky from wanting a drink. Twice, I’ve pulled her back from hidden caches in a different guest room.

She’s revved. Full of wanting to get back and prove herself and “produce a goddamn memoir.”

So here I sit, at her desk reading her scribbled-on printouts and asking questions. Barely listening, however, while she drones and my phone records.

I’m still in shock from seeing my mother’s photo in Maggie’s room. Rob’s words are back too, louder than before in my head as the night advances. You saw the money closet - now you know too much!

Two hours ago, Kate began our session with “Which do you want? The bad times or the worse times?”

I had sighed, “Work your way up.”

She did, through sad memories of a caring grandmother gone too soon…then more stories repeated and ranted about her mother’s alcoholism and her father’s abuse. The worst was when he lost all his money and pushed her, still a child, to be the family breadwinner. Daddy was depending on her!

“Griff’s parents were right,” Kate says bitterly. “I came from a trash background. They looked so embarrassed at the wedding.” She describes her mother’s brother, also a drunk, calling Maggie Tilden a “stuck up bitch.” Kate puts her hands to her face and weeps.

I commiserate, but it’s almost eleven and I’m tired. Still struggling with my own thoughts too.

That photo of my mother with Maggie – smiling and hugging the dog together! So Maggie liked her…maybe suffered over that crisis of the rape but didn’t know who to believe. Her brute husband must have cracked his whip too (or waved his gun). I’ll bet she kept that picture hidden for years; only got it out when he died.

Imagine Griff’s rage when he saw it, out and framed by Maggie’s pillow. Her silent rebuke. I picture his fury every time he had to go in and visit…

“What? Excuse me?” Kate is droning.

“I said Griff liked me for the same reason that my father, uh, valued me. For my goddamn looks. He also told his parents he could remake me.”

“Remake?” I lean against Rob’s jacket I’ve draped over the back of the chair. And for the umpteenth time I wonder if he’s ever been in this room. It still troubles me that Kate recognized his aftershave.

“Remake how?” I sigh, trying not to glance at my watch.

Kate leans against her pile of pillows.

“First,” she groans, “I was hot stuff, a runway model fine to show off to his playboy friends. Then he got ambitious, suddenly interested in his father’s business and politics, so I had to become a whole new woman - and wear pearls!” She throws up a hand. “Hobnob with snobs I knew looked down on me. The SOB rugged me – that means setting someone up to expect one thing, then pull the rug out…”

“I know, I know – ack, what’s that?”

I jump up and go to the window.

“What’s what?”

“I heard a car. Griff coming back, maybe.” My chest tightens as I look out, but the driveway below looks dark and empty. Good, no Griff. I don’t want to cross paths with him tonight. I breathe in, fighting off an icy feeling. The moon is ghostly behind cloud veils.

“It’s too early,” Kate says behind me. “You must have heard a car on the road.”

I turn back to her, feeling suddenly impatient. I just want to escape her…and think.

“Let’s call it a day, okay?” I cross back to switch my phone off and gather my purse and Rob’s jacket. I wave my phone a little. “Tomorrow I’ll figure how to get all this onto my computer and rework it.” I sling my purse over my shoulder and the jacket over my arm.

“Rooney.”

Kate is crawling off the bed to me.

“Thank you,” she says tremulously. “For helping me save my sanity. I see the light. Putting that tracker in your car was the last straw.” She throws her arms around me. Her shoulders feel so bony.

I hug her back, one-armed because of the jacket. “You’re already stronger. Don’t you doubt it.”

“Easy to say when he’s not around.” She pulls away and her eyes turn fearful. “He’ll be back soon,” she whimpers, glancing at the door. “Maybe midnight or one.”

“He’ll be tired.”

“Maybe not! You heard what he said - work will make me feel maybe good enough to let him back in the bedroom. No way! Never!” She points. “I’ll stab him with that letter opener first.”

“He’ll be tired,” I say again. “No stabbing, please.” That’s so Shakespeare.

Kate looks at me like I’m just not understanding.

“Come,” she pleads impulsively. “There’s something I want to show you.”

In her bathroom, her medicine closet looks like a pharmacy. She pulls down bottles with names I can’t even pronounce. OTC vials and vials of controlled substances – “lots of them,” she says. “We have the right doctors. Here’s my Xanax.”

She waves the vial and pills jiggle. “Please rethink it,” she nearly whispers. “That whiskey by his bed…we could put in lots.”

We again? She doesn’t know I’ve thought that through and rejected it. “What do you need me for? You could do it yourself.”

“I’m a coward! I need moral support! Rooney – if he’s…gone I’ll share with you hugely.”

“No, thanks. That would be obvious – bank trails, y’know? - and an overdose would be obvious.” I still want the Beast’s end to be slow and worse than a stabbing.

“It could look like a suicide!”

“Nope, nope. Forget suicide if his business meeting went well and his pals say he left in a good mood. Too chancy anyway. Forget it.” I’m getting more impatient.

And Kate’s getting desperate.

“Oh Rooney, don’t forsake me. What happened to how great it would be for him to fall off a cliff? Have his brakes fail?” Her hands fly. “Idea! Those midnight swims he likes - we could Xanax his whiskey by his bed and drown him in the pool. It would look like an accident!”

I sigh in frustration. Kate is crazy in her own way.

“How would you get him to the pool?” I say slowly, like explaining to a child. “There’d be scrape marks. He must weigh one-seventy, easy.”

I have run out of energy, blow out a breath and just leave the bathroom. Kate follows.

“Let this ride for another day.” I head for the door. “Griff may even be in a bearable mood. He needs me…us…to portray his life as perfect, and today was good.” I make it out to the hall. “You’ve laid off the booze and we worked on your memoirs. I think he’ll be pleased.”

Kate leans fretfully against her jamb, mouth down.

“And promise to stay away from the booze.” I point back over my shoulder to Maggie’s room. “You’ve got it hidden all over.”

“Like a squirrel. That kid you saw bringing the groceries? He does errands for me. Delivers at night when all of ’em are away.”

“That has to stop.”

“I’ll try…” Kate sighs heavily like she doesn’t really mean it. I can’t fight with her. No one can if she won’t do her part. Then she looks at me, changing her expression worriedly as something dawns.

“What if Griff is pleased with me improving? What will he do with you when he doesn’t need you anymore?”

That stops me, and I hear Rob again. Get out of that house! The same icy feeling shoots through me.

“Fire me?” I say, because that’s the most logical answer. “But I think we’ll be okay for…tomorrow.”

It’s really me who needs just one more day, to decide what and how - and even in this state of fatigue if I have the guts to do it.

I give Kate another quick hug, urge her to sleep, and head for my room.

My eyes sting from fatigue as I push open the door. I stand for a moment, eyeing my duffle and my mother’s journal that I know is inside it. Should I read those pages again? The worst ones, to fortify myself?

No need. I know them by heart.

I shower quickly, then pull on sweat bottoms and a different T-shirt. In bed, I turn off the lamp and watch moon shadows again creep across the walls, soundless and ghostlike.

The house is too quiet. Frightening, in fact, as I wait to hear Tilden’s arrival. There’s no sound of a car in the driveway, or in the garage, or of footsteps on the stairs. I toss and turn.

Finally, my breathing gets heavier, and I fall into darkness.
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A scream jolts me awake.

I practically fall out of bed lurching for the door, then race down the dark hall toward the sound of crying, a man’s shouts and struggle.

Something thuds the wall as I bolt through Kate’s door. There is Tilden, half stripped on top of her in a torn nightgown, forcing her. It’s rape. I yell, grab a snow globe from her desk and smash it against his head. He howls. His head turns and he sees me, then his body sags and he rolls off the bed. Kate, shaking convulsively, bolts up in sobbing fury. She grabs her lamp, reaches, and smashes his head too - then points to a bottle of brandy and two toppled glasses. The bottle looks new, just opened.

“He tried to make nice with just a little drink,” she cries. “So much for wanting me to quit! And look!”

I gape as she clambers off the bed and drops to her knees. Near his body, her hand scrabbles the rug and then holds up a white pill. “Roofie!” she sobs. “A little drink wasn’t enough!”

Nausea grips me. Griff is out cold…or worse? Oh God, I didn’t want it to happen like this.

I clamber across the bed and reach down to feel under his jaw. His artery seems to pulse and blood trickles from the side of his brow. He moves slightly, and I freeze. He’s sprawled shirtless with his chinos pulled down, lying on his side. He moves again, a jerky movement.

My body droops in relief. He’s a monster, yes; Kate could have called it self-defense - but I wanted to kill him. I still want my chance.

I crawl off the bed and crouch to him for a closer look. “He’ll be out for minutes,” I manage. “His head. There’s a slight-”

“We have to get out of here,” Kate says raggedly. “Now.” She’s across the room, flinging away her torn nightgown, pulling on sweat pants and a shirt and dark hoody. She is shaking from head to foot. I am too.

“You could call the police. It was rape.”

“Are you forgetting?” she stutters. “He excels at t-turning the tables on rape.” She waves her frantic hands, mimicking. “’It was consensual, then she tried to kill me.’”

I suck in a breath.

“We have to run!” Kate is hysterical. “He saw you hit him. He’ll kill us both!” She grabs her bag and runs into the bathroom. There’s the sound of things clunking in there, and then she’s back out, flying to the money closet. She presses the button, and out swings the door.

Leaden, I watch her fling open drawers in there, shoving jewels and wads of cash into her bag. “Ha!” she cries. “Screw his prenup!”

There’s another sound, and I wheel. Griff is moving his arm, groaning.

“He’s coming to,” I hiss, jumping up and away from him.

Kate jerks her head to me, her eyes wide and terrified. She rushes back to the bed, stepping past Griff to seize the brandy bottle. “I need this.”

“Kate, no.”

“I need it bad!” she cries, then screams as he grabs her ankle.

She yanks free from him, then watches in horror as he starts to pull himself up.

“Bitches,” he mutters, one clenched hand reaching, gripping the side of the bed. His crazed eyes laser both of us and his face twists in fury. “I’ll get you.”

We back away. I can’t breathe as I watch him pull to his feet. He takes a step and totters toward us.

We move. Kate’s out first as I careen into the door jamb, spin off it, and race out with her. I take maybe three seconds grabbing my duffle down the hall, then the two of us tear down the stairs and out to my car.


38.

The roads are a blur and my headlights swerve. My fingers grip the steering wheel so hard that they cramp. Within minutes, we leave the dark, narrow roads and enter the Turnpike. From there it’s a straight run back to the city.

“Don’t,” I say. I shoot quick, sidewise glances at Kate, and my voice sounds strangled.

“Need it,” she manages.

She keeps taking slugs of her brandy. Her body is stiff, her face ashen in the dim light from the console. Before we left I noticed a bruise on her left cheek.

“The money and jewels you took. What…?”

“I’ll sleep at your place and then cash the rocks. Find a way to change my identity, get a new passport and I’m outta here. I know a lawyer.”

“You’ve pondered this before?”

“Yes. Chickened out. No more.”

“Good. Now please stop with the booze. What good are you hung over?”

“Just one last slug.”

“You said that last time.”

“Please…just this last one.” Kate lifts the Hennessy to her lips.

I exhale hard, giving up. She’ll be flat on her back in the morning. We barely speak for the next half hour.

We’ve just entered the FDR Drive when her phone rings. We trade panicked looks in the dimness. At almost two in the morning, who else could it be? Kate gets her phone out from her hoody pocket, and reads the screen.

“It’s him.”

“Ignore it.”

But she’s had her brandy and her face is hard. She grips her phone as it rings again, slugs more from her bottle with her free hand, and answers. “What?” she slurs, turning up her speaker.

The car fills with Griff’s voice, also drunk. He’s coming for her. “I know where you’ll be,” he growls. “Where else but her place.”

“Go to hell.”

“And don’t try hiding. I’ve put a tracker in your phone. You’ll never find it.”

Kate gapes ahead in shock. “My phone…” she gasps hoarsely. “I’ll throw it in the river!”

His laugh is cruel. “The hell you will.”

She slams her phone to disconnect, and drops her head. “No…”

Where else but her place echoes, and my breath stops. There’s no time for Kate to change her identity and flee because he’s coming. On his way already. What to do? For seconds I think I could drop her off at a hotel but – oh God – a tracker in her phone and he controls her credit cards. He’d find her easily, drunk and helpless.

And he knows where I live.

I glance at Kate. She’s holding her cool bottle to her brow like she understands it too: we’re trapped. He’s headed for my place.

“So much for a new passport,” I say.

“I can’t…live in fear anymore.” Kate’s voice is ragged. “His eyes looked…murderous. He saw you hit him too.”

The sickest feeling ever is shooting through me. “If he shows up we’ll call the police.”

“NYPD…are you kidding? We’d be their umpteenth domestic disturbance of the night, and he’d lie to them. ‘He said, she said.’ Same old story.”

“No, they’d ask if you want to press charges.”

“Also useless. Men like him dry out, then they’re back out. I need…I need…”

Kate struggles for words. Traffic is lighter at this hour, and I shoot a longer glance at her. Something new and fearsome has entered her features.

“I need a real way out.” She has started to slur. “As in permanent…no more just talking about it.” She pats her hoody pocket. “I brought his roofie and my Xanax. Help me choose.” Her voice rises. “I want him dead!”

My lips part, just as the car in front of us screeches to a stop, blasting his horn. Too late, I saw someone cut in front of him. I slam on the brakes, gasping. We were almost in a pileup.

There’s a blare of horns as I sit there, shaking, taking long seconds to start breathing again. But Kate has barely reacted. She sits, jaw clenched, gripping her seat belt and bottle with that same fearsome look on her face.

I want him dead? She said that?

Wait, wait, if anything happens it should be at her place…

Traffic resumes. I gulp air as my foot presses the accelerator. “What are you thinking?”

“Dunno. I’ll figure it out.”

“It takes more than a roofie and Xanax to kill someone. Too much Xanax…”

“Will look obvious, right. Okay, I’ll push him down the stairs. Wait, maybe not. They don’t always break their necks…”

My pulse is hammering. In the dim light, Kate’s brandy bottle looks more than a quarter empty.

Maybe she’ll pass out. Maybe they both will.

We don’t speak as I battle Brooklyn traffic. It’s after two a.m., and the locals are still running red lights and turning intersections into chaos.

There’s a parking space two brownstones down from mine. I pull in. The street is quiet, badly lit with the only near streetlight blown out. We grab our things and rush to my building.

I send one last, fearful look over my shoulder, and then we climb the stairs.
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I key in, look around at my quiet little place, and feel like I’ve been caught in a whirlwind.

Kate paces the floor, weirdly energized and still clutching her brandy bottle. I turn on some lamps, toss my duffel onto the bed in the bedroom, and come back.

“Cozy place,” she slurs in a strange, nervous tone, touching things here, there, in the front room containing everything: my crappy futon and TV, the fridge, the short counter next to it, the cot between the fridge and counter where I’ve been sleeping. I breathe shallowly and watch her, explaining about the bed in the bedroom having been my mother’s when she was dying. “I don’t even go in there. Just can’t yet.”

Kate murmurs sympathy.

Feeling winded, I drop down onto my futon and invite her to sit next to me. She does. The knuckles of her hand squeezing her bottle’s neck are white. The futon is under the front window, and she keeps twisting to look out.

“He could be on his way now,” she slurs shakily. Her bruised cheek is swollen, and her reddened blue eyes bulge with strain. “He could be already here, in the neighborhood.”

I wave my cell phone a little. “Seriously, one bad move and I call the cops.”

“Seriously, it wouldn’t work. Restraining orders don’t even work. Do you think cops stand over you to protect you? Where would I get private security at this hour?”

“Press charges,” I say again. “They’ll arrest him.”

“His lawyers would have him out in hours. ‘He said, she said’ - then he’d kill me. He’d be after you too. He’s insane.”

Kate jumps up again, pacing jerkily with her brandy. She’s had a lot, but her adrenaline must be overpowering it. From across the room she stops by the counter, and looks back to me with desperate appeal in her eyes. “There’s no way out for me.”

I am wordless as it echoes: He’d be after you too. Dry-lipped, I think of Lena Martin.

Kate turns to touch my kitchen table, just a small aluminum square near the foot of the cot, with two armless chairs tucked under it.

“Fancy dining,” I say drily.

“Use it much?” She puts her brandy bottle in its center.

“Just for work, when I had it.”

“Oh. Got glasses?” Unsteadily, she opens cupboards over the sink and shoves things around in them. Cheap china clinks. She brings down plates and several glasses and spreads them in a jumble on the counter.

“To look messy,” she slurs. Then she places one small glass on the table before the brandy. From her hoody she pulls out her Xanax vial, opens it, and drops pills into the bottle. It’s half full now. She shakes the bottle, stumbling a little, then puts it back down.

I give her a look, feeling my stomach clench. “What’s that going to do? Knock him out for a night?”

“It’s enough.” She sits down at the table, toying with the bottle and the single glass. Her features have become like a mask.

She’s thinking of drugging Griff briefly – and then what? Making her getaway and leaving him here? Forget that…

“This isn’t making sense, Kate.”

“I know. Lemme think,” she slurs, turning the bottle.

I keep my phone tight in my sweating hand. If Griff comes and abuse starts, I will call the cops. I will… What else can I do?

For long moments, neither of us speaks. The building is eerily quiet, except for the knock of my heart and the creak of old wood settling.

Finally, from the street comes the sound of a car slowing. Panic jabs as Kate and I look at each other. But the car passes, the street outside becomes quiet again, and we both breathe.

Until Kate’s phone rings. We trade looks full of dread again. She checks her phone’s screen, looks across to me, and gives a slight nod.

I fight the sick feeling bolting through me.

Kate answers with a slurred, “What?”

Griff’s voice fills the room on speakerphone. “…discuss this!” he orders. “I’m parking right now and coming up.”

Kate says nothing. She’s as stiff as granite.

“Which floor are you on?” he demands. “Or do I have to bang on the neighbors’ doors?”

Tonelessly, Kate says, “third.”

She disconnects. My heart is pounding out of my chest. But in Kate’s face there is a steely resolve that almost scares me.

“Hope you don’t have nosy neighbors,” she says.

“No. My landlady’s away. No one’s currently on the second floor.”

“Good.”

We hear footsteps start up the stairs, and stare at each other.
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The doorknob jiggles. Fear bolts through me. The knob tries again, roughly with louder scrapes because the locked door is being assaulted by a drunk. I gape at Kate.

“Open it,” she says with the same weird calm.

My face shows my conflict.

Her forehead creases. “He’ll just break it down. Please, open it.”

On legs of rubber, I get up gripping my phone. I flip the slide bolt, then the lock, and turn the doorknob. Slowly, I crack the door open.

And step back.

Griff enters. Chin down, dark snide eyes on me, wearing the same rumpled chinos and…a safari shirt - his favorite with the torn, repaired sleeve. Mr. Insane Macho strutting his dominance. There’s also a growing-purple abrasion on his brow, either from my snow globe bash or Kate’s with her lamp.

He looks around mockingly. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

“Then leave.”

“Aw, is that a nice way to greet a guest?” He’s so drunk. His gait is unsteady.

“No, come in,” Kate croaks from across the room. She clutches her glass, and her body hunches behind the table like it’s a barricade. “You came to placate me? Tell me lies?”

He brushes past me, reeking of booze. Kate’s features are rigid. He sees that and changes his expression. “Okay you’ve got me,” he says, raising his palms and sounding rehearsed. “I did a terrible thing and I’m sorry. Please come back to me.”

“Just to avoid divorce gossip?” Now she glares.

“No. I’m truly sorry.” He oozes fake sincerity, putting his hand to his chest. “I’ll mend my ways.”

“Ha, same old broken promises.” Kate’s voice is ragged. Unsteadily, she turns her glass before her brandy, around and around. It hits the base of the bottle with a clink and then she stops, staring at it. And pushes it away.

I watch them, heart thudding.

Griff steps closer to the table, eyeing the brandy. “Now that looks good. Extra good because there’s something else.”

He sighs dramatically, then flashes a beaten little smile. “I will lift the prenup, Kate. I know it has always hurt you. Stopped you from trusting me, and I’m sorry about that too. So no more prenup.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“I was wrong not to have kept my word.” He waves a hand and his voice is so earnest. “I was stupid and selfish, but now I truly mean it.”

Kate shoots a glance at me. Imperceptibly, I shake my head. Same bullshit.

Griff misses our exchange. He has stepped closer to Kate, attempting sweet-talk about how renewed their relationship will be. “A second honeymoon, anywhere you want,” he coos. “How ’bout Paris? Or London or you name it. C’mon, let’s drink to it and go home.”

He sees the glasses on the messy counter. How casual they look. He grabs two of them and puts them on the table next to Kate’s glass. Then he reaches for the brandy, and pours three drinks.

My breath catches. The cognac is amber-colored and the Hennessey bottle is tinted brown. I inch closer to see if there are any undissolved pill particles at the bottom.

There aren’t. Merely pouring remixes the brew, and Griff is urging us to join him in a drink. Surely, he cheerily tells Kate - with his solemn new vow to lift the prenup, it will be a bright new beginning?

“C’mon, Rooney. Join us to celebrate.”

“Not for me,” I say coldly.

“Kate? This time is for real.”

“I’ve already had too much,” she slurs.

He shrugs and slugs his.

Kate’s face stays frozen as Griff produces a fake laugh, saying he’s relieved that his decision is made. “Really made this time. We’ll now be happier than we ever were. Hey, this does call for another one.”

He smirks, pours himself more brandy – a tall one - and drinks. I watch his Adam’s apple bob greedily…until he hears Kate say, “No.”

He swallows and looks at her. “What?”

“I said no.” She gives him the coldest of stares. “You’ve done this scene too many times. I’m not coming back to you.”

His jaw juts aggressively and he stiffens. “I’ve offered you the world.”

Her mouth goes down. “Forget it. I’m done. Turn around and leave.”

He slams his glass down, switching to immediate rage as he lurches around the table to her. “You are coming back with me. I will not be made a fool of!”

“To your prison?” she cries and cringes from him. “I’d rather be dead-”

He hits her. She screams and falls to the floor. I lunge for the brandy bottle and slam his head. He howls in pain and wheels at me.

“Thieving little bitch!”

With a roar he bolts after me, jostling the table as in terror I race to the bedroom and the other side of my mother’s bed. Crazy - even in this insane moment I still think of it as my mother’s bed. I rip down the curtain rod, swinging it at him but he grabs it, yanks me close and is in my face, features twisted in fury. He wrenches the rod away and it flies. His hands seize my shoulders hard…and he hurls me onto the bed.

My God, he’s on top of me, one hand on my mouth, the other tearing at my pants. I am crushed under his weight. I thrash but can’t breathe. Desperate, I make a fist and bash his ear with all my might.

He yells in pain, rolling off me and cupping his ear as I lurch off the bed. “You broke my eardrum!”

“That’s not all I’m going to break.” I race to the foot of the bed, trembling convulsively, and tear through my duffle.

“Whatsamatter?” he seethes from the pillow. “Can’t take on a real man?”

“Not when it’s goddamn incest!”

His crazed eyes stare at me, slightly unfocused with the Xanax kicking in. His face twists as if he heard wrong. “What’d you say?”

Shaking, I’m yanking out my mother’s journal. My fingers shake uncontrollably as I find the old photo of him, fat, almost eighteen, and wave it at him. “I’m your goddamn daughter! You raped my mother, Susan Finch.”

He gapes at me.

I run back up the side of the bed and throw other photos at him, of Mom cooking and cleaning, serving him and his family.

He’s up on an elbow, pawing through photos, staring in shock. Then he looks up at me, his blazing eyes coming more unfocused.

“You? Finchie’s daughter?”

“And yours, slime ball.” I’m shaking worse. “You raped Susan Finch. Destroyed her life, scarred both our lives-”

“She was a gold-digging little whore who lured me.” He laughs high and maliciously, collapsing back against the pillow. “That’s what I told them anyway, ha ha!”

My heart rockets so bad that I want to kill him now, quick before he fades so he knows who’s getting vengeance. I leap back onto the bed and hunch over him, sprawled with his eyes fluttering closed.

“A warm bed’s too good for you. You should die a slow, horrid death, you know that? Do you know that? Open your eyes!”

My thumb pushes up the lid of his left eye. It bulges, like a bloodshot white-and-dark marble, then rolls back in its socket.

He’s out. My fury has me gasping, fighting hot tears that come in a torrent.

Then I see Kate.

She’s a blur in the doorway, pale as chalk, clinging to the doorframe with her face full of shock. “You? His daughter…?”

“Yeah. Surprise.”

Her hand clamps her face. “You’re that baby? Your mother…that maid…?”

“I was ready to kill him.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I’m breathing too hard to process that. Then it hits. A sound I’m hearing from behind her that I recognize.

I tilt my head, crane past her shoulder. “What…?”

“Come see,” she says, and turns away.

I take a last look at Griff lying sprawled on the bed…that my mother died on. God, the irony, the things he said about her. I break into a trembling sweat.

Then I follow Kate out.
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Water is blasting into the tub. Confused, I watch Kate drop to her knees and turn off the faucets.

“Can’t have it too full.” She’s moving unsteadily. “He’d make it spill.”

I stare harder at her in my dim little bathroom. She lifts her eyes and sees my dawning comprehension. My head snaps toward the bedroom, then back to her. “You don’t mean…”

“I do.” Her voice is slurred worse and her lower lip trembles. “After what he’s done…didn’t I just hear you say he should die?”

“But…” My mind spins. Is she serious?

“It’s our only chance!” Kate gets up frantically and comes to me. “It’s perfect, don’t you see?” She grips my arm. “We’ll drive him back and make it look like he drowned in the pool. Isn’t it pure karma that he’s sprawled on your mother’s bed?”

A coldness hits the pit of my stomach. She is serious, this is real. I feel suddenly weak, sit on the rim of the tub, and look back at the water. Shadows move on its glinting surface. The faucet still drips.

How I hate that man in there on the bed. What he said about my mother! I hear again his cruel laughter. She was a gold-digging little…that’s what I told them anyway, ha!

I want to weep and rage and throw things.

“Will you help me?” Kate’s voice pleads in a hoarse whisper. “We can help each other…find revenge. This is our only chance.”

I shake off my trance to see that she has moved to the door. She leans her shoulder on it for support and hesitates, seeing me indecisive and struggling. “It’s just after three,” she manages. “We can put him in the car trunk and have him in the pool in ninety minutes. It will look like an accident.”

“Whose car trunk?” I croak.

Her hands flail. “Whichever car is closer. He’ll be heavy to carry. Oh…his keys must be in his pocket.” Kate turns, stumbling a little, and heads back to the bedroom.

I blink and shake my head to myself. “No,” I whisper tightly. “This is crazy.”

Then, on wobbly legs, I get myself up and follow her. She’s going to commit murder in my apartment? Wait a minute! I mean, yes - I wanted Griff dead or at least to suffer, but actually doing this here?

I argue as Kate tries to pull him off the bed. “Drive him back alive and put him in the pool.”

“His tolerance to Xanax - I’m scared he’ll wake up even a little.” Adrenaline has faded and her slur is worse. “Oh God, I should have used his roofie. We still can, can’t we? Roofies wipe out memory.”

“They’d find it on autopsy.” My thoughts careen frantically. “So tie him up!”

“Wouldn’t they find marks on his wrists?”

I stop arguing and look at Griff. Even in deep sleep, his face seems to wear his same revolting smirk. Spittle runs from the corner of his mouth down to the pillow. My jaw clenches.

Kate follows my hurting gaze. “It’s like he’s spitting on your mother all over again,” she says grimly. “C’mon, help me.”

So I do.

This is why I came to their house…to kill him. I never knew how I’d do it…but it is happening like this. In my apartment. I go cold inside. Something just shuts down.

Together, we haul Griff off the bed. His head hits the floor with a thump, and he groans.

“See that?” Kate gasps. “He could wake-”

“Okay, okay.” My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it.
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We grasp Griff’s feet, and drag him on his back through the kitchen. My blood turns to ice as I see the wet smear he leaves. DNA! DNA!… Its alarm throbs in my head.

But I’m stuck. If Griff wakes, he’ll remember me hitting him with the snow globe…and my revelation about Susan Finch and the rape and the fact that I – his bio daughter - came for revenge. Before this, I was just the Lena Martin stand-in who had seen his money closet…so either way, I’ll be dead.

In the bathroom, huffing, we line him up beside the tub. Then Kate grabs his shoulders and I grab his feet. He is heavier than I thought, but feet first does it. We get that part of him over the top, then we use all our strength to lift the rest of him over the tub rim.

I gasp in shock as he starts to submerge…but only a little as ripples cover his face.

“He won’t sink, he won’t sink!” Kate cries.

“There’s still air in his lungs, that’s why.”

She swears, leans forward, and presses her hands to his shoulders to push him down. Water rushes over his closed eyes, and bubbles rise from his nose.

I kneel, hand tight to my mouth, not believing what we’re doing.

Kate keeps him down, muttering, “Longer, have to make sure.” Moments pass, and she keeps pressing his shoulders down. Finally, no bubbles.

“It’s done,” she whispers, and horror rolls through me.

Then, like she hasn’t thought this through, Kate looks around and gets frantic again. “What can we put him in?”

From the kitchen closet, shaking, I get a dark blanket and clutch it hard to my chest. The feel of this itchy, mundane thing brings me back, and a different terror seizes me. I had thought I wanted this, but the reality is paralyzing. My heart whams like a jackhammer.

“Rooney?” There’s such stress in Kate’s voice.

Woodenly, I go back to her and…the tub. She has pulled the plug. I avoid looking at Griff’s soaked, slack face, his safari shirt where I tore it during our struggle, and fix instead on the chain and black plug, the awful gurgling of water draining past it. It’s a hideous sound. The gurgling echoes in the silence.

“Spread the blanket,” I say raggedly.

Then we kneel and reach in. Griff’s body wet is even heavier, but we struggle him out and onto the blanket, where we roll him up shoes and all.

We don’t speak. Shaking worse, I run back to the kitchen for twine, which we use to truss his dripping roll so it won’t open. Then we drag him out past my cot to the front door. I look back again to the long wet smear he leaves, and groan. His DNA track will lead directly from the bedroom to the bathroom, and then to the front door.

This is so bad.

“Take your Hennessy,” I tell Kate. She goes back for it and shoves it into her purse. On top of everything else, I don’t want that booze and Xanax brew left in my apartment. At least the water trail will evaporate, and if this works, Griff will be found drowned by accident in his own pool…

Do I dare hope? I can’t even think.

We turn off the few lights, and my fingers flutter wildly as I lock up.

The stairs are a problem. We half carry, half slide the dripping mound down, feet first. The few overhead bulbs dimly light the moistened path we leave, but that too will dry before morning. It’s my apartment I worry about.

“Made it,” Kate huffs in the foyer, collapsing against the wall.

“Not yet.” I point to the front door. “Outside has eyes.”

The street is dark and quiet, or nearly so with two shadow shapes sprawled before the next brownstone. My car is still in front - and oh God, for once I wish it had been stolen. Kate’s key fob formerly Griff’s dings distantly from the far end of the block.

Great. Griff’s Cadillac Escalade has cargo space for a platoon, but it’s too far. “So he goes into my trunk,” I whisper sickly, eyeing my little Mazda.

Kate shakes her head. “The Caddy’s cargo is huge. Let’s get him there.”

“How?” I hiss. “Drag him dripping down the whole block?” Besides, she’s so drunk. Even a minor accident would bring attention to the body in her car.

“Hey, lemme help.”

I freeze, smelling the shape before I see him. A cloud of pot, booze and likely more has approached, tottering and grinning in the shadows about fair damsels needing help. Before we can stop him, the man reaches down to the sodden blanket roll.

“I’m Charlie. I uster be a genilman,” he slurs, and now his friend comes too, wanting to help.

“In here?” Charlie taps the trunk of my car, and my heart drops. What can I do? I can’t shoo these two away because they’re wasted and determined to be gallant. So I open my trunk, feeling breath leave me. Together, they start to lift the dead body in its blanket roll.

“Hey, this thing’s soaking!”

“We had a flood,” I manage.

“No problem.” They push it into the trunk, chattering about somebody’s flooded basement. “That whole couch floated out!” Charlie says; and his pal recalls soaking, rolled-up rugs. “Nothin’ heavier ’n a wet rug!”

Kate stands helpless to the side, head down with her hand to her mouth.

Then the pair asks for tips and I glare at them. So that’s what all the chivalry was about. Kate digs shakily through her purse and pays them each ten dollars. They totter happily off, and resume their sprawl on the sidewalk.

At least Griff is loaded.

I try to breathe again, crawling in behind the wheel. Kate grips the edge of the open window and leans in. The dim light creates crazed shadows on her face.

“My God. He was your father? It’s just sinking in.” Her expression is somewhere between sorrow and disbelief.

“No.” I hear my own bitterness. “He was my mother’s rapist. Destroyed her life and mine. A father is someone who’s there for you, loves you and protects you-”

“Yeah, like my Daddy Dearest. I’m hysterical, don’t stir me up worse.” She’s silent for seconds, hanging onto my window’s edge. “So we’re both a mess. You going to be okay to drive?”

“Maybe. Are you? You’ve had a lot.”

“I’ll drive slowly and very, very carefully,” she slurs. “Promish.”

“Okay, let’s get out of here.”

“Don’t try to stay together. Traffic…”

“Right. I’ll meet you there.”

Kate nods and turns jerkily away. I start the engine, watching her stumble down to Griff’s Caddy. She starts her engine, her lights go on, and she pulls out.

I follow, gripping the steering wheel so hard that it hurts, until a red light six blocks away separates us.

For the rest of the way, I’ll be driving alone. With his body in the trunk. And omigod those two witnesses saw us, may or may not remember, and Griff’s DNA is dripping all over my trunk.

Headlights are blindingly bright. My hand tries to shield my eyes that hurt worse because I’m crying. And so scared.

It is clear that I’ve made the most desperately bad mistake of my life, but there’s no turning back now.
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Somehow I make it out of the city, onto the dark Merritt Parkway and then onto a side road. It’s a lonely road, just me and a glint of moon. Lunatic – the word comes to me. Because luna is Latin for moon, and I’m feeling past fear to crazed.

Is it possible to kill a monster without becoming one?

I cover about twelve miles before I hear a sound. It is high-pitched and distant, but coming closer. My eyes dart to my rearview mirror, and I freeze. God…there’s a police car behind me. His lights flash, strobing the trees, and there are no other cars on the road. He’s after me. He wants me to stop.

This is bad. Could those two drunks or whatever they were on have realized they really hoisted a body? Or could a neighbor have heard commotion and looked out?

There’s no chance of running. I slow and pull over, feeling my heart pound. The police car pulls up behind me, stops close and…nothing. His headlights flood the inside of my car. I squint painfully into my rearview mirror and see an officer’s almost silhouette behind his windshield, watching me. His hand is up to his ear, and he’s probably calling for backup.

Terror shoots through me. That’s it. They’ve caught a murderer.

Then the cop’s door opens, and he gets out. He’s tall and slender in his dark uniform, graceful to look at until he raps hard on my window.

I zoom it down.

“Um, hi Officer,” I croak. “Is something wrong?”

In the shadows, I can barely make out his face except for grim lines, a strong jaw. “We’ll see,” he says. “Show me your license, please.”

My hands shake as I reach for my purse and get my wallet out. I almost drop my driver’s license as I hand it to him.

“Rooney Budd.” He holds my license up to his flashlight, then turns his light to my face to see if I match the picture. “Brooklyn,” he says, stepping back to take in the appearance of my old Mazda. “Kinda far from home, aren’t you?”

“I have a job near here. I wasn’t speeding, was I? Have I done anything wrong?” Aside from just drowning a man, that is.

He shakes his head and hands my license back. “No, but you’ve got a broken taillight back there. On the right.”

My painfully tight shoulders relax. “Oh, I do?” That’s it?

“You should get it fixed, or next time you’ll get a ticket. Driving with a broken taillight is against the law and dangerous. It could kill you. At night someone could think you’re a motorcycle, clip you or worse. Get this fixed as soon as possible.”

“I will. I will.”

“You nearly at your destination?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Drive carefully until you get there.” Then he turns his head to look again toward the rear of my car. He swings his flashlight that way, stands for a moment, and stares. “I’m going to take another look at it.”

He walks to the rear, shines his light, and then drops his beam lower. It disappears from my sight in the rear view. It’s somewhere near the base of my trunk…oh no! I can’t breathe. I can’t even swallow.

He comes back. “Looks like someone bashed your whole taillight bar.”

“I live in a bad neighborhood,” I croak. “It must have just happened.”

“Something else. There’s water dripping from your trunk.”

My heart drops. “Soaked rolled-up rug and stuff,” I manage. Thanks for the idea, Charlie. “My apartment got flooded.”

That seems to go over. The officer commiserates about the bad night I’m having, repeats the importance of getting my taillight fixed, and tells me to stay safe.

He walks back to his car, and my shoulders heave in relief. Would he have needed a subpoena to look in my trunk? I don’t know. But the thought of him even remembering me and my dripping trunk isn’t good. He probably also called in this stop, so now I’m in their computers.

This has just gotten so much worse. I drop my head and grip the wheel again, fighting panic. But even that feels rushed because the cop stays and waits behind me with his bright lights still on - for what? Maybe just to see me off safely…or not.

I pull back onto the road, leaving him behind in my rearview, struggling for breath as I cover the remaining miles.
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The Cadillac is parked. I pull up alongside, feeling cold dread as I look around. The house is dark, and the sliver of moon is nearly hidden behind clouds. What a perfect night to dump a body, I think semi-hysterically, getting out of the car.

And where is Kate?

A small light comes on in the kitchen window. She’s been watching for me…listening, really, since I pulled in slowly and carefully with my headlights off. Then I see the outline of the back door open and close, and Kate’s silhouette heads toward me. She’s more unsteady than before on her feet. Likely she’s had more to drink. I’m almost as unsteady, but from fear.

“You took longer,” she whispers as if there’s anyone around.

“I got stopped. Broken taillight.”

“Oh no.” A whimper escapes her as she clutches her middle. “They’ll have you in their records, that you were out, headed this way.”

I bite my lip, deciding to say nothing about the cop noticing water leaking from my trunk. This is a nightmare.

“We have to hurry. I brought this,” Kate slurs, turning jerkily away.

From the grassy edge she struggles up a wheelbarrow, stammering that it’s “for him” and that she pushed it up from the tool shed. I stare sickly at it. What an end for Griffin the rapist, tit-grabber and social climber…hauled off in a wheelbarrow.

“Grab a handle,” Kate says, so I do. The handle’s wood feels old and rough and the barrow’s front wheel creaks with a weird, groaning sound. More nightmare. My pulse is roaring. But together, we push the barrow around to the back of my car, where I step free and open the trunk.

The overhead light comes on, and my stomach heaves as I see the trussed wet blanket mound. We tug and pull and get half of Griff out. I can feel his head and shoulder through the blanket, and am revolted. We slide the rest of his body into the barrow, which tilts disastrously with his weight.

I groan and Kate whimpers as we struggle. Twine gives way and part of him slides out. His cold hand brushes my shoe, and I let out a shriek.

“Don’t,” Kate slurs. “You need booze. It’ll numb you.”

How is she even standing? “Did you just have more?”

“Yep. Hair of the dog.”

“Not the same bottle! The Xanax-”

“Course not.” She sways a little. “A new bottle. It’s in the kitchen. Want me to geddit?”

I almost say yes, considering what’s ahead. But I mumble no.

We get the wheelbarrow straightened, but it’s heavy and still a job rolling it over grass. I’m breathing hard. Kate pushes the handles and I lift the creaking wheel over rough spots.

“Only bumpy ride he’s ever had,” she mutters.

The pool’s cement apron is smooth at least, cluttered with the first fallen leaves of late August. Now we both push the laden barrow, past chaise lounges and patio furniture looking obscene at this hour - and considering what we’re doing. The front wheel creaks its high, weird groan, an awful sound that makes us cringe.

“You should have oiled it,” I huff.

“Do I know where the oil is kept? This thing is old.”

I bit my lip. Kate oil a rusty wheelbarrow? She has trouble opening a mustard bottle.

More pushing, and we reach the deep end. Dark water glints as clouds fly before the moon. We stop by the diving board for a moment, breathing hard…and a sick feeling bolts through me.

“This is it,” Kate says quietly. Shaking in the dim light, she leans against the board and drops her head. “I tried, didn’t I?” she whimpers defensively. “I took his every abuse…”

I look from Griff’s trussed mound in the barrow to the water, and grit my teeth. “He abused more than you.”

I feel her eyes on me, and turn back to her. She gives a slow nod. In the shadows, her face looks beyond strained, with long grim lines around her mouth. There’s a chill breeze, and I hug myself. This is it for both of us. It’s been a long time coming.

Then we steel ourselves.

We wheel Griff to the edge, and lift the barrow’s handlebars, higher, higher. My heart is rocketing. The body starts to slide down. I reach to pull off the twine and tug the dark blanket away as it slides down further.

With a quiet, awful splash, Griff drops into the water. I get a quick, moonlit glimpse of his dark hair and shoulder and safari shirt before he disappears under watery blackness.

He’s gone.

Kate practically falls to her knees at the pool’s edge. My knees fail me too, and I sink down next to her. We’re both breathing hard.

“We’ve done it. We’ve really done it,” she says feebly.

“Yeah.” My lips press.

She’s still for long moments, and then peers up to the moon rushing behind clouds. “I hope your mother’s watching,” she says. “I hope she’s laughing.”

I shake my head. “She wouldn’t laugh,” I manage, feeling heartsick at what she would say. “She wasn’t like that.”

Shivering, we finally shift our way backward and lean against the diving board. Long, terrible moments pass. The chill breeze stiffens, sending dead leaves skittering above the pool’s surface. Then they rise again, like a dark and fearsome little whirlwind.

I hug my knees to my chest, then bring both hands to my face, and start to cry. I can’t believe we’ve really done this. We’ve killed the source of my long rage…but fantasies are easy. This is still murder.

“Don’t cry,” Kate slurs resentfully. “He hurt people. He deserved this.”

I rock slightly, saying nothing. There are no words.

With a groan, she gets to her feet and then I do too, painfully.
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We return the wheelbarrow to the dark tool shed, probably as old as the house and smelling of rotten wood and musty old oils. Shakily, I hold my phone’s light as Kate shows me a place under corner floorboards to hide the dark blanket. We stuff it in.

“They’ll never find it,” she says woodenly, replacing the boards. “It’s falling apart in here. No one uses it.”

I still don’t answer. We’re both in shock, I guess.

She accompanies me as I get my things from my car. I feel weak. My legs feel like lead.

In the kitchen, with one small lamp lit, we lean on the center island trying to decide what next.

“Betts will be back tomorrow,” Kate says. “I mean today…in a few hours. We should just act normal.” There is needy appeal in her eyes, because now she’s frightened. “Do you think you can sleep?”

“Not likely.” I watch her rub at her head, while her free hand pulls her new Hennessy bottle to her. It’s half empty. She must have sat here with it, waiting for me.

“As for me what’s the difference…I’ll be hung over.” The corner of her lips twitch. “It will be just another day of sleeping it off.”

“Just another day…maybe not.” I drop my head, seeing again Griff’s body slide into the dark pool, the quiet, awful splash as he disappeared. Will I ever be able to push that image from my mind?

Kate holds out her shaking hand. “Look at that. Adrenaline and my hair of the dog are wearing off. The jitters are starting.”

“You going to take more to sleep?” Cautioning about booze now…forget it.

“Oh yeah.” She lifts the bottle, and takes a long slug. “Woo,” she says, wincing, waiting, and then sitting straighter feeling her new jolt. “See? It works. Tonight was necessary.”

She goes to the kitchen door to lock up and check the alarm system, then grabs her bottle and we trudge upstairs.

Outside my bedroom, she gives me a sloppy hug and I try to return it. “We have to stay calm,” she says raggedly. “Until…well, we’ll figure it out.”

I blink as something occurs. “What did you do with the other Hennessey? The one with the Xanax?”

“Threw it out at some rest stop. After washing it out in their john.” Kate points to her head. “See? The noodle works best with booze.”

“Will you return the money and jewels you took when we left?”

“Every last bit. God, yes,” she says with effort. Her blue eyes are reddened and bulge a little. “Just remember…when they find him, it was an accident. A horrible accident. He was so careless with his drugs.”

“Right.”

We bid each other uneasy goodnights.

In the bedroom, I fall fully dressed to the pillow in a fetal position, and squeeze my eyes shut. I’m still seeing the whole, horrid night replay in my mind. Images I cannot push down.

Shouldn’t there be some sort of insane joy or relief in what I’ve done? There isn’t. Only a horrid feeling of falling into a deep and terrifying abyss.

The thought also assails me that I am the one with the still-wet tub and the car trunk dripping Griff’s DNA. Did one of his hairs get caught in the tub’s drain? Are those stoned street people going to remember us lugging out the wet blanket roll?

Through the window, the thinnest streak of dawn starts to appear. I press my palms to my face, struggling not to think, wishing desperately for sleep.
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There’s a sound. Footsteps outside my door. My eyes crack open, and gloomy gray light droops in from the window. An overcast day. When did I drift off? I struggle to wake…then last night roars back and my heart starts to race.

That sound again. It’s clinking china. Mrs. Betts leaving breakfast outside, so my whirling brain confirms that it is morning. I also realize that I’m starving. Absolutely, insanely hungry. When did I last eat?

Act normal, I hear Kate say. Right, and that would start with not letting Betts know I’ve slept in my clothes.

I wait for her footsteps to fade, then crawl groaning off the bed. My body aches all over, a reminder of dragging Griff through my kitchen, lifting him into the tub, straining to push the wheelbarrow…all of it. But I make it to the door.

On the console table outside is a tray holding coffee and a round cover over eggs and toast and jam. Shakily, I carry the tray back to bed and force down a few bites.

Then I run into the bathroom, fighting nausea.

On my knees gripping the toilet, I keep seeing last night. The crazed insanity of it. At some point, I should have said Stop.

When?

When Griff tried to rape me and mocked my mother? Laughed maliciously at how he destroyed her?

Yeah, that would have been the time for restraint.

The nausea worsens.

I helped kill a man. Bio dad or stranger monster, he was still a man who had no benefit of judge and jury. My most obsessive fantasy has come to pass, and it’s like a waking nightmare.

I struggle with it as I get back to my feet and try to wash up. In the mirror, I look like a crazy woman with wild hair, dark bags under my eyes and a T-shirt slightly torn from last night. It will be hard to act normal. Slowly, I brush my hair into a ponytail, wanting just to flop back onto the bed.

Then I hear a loud knock on the door.

I look that way, tensing. Don’t open? No choice. Can’t hide in the room, so I trudge across and open the door a crack.

Kate pushes it further open and rushes jerkily past me, pale in a T-shirt and jeans, smelling of toothpaste and more booze. A bad sign. Her hair is half out of her ponytail and she’s nervously waving her hands. “They’re here,” she says, hurrying across to fall onto the window seat.

Panic mounts in my chest. “Who?”

“The landscapers, the damn pool landscapers!” She gapes at me as I join her. “They weren’t supposed to come until Friday.”

“So?” I look out.

Overwrought, she explains that she’d wanted the pool area to be quiet today. “Betts is back. I’d been thinking we could pretend to work and then-”

“Whisper,” I interrupt. Eavesdropper Betts could be at the door.

Kate resumes in low frantic tones. She had worked out a plan as she lay awake, hoping to wait until afternoon and then go out together “for a walk.” We would see Griff’s dreaded shape at the bottom of the pool, get convincingly hysterical and sound the alarm.

Her bloodshot eyes widen as she looks out, and she presses a fist to her mouth. “Something’s wrong,” she whispers.

I stiffen and look out harder, because I see it too.

Landscapers are busy down there. Men in matching green T-shirts reading De Mayo Nursery are raking, digging, and bringing in shrubs which they’re installing in planters. Two trucks are in the driveway, both bearing the company name. And a little boy wearing the same but smaller green T-shirt is sitting on the edge of the pool near the diving board, dangling his feet in the water. Also tossing in acorns until a broad, T-shirted man who is probably his father tells him to stop. Two other men with pool skimmers are fishing out the acorns.

And none of them react to what’s in the pool.

My blood runs cold.

“Rooney,” Kate whimpers. “Do they not see him?”

I peer out at the gray day, the low dark clouds threatening rain, and my heart starts a sick thudding. “The water looks shadowy. Maybe he…drifted into a corner.”

Kate drops her face to her hands. “It’s too soon for him to be found. I need time to - I don’t know! What can we do?”

I struggle for words. “It’s a dark day so the water is dark. The men fishing out acorns are just skimming the surface.”

“They’ll find him. They will.”

“Would that be so terrible?”

“Yes,” she murmurs into her hands. “I need time to figure a story. It’s known that my marriage was troubled. And Betts has never liked me.”

Kate straightens and lifts her frantic eyes to me. “There’s more and we need time,” she says tremulously. “I was crazed last night…never gave a thought to…the matching mileage on our cars. The Caddy and Mazda must have been photographed - time-checked - going through the tolls.” She gulps air. “We’re in their cameras!”

My mouth drops open. The tolls. Oh God, the tolls. Our timing is nearly identical coming back from the city.

“We weren’t thinking last night, were we?” Kate says feebly. “I was drunk and you were…what Griff tried to do to you on the bed…what he said about your mother…”

I barely hear her as I scowl down at the men, breathing faster.

“They’re not even focused on the water,” I say, trying to persuade myself. “They’re afraid it’s going to rain and they’re hurrying to get those plants into pots.”

Kate looks at me, then anxiously peers down again. “You think?”

“It’s possible.” But my heart won’t stop pounding.

The skimmer poles have been tossed onto the grass. Two of the men are emptying soil bags into planters, and another is cutting burlap from root balls. The broad, older man has his young son raking and is bending to him, shaking his finger about maybe not throwing things into customers’ pools.

“I can’t stand this,” Kate leans against me. “How could they not have seen him?”

“They weren’t looking and they’re in a hurry,” I repeat stubbornly. But I can’t persuade myself. That child tossing in acorns was watching them splash, then watching the ripples spread and disappear. He was having fun, looking into the water. If he had seen something frightening – like a body - he would have been howling and pointing like any scared kid.

Now he’s working his little rake as if nothing.

Cold dread builds in my stomach, especially since now Kate is acting completely childlike. She wants me to assure her that everything will be alright. That makes me the only adult. It’s a frightening feeling, on top of the rest.

“Listen.” My throat feels so tight. “Give me a few minutes to shower and then I’ll join you. We’ll try to act normal, fake work as if nothing and see what happens.”

Kate gets unsteadily to her feet, shaking her head. “What happens? I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. Betts will be bringing him lunch around twelve-thirty. In his office - she’s the only one who sorts his mail and lays it on his desk. He doesn’t like his lunch to be late. She’ll be looking for him.”

“Let her guess he went for a run or something.” Inside, I’m screaming. I need Kate gone so I can think, and give her arm a push. “I’ll be fast. Give me ten minutes.”

“Okay,” she says, trying to sound hopeful.

But we both know something is wrong.


47.

In the shower, I realize how bad this is. If landscapers in a hurry on a dark day didn’t see the body, Betts running around searching will. And Kate is right about our cars getting time-checked in the tolls coming back.

My heart won’t stop hammering. Clearly, I lost my mind last night. I wanted Griff dead or at least punished, but not in my place! And not with such impulsive stupidity.

I raise my face to the warm blast and squeeze my eyes tight, obsessing again that I am the one with the wet tub and the car trunk holding Griff’s DNA – the trunk that that cop saw leaking. Not to mention those stoned street guys maybe remembering us lugging out the wet blanket roll.

What to do? What to do?

I struggle with it…and then an idea comes.

I get out of the shower, tremulous, and dress fast in jeans, a T-shirt and a long-sleeved dark shirt. Kate isn’t going to like this.

She’s at her desk, brooding over leftover toast and barely touched eggs. Her stringy blond hair looks like she’s been pulling at it.

Whatever.

I go straight to her printer and pull out a single sheet of paper, eight inches by eleven. Confused, she wants to know what I’m doing.

“I have to go clean my tub,” I say, folding the paper, shoving it into my purse. “Maybe wash some things, other stuff.”

“No!” Her bloodshot eyes widen, and she knocks over her cup. It wasn’t just coffee in it, the room smells of brandy. “Don’t leave me, don’t leave me.”

“I’ll be back.”

She follows me to the door. “Please don’t go. What will I do?”

She has definitely become infantile. I’m also just burning to get away from her. Last night – at least the beginning with Griff’s assault - only happened because I felt sorry for her, protective. Things spun out of control in Brooklyn. Now she’s pulling at my arm and I’m feeling suffocated.

“You’re going to leave me, aren’t you?” she cries feebly. “You’re going to stay in the city…not come back.”

What would be so bad about me not coming back? They’ll find Griff, it was an accident, and that will be that…or not. Wait, I storm at myself. It would look worse if I’m suddenly not here. I’m paid for the week - they’d ask why the abrupt flight when he’s found dead?

“I’ll be back,” I say low, heading out. “Just chill, okay?”

Kate dogs me down the stairs.

“How can I chill when I may have to deal with” – her voice also drops to a whisper – “Betts looking and looking for him. Asking me. I can’t deal with her.”

“Just say you know nothing.” I stop, halfway down with a challenge in my whisper. “What about just getting it over? We could go out now to admire the roses-”

“No.” Kate weakly grabs the railing. “Not yet. I just…can’t. Besides, they’ve got that little boy and what if they do find…”

“Oh, right. Well, there you go. The sooner I leave, the sooner I’ll be back. I have to do this.”

She follows me down to the kitchen, where Betts is rolling out dough and Cammy is helping. Her blouse is opened its usual two buttons.

“For quiche,” Betts says brightly. “Just the way Mr. Tilden likes it with lots of bacon.”

Cammy smiles – her dimples are adorable - and hands Betts more flour. “Where is he, by the way?” she asks. “I was just in his office to ask about lunch.”

That’s why her blouse is unbuttoned. And Betts must have sent her in like that. Three guesses what these two think they’re planning.

We both give shrugs, and Kate says something feeble about Griff maybe jogging. They nod and go back to their quiche.

In the driveway, Kate looks even more pale and her skin is clammy.

“What if he’s found and the police come asking questions?” She’s leaning into my open window. “How will I handle it? What if I say the wrong thing?”

My stomach is in knots. “Just say you know nothing and keep crying. In fact, say nothing ever to police.” Something I learned from my public defender in my boxcutter case. “That is vital. Do you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“What did I just say?”

“Say nothing ever to police. Oh, this day is so gloomy and depressing. I feel weak, Rooney. I think I’m going to faint.” With both hands Kate grips the edge of my open window.

“Ah, Mrs. Tilden? Excuse me?”

She startles and turns. The older man in his green De Mayo Nursery shirt is coming up.

“I was just wondering if you wanted us doing any leaf blowing today. The lawn and pool are getting cluttered. We’ll have to rake the water’s surface.”

“No!” She says it too loudly and he jerks back, startled. “I mean, in a few days maybe,” she amends nervously. “Are you done with the shrubs?”

“Four more to go. Okay, have your husband call me.” He leaves with a small wave, looking bewildered.

And I groan to myself. Kate can’t even handle a question from the landscaper? How will she handle questions from the police if Griff is found? She’ll fall apart, that’s what.

My chest feels so tight. Do I even dare leave?

Yes. I couldn’t speak for her anyway like she’s some dummy on my lap…and I have to clean my place. Which means I have to work fast. Maybe Griff won’t be found for a few hours…

I start the car’s engine, and Kate resumes whimpering.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady. “It’s possible nothing will happen till you call in a missing-persons report, so try not to worry.”

“I’ll die if you leave, Rooney. I really will.”

“No you won’t!” She’s really impossible. “Listen, the sooner I leave, the sooner I’ll be back, okay?”

Kate finally nods, the picture of despair. She keeps her scared eyes on me as she steps back to the wrought iron fence fronting the house.

I do a three-quarter turn and start down the driveway, glancing back at her in my rearview. She has moved behind the fence and is gripping its points, hanging on. The iron bars make it look like she’s in prison.

And the huge house behind her seems to swallow her.
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Traffic is light. It takes me fifty minutes to get to the city, and another teeth-gnashing twenty to reach Brooklyn. There, I park my car a long four blocks from my building. I scrawl a fake phone number and “BUY THIS HEAP CHEAP” on the sheet of paper I took from Kate’s printer. Then I stick it under the wiper on the sidewalk side.

I feel choked up, looking at it. “Bye Ugly,” I say quietly, looking at my sweet old buggy. “I’ll miss you.”

But I’ve made someone’s theft easy.

I do a fast run to my building and up the stairs. Keying in, my hands start to shake. I hesitate, and the sickest feeling ever shoots through me. Last night really happened. Then I move inside and slam the bolt, lock the lock, and press my brow to the door for long moments, not wanting to turn.

Finally, I do.

Inside is a worse mess than I remember. When did Kate or Griff knock both kitchen chairs over? Strewn glasses line the table, and the bedroom…my God. One blanket is yanked to the floor, and the rest of the bed looks struggled over.

Which it was.

Nausea grips me but I put my purse down and hurry to the bathroom. It’s a shock. From the doorway I see Griff’s dead body again, in the tub, his face slack and dripping. For instants he opens his crazed eyes at me, glaring like a waking nightmare. Then his eyes close and he sinks back down again, to water that disappears.

There’s nothing left in there but the faucet’s drip, drip… It seems so loud.

I struggle to calm.

Because I have to, so out comes the Comet and a sponge. On my knees I scrub the outside of the tub, including the sides and rim and the linoleum below the old claw feet. There are still remnants of puddles, and I mop them up. Then I grab toilet paper, clamber into the tub and examine the drain. Sure enough, Griff’s dark hairs…three that make me wince and shudder as I wrap them in the toilet paper. Then I scrub the drain, and clean and rinse the tub’s interior with the rinse attachment. Finally, I climb back out to flush Griff’s hairs down the toilet.

“Bye monster,” I whisper, watching the water go round and round and then down.

I’m reliving the nightmare, every horrid detail. But there’s more to do.

In the kitchen I straighten the tossed chairs, and scrub the stretch where I think Griff’s blanket roll left a long smear on the floor. It’s all dry now, but still…

Then, standing, I spend a moment studying the three small glasses used for brandy that are still on the table. Two of them, the ones Kate and I rejected, have their splash of booze still in them. The third, of course, holds Griff’s fingerprints.

Wash and scrub them? Put them back in the cupboard?

A desperate idea comes as I pick them up and hurl them against the wall, then cringe watching them burst into shards that rain down to the floor. They skitter all over, and I have to step carefully to the narrow broom closet. Then, moving jerkily, I crouch and sweep the shards into a dust pan and empty them into the waste basket.

All the while, I’m struggling with what to do about the bedroom. As Kate said, New York’s E-Z pass takes pictures of every vehicle, so they’ll have Griff’s Caddy caught on tape. My Mazda too, both coming in and – worse – leaving at the same time in the wee hours.

Panic jabs. What to do when Griff is found if the police come here asking questions? Because of the highway and Brooklyn cameras, they’ll know he was here.

I pace, storming at myself to figure out a story.

Then it comes.

Why, the obvious! Just say Yes, he was here, begging his wife to come back to him. I can add that it was all pretty upsetting since Griff was drunk and should never have been driving. He collapsed on the bed, in fact. They kind of made up, but he was zonked so his wife had to drive him back home in his car.

A good story. Good enough, hopefully.

So I go in and just straighten the blankets a little. Pick up the one drooping to the floor, and straighten the pillows but not too much. There’ll be Griff’s DNA all over the bed but that fits the story. They’ll find Xanax in him on top of the booze, but Betts would have to confirm that he used both. He must have stumbled fully clothed into the pool. Easy to drown with all that in you. And he hit his head too? The pool did that, not my whack with the snow globe, or Kate’s with her lamp.

Done. The bedroom’s story will fit.

Breathing heavily, I gather my purse and stand by the front door surveying everything. It looks alright. A troubled couple fought, then made up but he was drunk and had to be driven home.

It doesn’t look as if two women dragged an unconscious man into a tub full of water, and drowned him.

A kind of relief floods me, but I’m also still shaken. I helped kill a man. Oh God, the reality.

I’ll need more time to process this but for now I just step out, take a shuddering breath, turn to lock up, and rush down the stairs.

The Mazda is gone, of course. The hotwire kids have been busy. Good-bye old buggy, poor Ugly…you’re probably already in some chop shop, along with Griff’s DNA.

I run a few blocks, cross a busy street, and rent a Honda. Minutes later I’m on the road headed back to Westchester.

It’s late, almost four. Traffic is heavier this time. The trip takes over ninety minutes, but it gives me a chance to review my story again. Carefully.

Good thing, too.

When I pull into the driveway, dark clouds have mostly disappeared and the sun is dropping beneath them, casting beams of glaring yellow on police cars before the back door.

My breath stops as I park next to one of them.
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“I called them,” frets Betts.

I’ve barely entered the back hall and she’s fighting tears. “Kate didn’t want to but she’s a wreck and he’s missing. I searched all over and called him too. He doesn’t answer!”

My thoughts rocket. She searched all over? Including the pool where she knows Griff liked to take quick swims – and has Kate not been out there either? No, she wouldn’t dare that alone. Must have been waiting for me…

A sick feeling hits my stomach.

“S’cuse me.” I edge past Betts and enter the kitchen. Ahead, at the round table, Kate is still in her jeans and white T-shirt doing just what I begged her not to: talking to the police. She’s spewing, in fact. Tearfully, with lots of jerky hand waving to standing uniformed officers and a man in plainclothes.

“I relented,” she weeps in a torrent. Her eyes are reddened and glistening. “Agreed to give him another chance and come back with him – I had to, he’d been drinking and threatened to get behind the wheel.” Her frantic eyes see me, and the cops turn to me. “Isn’t that right, Rooney? He could have killed someone! Then when we got back he refused help getting up the stairs and said he’d put himself to bed.”

I do my best to produce a thoroughly confused look. “What’s happened?”

Betts paces while one of the uniformed men informs me that Mr. Tilden has been reported missing. I stare at him, letting my mouth drop open in shock. It’s easy. My pulse is roaring. “Missing?” I say incredulously.

They nod somberly.

I sink to a chair facing Kate. “My God.” I look harder at her. She has told a good story. Imagine that. “What…? When?”

“Around two, maybe three,” she sniffles, wringing her hands. “Mrs. Betts had made his lunch and couldn’t find him. Neither of us could find him. We both called and called him but…” She falters. “He didn’t answer.”

“Where did you look?” I’m fighting to keep my voice steady.

“All over the house. And the garage to see if his car is there. It is.” Kate’s body sags and her face crumples. “I mean, sometimes he goes off to town…”

“Wouldn’t you have heard if he left? The garage doors? The engine?”

“Not if I was in the shower.” Kate trembles and swats at real tears. What else has she said? I should have driven faster, gotten here sooner. “And Mrs. Betts was running the washer.”

The police watch our exchange. I’m aware of my face going chalk white, but that should seem appropriate. They don’t know my knees are shaking under the table. I sat because I had to.

Kate’s story fits with what I’d planned to say, plus she added the part about Griff refusing help getting up the stairs to bed. Spewing it like that, she has signaled me to get our stories straight.

Again, I’m surprised. She isn’t so dumb. The trick is to seem cooperative. Her just-the-facts story (minus drowning Tilden) may work – for now - complete with convincing tears and histrionics because she really is terrified. Fear produces the best drama.

I look up as the man in plainclothes rounds the table, introducing himself to me. He is Detective Malloy, big-shouldered with a slight paunch, crisp white shirt under a dark jacket and sandy-colored hair going gray. He studies me with penetrating pale eyes.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

I blink at him, still wearing my shocked and confused look. “About what?”

Peripherally, I see another officer lead Betts off for questioning, and my panic mounts. Kate said she’d only searched the house and garage. But Betts said she searched all over, which must have included the pool.

She didn’t see the body? What is happening?
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Malloy draws my attention away from Betts.

“Down that hall if you don’t mind,” he says, gesturing. “Mrs. Tilden is upset. You might remember something helpful.”

Police separate you, I know that from my experience with the boxcutter. My turn, I think, steeling myself to sound cooperative while saying nothing. I trade worried glances with Kate, then lead Malloy out past the family and safari photos to the big front room.

Irony: we sit only feet from the long table of that night that took me from hefting chafing dishes to stealing the money bundle. I settle on a settee, feeling my heart race. Malloy takes the chair facing me.

“You heard what Mrs. Tilden said as you arrived,” he says, watching my face. “Is that how things went?”

“Yes.” I shrug and swallow.

It’s hard to focus on him, because at the end of this long room, in an alcove half under the stairs, the officer questioning Betts is fast scribbling notes. And she is gesturing emotionally out the back window overlooking the pool. Oh God. My chest tightens painfully, but I look back to Malloy.

He has been studying me. “It seems to be a troubled marriage,” he says. “We’ve been called here before.”

“Well, I’ve only been here three days.” My hands burst sweat and I clasp them in my lap. “Except for last night, I got the impression they were trying to mend things.”

“But they sleep in different rooms?”

“For now, apparently,” I say with another shrug. “A kind of trial separation.” I’ve only repeated what they must already know.

Malloy looks skeptical for a moment, then asks about my role in this. I breathe in and explain that, as a former low-level newspaper writer, I was hired to help Mrs. Tilden write her memoirs. Also, to be possibly a live-in companion. “Short term,” I add. “It’s kind of desolate out here. I’m a city girl.”

“You could help with her memoirs from the city?”

“Sure. Emailed Word documents.” Malloy must have known that. He’s fishing.

He tries a different tack. “Had you ever known either of the Tildens before?”

“No, never.” I raise my eyebrows and gesture around, giving Malloy a look that asks how could that possibly be? A poor girl from Brooklyn with these people?

“Then how did they know about you?”

He’s closing in. But the question he wouldn’t know to ask is, how did I know about them?

I pull in a heavy breath.

“After I was laid off I worked briefly for the man who catered their parties. From my employer Mr. Tilden heard that I’d had a writing job at the Brooklyn Crier, and hired me to help his wife.”

Boy, am I leaving a lot out. My hands work against each other, and Malloy notices.

He leans back and folds his arms. “Okay,” he says, getting down to it. “In your own words, what happened last night?”

Dry-lipped, I repeat Kate’s story, starting with an “argument” that they had here. That’s what I call that awfulness, trying not to wince when I remember Griff assaulting Kate.

“She wanted time away to sort through her feelings and asked to come to my place – she’s originally from Brooklyn – but Mr. Tilden came after her, very drunk, begging her to come back. When she refused because she needed more time, he threated to drive back here but passed out instead on my bed.”

There, whew. I’ve established the fact that Griff was on my apartment’s bed.

“How did you get him back?”

“Mrs. Tilden drove him back in his car, and I followed in mine.” Just the facts again, which they’ll find on New York’s toll cameras.

Malloy’s eyes laser on mine. Unlike the detective at the far end of the room hunched with Betts, he takes no notes. I shoot another glance at them. “The pool…!” I hear Betts exclaim, and panic jabs.

“I’m sorry,” I croak. “Repeat please?”

He has asked a question I didn’t catch. That is bad. He has seen me anxiously trying to watch Betts being questioned, and will file such a tell in his notes. My throat tightens.

“What happened when you got Tilden home?” Malloy repeats.

“He was upset. Tearful, feeling sorry for himself, and wouldn’t let us help him up to bed. He has business worries too, apparently.”

“So he went up the stairs on his own?”

“Yes.” I embellish Kate’s story a little. “He was stumbling, hanging onto the banister with both hands. And if you’re wondering if he went to bed, I wouldn’t know. The room he’s using is way at the end of the hall. Kate and I stayed down in the kitchen for a bit.” I hesitate. “She was crying.”

Betts is on her feet now, emotional, gesturing to the window behind them and then all around, as if to the whole property. I can’t stand this. The day had brightened! No more dark day over dark water and the sun had come out. Did she not see Griff in the pool?

I look back to see Malloy staring at me. His face is a mask, revealing nothing.

“You had a rough night with little or no sleep, yet you just made that whole round trip again. Why did you go back?”

The question I expected. I’m ready for it, and spread my hands with no sign that my pulse is roaring. “To clean up.”

“Clean up?” The detective’s eyes darken.

“Yes…well, they made a mess before Mr. Tilden burst into tears and said sorry. Glasses were thrown and smashed.” I give a shudder, seeing myself slamming those glasses against the wall. “I couldn’t leave my place with shards all over like that.”

“So you swept them up?”

“Yes. Put them into a wastebasket, straightened other things.”

Malloy purses his lips, then finally gets out his notebook and seems to scribble about broken glass shards. They will go down as my reason for going back, as opposed to cleaning the tub.

He stares thoughtfully at his scrawl, then raises his eyes to me. “Your hands are red. Is that just from sweeping up glass?”

He’s caught me off guard, and I look at my hands. They are indeed reddened and chapped. I cleaned that tub in a fury. “No,” I say, “that’s probably from scrubbing where the Tildens spilled brandy on my old wooden floor. My poor little place smelled like a distillery.”

Again so forthright, trying desperately not to watch Betts mouthing off to the cop questioning her. My heart is beating sickly.

Malloy looks at me for another long moment, and then he leans forward, exhaling. “Okay, final question,” he says, and his hand gestures. “Do you think Tilden might have done something to harm himself?”

I act appalled. “God no. I can’t imagine.”

“Their property abuts the river.”

“But even drunk he seems like a strong person.” I’m careful to use the present tense.

“He said nothing about wanting to harm himself?”

“Not that I heard. When we got him back he lamented mainly about his business problems…but again, he seems like a strong person.”

“You know him for what? Three or four days?”

I spread my palms. “True, but…does anyone really know anyone?”

Malloy looks at me, then gives the faintest nod in reluctant agreement.

Our interview is over, for now. But I know I’ll be seeing him again.
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What did Betts tell the police?

A lot of hysterical nothing, from the sound of it. After they leave, I’m back in the kitchen with Kate trying to question her. But the housekeeper is overwrought, she’s in a dither. And the two of them start to argue, with Betts still no help.

She paces, accusing Kate as the two of us sit with jaws clenched at the center island.

“Here I was searching high and low, and you just made one awfully quick search of the house and garage, and then ran back to your room. You wouldn’t help me, then refused to call the police!”

My stomach clenches: Did Betts tell all that to the detective interviewing her? Probably. It won’t sound good when Griff turns out to be not just a missing person.

Kate droops with her hand to her brow. “I was sure he’d just gone for a run,” she falters. “Forgot his phone, maybe lost it.”

And then she straightens a little. “Mina,” she says abruptly. “Please go home. Again. I need peace and quiet.”

That means we need her gone to see the pool for ourselves. My stomach turns over.

The housekeeper looks hurt. “Don’t do this to me,” she says, hand pressed to her chest. “I have practically mothered your husband since he was fifteen, and I deserve to know.” She looks from one of us to the other. “What did the police tell you? Do they have any idea where Griff is?”

“No,” I say. “Do you?”

“No! I told them I looked all over.”

“Where all over?”

My question offends her. “Well, not all over. I didn’t drive up and down Griff’s favorite jog runs and the whole of Country Road. That’s through woods and I should have.” Her eyes widen. “I am frantic that he’s lying injured somewhere.”

“You told the police about those jog runs?”

“Of course!”

“I did too,” Kate breathes, not looking at me.

“What about this property?” I so fear what Betts will say. “That’s what I meant. You searched all over here?”

“Only the most obvious places.” She looks suddenly tired. Her face falls as she grabs her purse from a corner, announcing defeat and the fact that she’ll leave. “The garage where he likes to tinker, the tool house, the pool…”

Kate’s low gasp is audible. The pool.

I struggle for calm. She searched the pool how? Just a distant glance across its surface? How close to the deep end did Betts get - and did she look down?

“Are you sure he wasn’t swimming?” I ask. “Or showering in the pool house?” I add to distract.

“Of course I’m sure! I checked!”

Inside I’m screaming. And Kate has her trembling hand pressed hard to her mouth.

Seeing that, the housekeeper seems to soften. She even puts her bag down, and comes to touch Kate’s shoulder.

“We really should be helping each other,” she says cloyingly. “You know, mutual support. Of all times,” she insists. “You need me.”

“No,” Kate tells her. “What I need is serious peace and quiet. If you’re ten rooms away I can still feel you fretting. Take two days off. I mean it.”

Betts frowns and looks resentfully at me. “Will you be here?”

“Only as long as Kate wants the company.” Words stick in my throat. “If she prefers the house empty when Griff comes walking in – and they want to work it out in privacy, I’m outta here.”

Betts half turns away, raising her palms as if entreating help from the air. Then she gives up again, and angrily grabs her bag.

“Please call me if anything,” she says with her hand on the door knob. “In the meantime, know that I shall be back, anticipating Griff’s needs and his return.”

Kate barely lifts her eyes to her and nods.

The door slams. Minutes later, we hear again the hum of Betts’s old brown Mercedes pulling out of the driveway.

I heave in a heavy breath, and we’re silent for moments. Then I look at Kate, and find my voice with difficulty. “Ready for a walk?”

She’s suddenly wearing a look like she’s gone away in her mind. Similar to those stories of Daddy abusing her. “Where to?” she finally croaks.

“The pool. It’s time.”

She drops her brow to her hand. “No…something’s wrong. I can’t face it.”

“Kate-”

“The landscapers didn’t see him and Betts didn’t either.” Her words come out in a rush – desperate, breathless. “The day cleared up! From the window I saw Betts looking.”

“Looking how? Standing where?”

“By the garden at the shallow end.”

“So she didn’t go to the deep end and look down. Sun glints can distort water surface.”

Kate lifts her head, wearing an expression even more seemingly lost…a frightened child who’d rather hide under the bed.

“We have to look for ourselves,” I say shakily. “Get it over.”

She stares at me. Her glance seems to waver uncertainly. Then: “Yes, right…right…” She puts both palms on the counter and pushes herself up, peering at a multiple switch plate on the wall. “Do we need light out there?”

“No, the sun’s barely set.” Does she not see the amber rays pouring in?

“Oh…” She blinks out the window, afraid. And I worry. Is she that fragile that she’ll fall apart if…

If what?

Either Griff’s body is there, sunk to the bottom and missed by everyone who just glanced that way…or it isn’t.

The latter is more terrifying.

I feel sick panic as we push out the door to the patio.
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Streaks of violet and mauve float low in the sky. Below them, a shaft of gold gleams. We make our way leadenly across the lawn to the pool.

In the amber light, the water is clear turquoise. A breeze sends bouncing glints to its surface, here, there, but the bottom of the shallow end is visible.

“I can’t…” Kate stops.

“The deep end, the deep end.” I push her and myself.

We force our feet toward the deep end, a darker turquoise. Kate grips my hand and squeezes it. Hers is ice cold. Her foot hits the end of a chaise longue, and the thing gives off a nasty, scraping sound. She gives a little shriek, and I cringe.

“Easy,” I say. “Try to calm.”

“Calm?” she echoes, shaking. “Calm?”

I straighten the chaise while she stands, watching me in fear.

“It’s just a chair, Kate. C’mon.” I tug at her arm.

We walk, and reach the diving board and pool edge. My knees buckle as we look down. It is clear to the bottom. I lean tensely forward to peer down harder, to the right and left and then to the corner…and feel shock roll through me. I jerk back as though the sight has assaulted me. “No…” I groan.

Kate drops to her knees.

“Not possible,” she whimpers. “Not possible.” She reaches into the water, swirling and swirling it, then splashing it crazily as if she could push it aside. “He’s…”

“Not there.” My voice is a hoarse, incredulous gasp. The breeze seems suddenly colder, and I shiver. “He isn’t there.”

Kate falls back on her haunches, hands pressed to her mouth, emitting a high, thin mewling. Her thin shoulders heave. Then she wheels and crawls back to the diving board, dropping her arms and face to it. “Where?” she cries. “What could have happened?”

In shock I crouch down to her.

“He was dead,” I say raggedly, finding it hard to breathe. “He couldn’t have walked away…that’s crazy.” Then I add stupidly, “You’re sure he was dead?”

Kate lifts her face to me. Her eyes are wild in the waning light. “You saw,” she bursts out. “I kept him down for three minutes at least! No – more, until you came back with the blanket. Three minutes or more under water means drowned!”

It’s hard to speak. “Could he have held his breath while I went for the blanket?”

“How?” Tears spill down her cheeks. “I was pressing his shoulders down. No one can hold their breath that long.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, struggling against shock, struggling to think. Then I open my eyes and stare past the diving board, across the darkening lawn that slopes down to the river.

“That detective asked if I thought Griff could have harmed himself.” It is chilling to speak his name. “I said he seemed worried about business on top of everything, and the detective mentioned the river. It would have been just yards to get there-”

“How can a dead man walk to the river!” Kate cries.

My shoulders sag. This feels like an avalanche hitting. Griff’s body isn’t in the pool. “Can Xanax plus booze make someone seem dead…?”

“He wasn’t breathing! I watched his chest when we had him out and he wasn’t breathing!” With sudden frenzy Kate struggles to her feet. “Speaking of booze, I need it.”

“No, Kate. Don’t.”

She bursts into sobs. “No more trying to quit – forget that!”

“It’ll only make things worse!”

“How could they get any worse? Oh God, I wish we’d never done it. We should have just stuck to talk! I should have pushed him off a cliff or something – at least there’d be a body.” She points in crazed, weeping frenzy back to the pool. “There’s no body! It’s gone! Now what?”

I grab for her arm, and she jerks away. I hurry after her, pleading sickly as she runs back to the house.
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What now? What now?

It is ten p.m. and Kate is coming apart. I’ve spent the whole evening arguing and pleading with her and trying to grab away her booze. She wrestled it back, and I gave up. I’m too spent to struggle. She has also threatened suicide. It’s like a hideous, impossible nightmare. What could have happened? Where is Griff’s body?

I’m kind of coming apart too. I can’t stop my hands from shaking. I’m pacing Kate’s room like a newly caged big cat.

“I give up! I give up!”

Kate, drunk and sprawled on her bed, has just announced that she wants to confess. This strain is too much. She just can’t bear it.

“You’re done threatening suicide?” I grit my teeth.

“Yes. I’m a coward.”

“Okay, let’s call the cops,” I snap. I don’t mean it, of course. Trauma has me thinking I’d kill her first.

“Oh-h, forget what I said,” she wails, and rolls over on her pillow. She has stripped off her jeans and T-shirt and is wearing the silk teddy she’d been wearing underneath. She’s also struggling, lying on her side, to use a corkscrew to open a bottle of Chardonnay she brought from downstairs. I persuaded her to at least slow down on the Hennessy.

“This can’t be happening,” she moans. “It can’t. We put him in the pool.”

“Maybe he climbed out.”

“He was dead! You saw him dead in your tub!”

Your tub echoes. Fits right in with her threat of minutes ago to confess, her rant by the pool wishing we’d “never done it.” This is so bad…

Rob has texted twice – You okay? – and I sent back answers that must have sounded frantic. Hanging on. Can’t talk. I picture him pacing and scowling and considering storming this place. No, he wouldn’t do that…

Was it just late yesterday I saw him at Smith’s Saloon? It seems like a horrid eternity. Then I wonder hysterically - does New York State have the death penalty?

I sit at the foot of Kate’s bed, actually searching it on my phone.

“Hey, no death penalty since 1988, isn’t that nice?” I stare at my little screen, feeling my pulse and vision jump. “On the other hand, murder or conspiracy to murder can still carry life sentences. Or maybe just thirty years if you’re lucky. Know some good lawyers?”

Kate doesn’t hear. Too busy complaining about her bottle of Chardonnay.

“I wrecked the cork. It’s half crumbled and pushed down.”

“That means it’s time to quit.”

“That means I need a new corkscrew!”

I lean forward, cupping my cheek in misery.

Griff, on that first night, even said she’d threatened suicide. I should have listened to Rob and steered clear of them, both crazy and dangerous. Kate is certifiable. It’s taken me these past days to realize that she isn’t just some poor abused wife struggling with alcoholism. She’s completely nuts. In my wildest, overwrought dreams I never could have imagined what I was getting into…

And she actually said she wanted to confess! She recanted but what if she changes her mind again? Can’t have that.

When we left the pool and first entered the house, she pulled out her phone and called the police. I bit my lip, struggling not to yank her phone away.

Any progress in finding her husband? she asked, pacing, turning up her speaker. Some detective told her no. They are questioning people and searching the woods. Griff hasn’t been seen and his phone signal is dead. Did she think he possibly could have gone into the river?

At that, Kate burst into tears. She’s worried about herself, but hysteria produces the most convincing drama.

At the rate she’s drinking, she’ll pass out and maybe I’ll take her phone from her. Or…

Wouldn’t work. The house has a landline.

I turn back to her on the bed. She’s simmering down, at least. Booze plus no sleep last night are having their way, and she gives up on the wine bottle. Lays it and her corkscrew down on her night table, and collapses onto her pillow.

I watch her squirm to get comfortable.

She is on her back, with her reddened, glistening eyes staring up at the ceiling and mumbling something indecipherable.

“What?” I move to sit closer to her, trying to make it out.

“What are we going to do?” she whimpers.

My head drops. “I don’t know.” There is such a desperate ache in her voice that I feel sorry for her again. I spent the whole evening reassuring her that they’ll find Griff…his body, I mean. I was spewing nonsense…like maybe he really did survive his dunks in the tub and pool, only to give in to despair over his crappy life and crawl into the river.

Possible? Logic tells me of course not, but two hours ago Kate seemed desperate to believe it.

Silence stretches. And then, in the same piteous tone she manages, “If he isn’t found I won’t be a widow, will I?”

I blink and pull back, looking at her. She’s worried she won’t get Griff’s money. The search for his remains could go on and on. How cold. A feeling of chilled revulsion goes through me.

On the other hand, I don’t want her flipping back and forth between variations of despair and threatening to confess, so I murmur more fake encouragement. “Tomorrow will be different. This will all be resolved.”

“Promise?” she whispers in her childlike voice.

“Absolutely,” I lie, feeling my first serious dislike for her. She’s worried about herself. Not a word about me getting ensnared into a murder done so stupidly. I see Detective Malloy again, staring at my red hands. Been scrubbing?

Kate fumbles with her covers, tangling them as she tries to get under them. I help her, realizing angrily that I now really am her new nursemaid. And I can’t run.

“I suffered,” she whimpers plaintively. “I earned that money.”

“Right, right.”

Her eyes crack open hopefully to me, then close as she smiles feebly. She rolls over on the pillow. Her eyelids flutter and her breathing grows heavy.

She’s out. I release a long, shuddering breath, and turn down her bedside lamp. With luck she’ll stay conked out, and wake with a hangover so bad she’ll be out of it for most of tomorrow.

That gives me time to figure what to do.

And how to get out of this.
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I should sleep. I’m limp from fatigue but find myself standing out in the hall, feeling torn.

Because my two still functioning brain cells are telling me that tonight is my only chance to have the house to myself. Kate will be out of it for at least overnight, and Betts has been told to get lost but only takes orders from Griff. She thinks he’s still alive so she could be back tomorrow, fretting and intruding all over the place. The police could be back too.

So what do I do with this chance?

The hall is nearly dark, with just one sconce lit. I look around, feeling my pulse quicken. The whole house is deathly quiet.

Something thuds, and I jump. “Oh!”

My eyes dart around. Someone coming? The noise sounded near, and a sick feeling shoots through me.

Thump! There it is again. A low sound coming from down the hall, and the door to…Griff’s bedroom? My breath catches, and I frown that way.

In the dimness I see that that door is cracked open, which seems odd since every other door is closed. I wait, feeling strung tight as piano wire, and then the door thuds closed. That’s the sound. Is there a breeze coming from inside? A window open?

Panic stirs, but I have to know.

I head toward it, realizing that on some back burner I’m still wondering why Griff chose that room. Kate said he liked the fact that it’s right next to the “sneaky” back stairs…so is that it? Something’s off key there. With his massive ego and the fact that he is (was) lord of this manor, would he really have chosen the small room of a long-ago servant?

I pass closed doors on the right and left. It is darker at this end. I search around for a hall light switch and find none. Then I remember my phone. I pull it out of my pocket and flick on its beam.

This is crazy. Frightening, but my feet keep moving.

Shadows jump as I approach the door. A dead man’s door, I think and my shoulders tighten. I shine my light on the knob, reach out, and crack it open. A gust of cool air brushes my face. I push the door open further, into darkness.

More cool air on my face…and an odd feeling. Something lures me in further.

Turn on the overhead light? Find a lamp? My overburdened mind decides to be paranoid, so I use just my phone beam and hold it low. There’s no telling who might be outside watching.

I round the bed to the window which is, indeed, open…about four inches as if someone in a rush forgot to close it. So I will. My hands shake as I lay my phone on the desk and pull the sash down. The room falls quiet and that stops the door’s thudding, but then I notice something.

The window sill is moist. Not wet, just moist…like the old paint is still drying from a day ago.

From the rain? That doesn’t fit. Trying to think, I glance out to the heavy old spruce brushing the house. I never heard thudding before this, so the window must have been previously closed – in which case how would the rain have gotten inside to the sill?

I frown harder. Maybe when there was more noise in the house I wouldn’t have noticed that thudding sound? I can’t remember, but there’s the feeling that someone has been here.

Troubled, I keep my phone beam low as I sweep it around.

Nothing else unusual. It’s still just the double bed and wide desk, a swivel chair before the desk, and an armchair. There’s nobody under the bed or in the bathroom, and the closet still holds the same suits and jackets and shoes. Nothing seems to have been moved.

I breathe faster as I open Griff’s bedside drawer. Under my phone’s beam, his Xanax vial looks half full. Shakily, I use the edge of the sheet to grasp it, and empty a bunch of the little white pills into my jeans pocket. How much had he been using? A lot, Kate said. Well, let’s make it even more - oh, this is good. Let them think he took too much.

Mission accomplished? Is this what pulled me in here?

I close the drawer, and in that instant I hear another sound.

Thud.

I whirl my phone beam back to the door. Again? No…it’s closed and silent. And this time the sound seemed different…heavier and more distant; frightening. My eyes dart around trying to trace it. Then I hear it again and jerk my gaze up. It came from over my head.

The attic.

I remember Kate opening the attic door, wrinkling her nose and closing it again. No one goes up there. It’s too creepy. Just his parents’ stuff.

A crazy thought…but might Griff have preferred this room because of its access to the attic? And what was that heavier thud?

Common sense tells me to - forget this! Quit while I’m ahead and get some sleep! But I know I won’t sleep. Not with this one night to look around…

And there goes that thudding sound again, definitely heavier, right over my head.

What?

On wobbly legs I leave the room, go out to the back landing, and stand before the attic door. It too is cracked open, as if beckoning, luring. My lips go dry but compulsion rules. There’s no way I can turn back now.

I reach for the knob, and open the door into darkness.

My beam lights the musty steps. I start up, hearing that thud again only now it’s louder. Cold dread shoots through me. I cover maybe four steps when something catches my eye, and I look down. Blinking, I bend and shine my light on one stair.

The old wood looks damp. In its center is a small puddle not yet dry. My breath catches. I move my light, and it’s the same thing on the stair above. Its center is a circle of darkened moisture.

Oh God. Wet dead man walking…?

I peer up into dimness, struggling to rationalize. Leaky roof? No, that wouldn’t account for the sound. I continue up, hearing it again, feeling my heart pound.

At the top of the stairs, I shine my light shakily across a vastness of stacked trunks and ghostly, sheet-covered shapes. Roof beams slant low at the edges, and at the far end is a tall, arched window emitting thin moonlight. Like a pale carpet, that moonlight stretches to me. The window’s base nearly reaches the floor.

Surprise, the thudding is coming from it! I move closer, shifting my light to the moonlit glass, and my shoulders relax. A breeze gusts through a low, broken pane covered flimsily by a tied board. Thud…thud…

My, this house is full of things that go bump in the night. I breathe again, but the sound is still frightening.

Shapes to my right loom. I shine my light on an old dressmaker’s mannequin, and a long rack holding clothes covered with drycleaners plastic. Outdated-looking dresses, men’s suits, an old-fashioned tuxedo and…

I let out a strangled gasp.

My light jumps as I see…a safari shirt, carefully hung on a hanger. I gape at it…then move jerkily closer feeling my heart rocket. I reach out to touch it, then yank my hand back in shock.

The fabric is still moist. He’s alive? Climbed out of the pool and hung his precious shirt?

I step back, shoulders heaving with my free hand clapped to my mouth - just as a hideous shriek tears through the air. I freeze for seconds, can’t move. The shriek sounds again.

Someone is dying, brutally.

Horror bolts through me as I wheel away and fly down the stairs. From the landing I race down the hall stumbling, trembling uncontrollably.
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“Wake up. Wake up!” I’m shaking Kate. She’s out cold but too bad. I’ll stick her with pins if I have to.

“Wha…?”

“Griff’s alive and someone’s getting murdered!”

She groans and pulls away from me. I straighten and yank out my phone. “I’m calling the police. He’s alive but someone else is getting killed.”

The word “police” gets her attention. Painfully, she cranes back at me with her puffy eyes squinting under the lamp. “…you talking about?”

I grip my phone, suddenly hesitating. Come to think of it, what would I tell the police? We thought we killed Griff but he’s alive after all and maybe killing someone else? Or – oh God – he’d say we tried to kill him. My mind careens.

“Didn’t you hear it?” I sputter. “A dead man could hear it! A shriek so loud and terrible-”

“Barn owl,” Kate mumbles.

I stare at her. “What?”

“Nuisance,” she groans, burrowing back into her pillow. “They like the attic. You musta scared one.”

“Barn owl?” I echo incredulously.

“They won’t leave. Lemme sleep.” She emits a snore.

“That was an owl shrieking?” I say, and I’m shaking her again.

“Yeah…wait…” She pulls at her blanket. “There were two but Griff shot one. The other one’s still pissed. Lemme sleep, dammit.”

I straighten and gape at her, trying to process with my brain banging.

“No, wake up! There’s more.” I pace back and forth by the bed with my voice still struggling. “Some of the attic steps are moist – like day old moist - and under an eave I saw Griff’s safari shirt, hung carefully and still moist. He’s alive, Kate.”

“No, he’s dead, has to be.” She starts to breathe heavily again. Then, without opening her eyes she mumbles, “He has other safari shirts.”

“Right, but this one was wet. Had been wet and was drying.”

“That roof leaks.” Her eyes crack open at me for a bare second, then close. “It was raining before. C’mon, go to bed.”

I bend to her. “Leaky roof or not – what would one of his favorite shirts be doing up there? Listen to me – are you listening, Kate?” I shake her again. “That shirt was moist all over - and hung carefully.”

“Maybe Betts hung it.”

“How would Betts have found it? She mentioned nothing like that and it doesn’t make sense!”

Kate emits another snore and is back in her pillow, breathing heavily. She’s out, near blackout drunk. Will she even remember this conversation tomorrow?

For stunned moments I watch her sleep. Adrenaline has drained and I feel suddenly hollow, uncertain what I saw in the attic. Barn owl? Roof leaks and Griff had other safari shirts…

But why would any of them be up in the attic where Kate said nobody goes? Hung carefully and drying next to old, outdated clothes? And that dressmaker’s mannequin next to it wasn’t wet! In my phone’s light, its muslin surface looked perfectly dry.

My head is throbbing, and I feel desperately weak. “I haven’t been sleeping,” I mumble to myself. “Fatigue plays tricks…”

I turn Kate’s lamp down, and trudge out of her room. In the shadowy hall, I stand and stare up at the ceiling. Not a sound comes from the attic. No shrieks or footfalls or even thuds from that board tied over the window. The breeze must have died down.

It’s quiet as a grave up there.

I drop my gaze and walk toward my room, storming at myself. So is Griff really dead? If so, where is his body?

Something also troubles me about that safari shirt. Tomorrow, I want to see it again.
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My phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s eleven-ten and I’ve just stumbled through the door. Only one person could be calling at this hour, and sure enough there’s Rob’s name on the screen.

“Talk to me, dammit,” he says.

“Okay.” I sink down on the bed, feeling tears sting. It’s a relief to hear his voice.

“You alone?”

“Yes, finally.” I rub at my brow and my voice shakes.

“Your texts sounded frantic.”

“I guess.”

“You’re crying.”

The sky falls in. I want to explode and spew it all out, tell him everything and get this nightmare over. But there’s no way. It was bad enough before - now how can I say I probably helped murder a man?

“I’ve been hearing things that don’t sound good.” Rob’s voice is grim. “Can we meet?”

I stare desperately ahead. “Don’t you have some party of Emile’s you have to do?”

“That’s tomorrow night. And don’t ask if I’ve been skipping classes. It’s just been two and they’re online – not that I can concentrate.” He pauses. “Rooney, let me come get you.”

“Can’t.”

“At least let me see you!”

And I want to see him. I need… I need… My eyes close. “Okay, come…but I can’t leave.” Haltingly, I describe Kate being out of it and the house otherwise empty. “She may wake up with the shakes or screaming or something.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Turn off your headlights when you pull in.”

“Was planning to.”

I disconnect and burst into tears. I feel so alone, need comfort desperately…

Just getting to the bathroom and washing up is a struggle. Then I go to the window seat to wait. Within minutes I see car beams through the trees. They slow down, flick off, and then there’s the hum of a car engine coming up the drive.

I creep downstairs, turning on no lights. I use just my phone light and hold it low as I cross the kitchen to the terrace door. I leave it unlocked, and go to where Rob has parked beside my rented Honda. The property is quiet and dark. Shadows sweep the ground.

Rob leans across to push open the passenger door. I slide in feeling explosive relief and throw myself into his arms. We kiss and kiss passionately. God, it feels so good to be held. I heave a huge breath, and tell him so.

“Hugs heal,” he whispers. Moonlight shows his features, handsome but so serious, and for moments I bury my face in his chest, loving the lingering scent of his aftershave.

His aftershave…

An uneasy feeling comes over me. I fight it…nooo, stay feeling better…but it wins. Kate stumbling around in bad shape recognized his aftershave. I remember her sad, simpering little smile just talking about him, and it stings.

Imagination? Has to be. Just the product of an overburdened mind…

I pull slightly away and slide down in the seat. “You said you heard things?”

“Yep.” Rob’s tone is solemn. He leans back against his door with one hand on the wheel. “The police have been questioning people and searching the woods for Griff Tilden.”

I take a moment. “In Smith’s Saloon you heard that?”

“It’s everywhere. And yeah, in Smith’s too where the police have requested discretion but forget it.” Rob’s finger taps the wheel. “Remember I said one of my law school friends is a former cop?”

“Yes.” My chest tightens.

“He’s been calling around for me. Tilden’s associates have been questioned in the city. He left a meeting in good spirits, and hasn’t been seen or heard from since. One pal said he was supposed to have called this morning, first thing about some deal.” Rob pauses heavily. “He’s missing, isn’t he?”

I swallow hard. “Yes. They…had a fight,” I say lamely, evasively.

“It must have been some fight. That’s why Kate Tilden may wake up with the shakes or screaming?”

I give a slow, miserable nod.

Rob looks away, out to a swath of moonlight on the massive lawn. “Understandable,” he says with a tinge of sarcasm. “Her devoted psychiatrist has been murdered and now her abusive husband is missing. Any connection?”

I still say nothing, feeling worse tension rise in my chest. From here, where can this conversation go? I was too needy and hate being evasive – but what did I expect? Meeting Rob was a mistake.

He leans and puts his arm over the back of my seat. “I am seriously worried about you.”

“Why?” I close my eyes for a second.

“Because you were crying when I called. Kate Tilden’s situation shouldn’t make you cry.” He hesitates. “What’s happened is about you too.”

I groan and look away.

“Oh jeez, don’t tell me she recruited you to help kill her husband.”

I let out a burst of semi-hysterical laughter, and then catch myself. This is torture. I feel torn between wanting to run and blurting the truth.

Rob’s features darken and he leans closer to me. His breath is warm. “Tell,” he says quietly. “What has happened?”

It feels like a huge, wet balloon, expanding in my chest and ready to explode. “I don’t know,” I cry, and hazard a look at him. “There may have been a felony, a bad one.”

“May have been?” His brow furrows and his eyes search mine.

My hand finds the door handle and starts to open it. “Yes and if so, I may be involved big time – but I can’t tell you about it because that might…I don’t know, make you an accessory or something. I have to go now. Kate’s alone, practically blacked out.”

Rob grabs my arm. “Rooney, you’re in danger. You’re in the house of crazy dangerous people.”

“I’m already in danger. If not from that house then from the police.” I’m trembling, seeing the safari shirt again. It was wet and the mannequin next to it was dry. “What happened may be horrible – or a horrible trick!”

I pull my arm free. “Let me go, please. I can’t say more.”

Rob releases me, but in the shadows there’s a look of real fear on his face.
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I push open the passenger side door, dart around the front of his car, and start for the house. He comes out after me so fast that he whacks a rhododendron.

“Rooney.” His voice is ragged. “Please come back to the motel with me. You have to simmer down. I can help.”

“You can’t help.” My voice is hoarse. “I just – I mean just - found out something that may mean nothing or may change everything… Oh, I’m not making sense.” My hands fly. “You can’t be involved. I truly don’t know what’s happened.”

Rob grips my arm again. Too hard. “What’s the something that may mean nothing? Tell me.”

I pull away again. “Why?” Something suddenly stills in me, and I stare at him.

“This whole experience takes me back to my boxcutter case, and my lawyer who told me to trust no one and question everyone and everything.” I take a shaky step back from him. “Like your aftershave, for starters. Kate likes it too. She recognized it on your jacket and practically swooned. Ever been in her bedroom? Were you her secret lover who got Griff so riled?”

“What are you talking about? Women flirt at the parties.”

“I’ve noticed. Pardon my paranoia.” I turn, sweeping my arm toward the lawn and the pool beyond. “Were you here at all yesterday? Maybe last night in the wee hours?”

“No! For God’s sake, Rooney, what’s happening to you?”

“I’ve probably gone insane and should be ignored. Go back to your motel. Get some sleep. Hit the books and tell Emile I said hi.”

Rob’s shoulders sag. He really is looking hurt, so now I feel a different kind of awful.

“I’m sorry,” I sigh heavily, and gesture. “My brains are scrambled. I’m barely functioning and didn’t mean to…”

“It’s okay.”

I touch his arm, then start to cry. “I just can’t say anything until I know more.”

He grabs my hand and pulls me to him, wrapping his arms tightly around me. God help me, I let him. We kiss and I’m lost again.

This last embrace is going to have to last me.

“Get in the car,” he pleads, his lips brushing my cheek. “Please come back with me. Pack nothing.”

“Can’t,” I manage. “If I’m part of something serious and hide out with you it would be a mess - for you. You have no choice.”

“I don’t care.”

“Don’t be stupid!”

He pulls back a little. His eyes are alarmed but not offended, and his hand shakes as he cups my cheek. “Then call. Speed dial for the slightest thing and keep your line open. If I hear trouble…”

I nod slowly, then glance up to the dark windows. “I have to go now. Really.”

“Rooney…”

“I’ll be okay.”

I tear myself from him, feeling his eyes on me as I head back to the house.
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Betts is back, and I cringe.

I had just wanted strong morning coffee, and hoped to find the kitchen empty. But Mina is here early, full of head-splitting, frantic questions about Griff and fake concern over my appearance. She has already made coffee, and is horrified at what I’m doing to it.

“The police,” she frets again, pacing. “They must have found something. No leads? Nothing?”

“Haven’t heard from them,” I mutter, shoving another spoon of instant into her brew to make it stronger. “It’s only been overnight.”

“No, it’s been since midday yesterday! When I went looking for him about lunch! I should have acted sooner, oh…” Mina stops pacing and points at my mug. “What you’re doing to that coffee means you haven’t slept,” she says suspiciously, “which means news is bad. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No.” I sip and half choke. “Nobody knows anything. Where’s Cammy, by the way?”

“I told her not to come in. Kate told me not to come, if you recall. I checked on her this morning, and she’s dead to the world. Did she drink last night?”

“Yes, lots.”

“But what if the police call? She’s…”

“Out of it. I looked in too.”

“So if there’s any word – will the police be calling you?”

“They have my number,” I say evasively.

“Oh…” Mina gives me a hard look, and turns away.

It’s true that I’ve barely slept, unless you count drifting off around five into nightmares of vast dark rooms and devil screeches. A terrible night. Now I’m obsessing about that safari shirt again. I was in shock last night, couldn’t process it. And then the owl screech…

There’s something I missed up there in the attic.

My hand shakes as I dump more instant into my wakeup brew. It must be thick enough for the spoon to stand up, I tell Betts, who is back to hovering. She is aghast, insisting how bad it must be for my health.

“You’re exhausted, so pale and trembly,” she says, pushing a carton of milk to me. We’re alone and she has decided to be friendly. Why? Likely because she thinks that, with Kate out of it, police calls might be coming to me and she wants to know. She brings over muffins too, reminiscing mournfully about happier days in this house.

I raise my brows skeptically to her.

“But it’s true!” She glances furtively around, as if anyone else is in attendance or sober in this whole house. “Yes, Griff and Kate started to have problems,” she says in low tones, finally sitting across from me. Well, this is a first. Actually sitting with me and talking. Mina’s strong hands clasp each other. “But I think Griff’s business is what made him…mean.”

I barely hear her. Now I’m obsessing again about that dressmaker’s mannequin next to the damned shirt. Leaky roof, my eye. The dummy’s pale muslin was dry and the shirt was moist!

“Griff was never mean before?” I ask gloomily. Like raping the family’s young maid, lying about it and destroying her life?

“No.” But Mina’s eyes betray her and she looks away. I expect next the same line that she’s repeated for years, and she doesn’t disappoint.

“He was an insecure little fat boy whose father was awful to him,” she says defensively. “I took him under my wing as much as I could, along with his mother. We both did what we could.”

Maggie, my grandmother. I feel an ache in my chest, and focus on Betts. “What was your relationship with Griff’s mother like?”

The housekeeper sighs. “She was the kindest, sweetest person you could imagine. Till her very last days, really.” She glances up to the ceiling, as if seeing through it to Maggie’s bedroom. “Never complained. Never expressed any bitterness - which she certainly could have.”

“Did she have nurses?”

“Days, yes. Kate and I helped nights, of course. It was good to work for Maggie again.”

I blink. “Again?”

Mina toys with a spoon. “After my divorce I took a few years off to raise Cammy.” Then she almost smiles. “But Griff needed me, especially after his big move here and his parents selling their house and moving in and then Maggie getting sick.”

She gives a deeper sigh. “Well, back to Griff’s being…mean. It’s not his fault, I tell you – it’s his business.”

Wonderful how she excuses him.

“Things haven’t been good and he’s been trying to borrow money. Just last week I was bringing in mail and heard him tell his phone, ‘No, I need more than two million.’ Then he yelled at me to get out and keep the door closed.” Mina shakes her head ruefully. “That’s not like him where I’m concerned. He knows how I’ve protected him over the years.” She leans closer and gives me a conspiratorial look. “More than his mother, if you really want to know.”

“Kate mentioned tension between them.”

“Yes, it was bad. Especially in Maggie’s final years. Right up till when she died.”

“Do you know what the tension was about?” I finally focus on Mina. This is getting interesting.

“Well, I did hear arguing behind Maggie’s closed door - and I think it was about business. Something about Griff going through much of his father’s money, but I never heard any details.” Another headshake. “Well, it wasn’t my place to, was it? Money’s the one thing they were close-mouthed about. They even argued in low tones.”

She must have tried hard to eavesdrop. I nibble on a muffin.

Mina glances fretfully at the clock. It’s not quite nine. “That’s the reason I came back early,” she says. “Griff’s business worries have made me more and more fearful that he might have done something…you know…to hurt himself.”

“Perish the thought.”

“Or maybe he got drunk and fell. Hit his head or something – in which case he’ll come to and come stumbling right through that door.” She points to the terrace. “Poor Kate’s under the weather so I’ll be here to tend him.”

Mina wrings her hands.

Something makes me want her to backtrack. “You said Griff and Kate used to be happy?”

“Oh yes. Very happy in the beginning.”

The thought of that pair ever having been happy is ridiculous. Kate complained about Griff’s jealousy and controlling from the start…but she faked happy for the prize. I half listen while going back to last night’s scene in the attic. Betts meanwhile is rhapsodizing about the Tildens’ early days, their antique hunting, their trips coming back all tanned and happy from places I’ve only dreamed about.

“And their safaris,” she says. “They even got matching safari shirts. His and hers. It was so cute.”

I look at her, feeling my heart kick. “I thought Kate hated safaris.”

“Right – oh silly me, she only went once.” Betts gestures wanly toward the door. “There’s a special photo. Did you see it?”

I ask her to show me.
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In the front room, next to the carved mantle, it’s the smallest in a group of other framed photos I never noticed. But there they are, Kate and Griff in matching safari shirts and cargo pants, standing arm in arm before a Jeep and a man likely the driver. I lean closer to the photo. Griff is beaming. Kate isn’t.

“She looks tense,” I say.

“And was. There were bugs and she feared snakes and…you know, everything about it. Griff still went.” Betts gives a disapproving shudder. “All day long in the Jeep, just to find one…”

“Kill?”

The housekeeper sighs and nods. “At least he’s been going less. Not at all last year, in fact. Those trips are expensive.”

I jump at the opening. “But Kate said he still likes wearing his safari shirts. Does he have lots?”

“Just four.”

“Does any of them have a tear at the collar? I mean, up where the collar seam meets the shoulder seam?” My hand trembles and reaches high on my collarbone.

Mina gives me an odd look. “Oh no. Those shirts get special care at the cleaners. Once he came back with a tear down the sleeve, but they repaired it fast at his request. He couldn’t bear looking at that tear. They rewove it, actually, by hand with matching thread. That’s more care than he gives to his dress shirts.”

“He couldn’t bear looking at it, huh?” I repeat Betts’s words exactly.

“Yes, and now that shirt is his favorite. The fixed sleeve tear must seem like some kind of manly trophy, I guess…to him, anyway. And that kind of repairing is a lost art. Griff asked the woman who does it to work all weekend - paid her extra, of course. It was that important to him.”

My pulse quickens. “That important to him…” I echo again, dropping my eyes for seconds. Then I look back to Mina. “So none of his safari shirts have a tear at the collar?”

Her glance becomes more wary. “Why are you so interested in those shirts?”

“Because it seems strange.” I raise my shoulders. “Maybe I’m just trying to…understand.”

It’s a non-answer. Betts eyes me uncertainly, but decides to continue being the authority on Griff.

“No tears on any of those collars that I can recall. The collars are fine.” She purses her lips. “Well, they were all coming back pretty beat up. Another shirt had its front pocket torn off and another got ripped at the cuff, but both got the same emergency repair. I must say, the rush on that second one with the torn cuff seemed especially silly, since Griff usually rolled up his sleeves. Aren’t men something? To feel your whole ego threatened by a tear in a shirt?”

There is a sound, and we turn to see Kate tottering down the front stairs. She looks like she died last night. Her hair is stringy and her face is pale, gaunt and strained. She’s in jeans with a wrinkled work shirt pulled over her T-shirt. Both are dirty.

“I saw your car, Mina,” she says feebly. She’s so hung over. Then her eyes meet mine and she holds up her phone, white-knuckled.

“Nothing,” she says desperately. “I jolted awake, and nothing. The police haven’t called.”

Where is his body? her eyes scream.

Mina goes to her, erupting in reassuring nothings and reports of fresh muffins. I hold up my phone too, and shake my head no to her.

She grips the back of a sofa to avoid falling. I grab her arm to help support her. Then we urge her to the kitchen and something to eat.
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Mina is a problem.

Again, Kate and I can’t talk because she still hovers, apologizing for not bringing up Kate’s breakfast – “I didn’t know you’d be up!” - burning toast and spilling milk that she pushes at Kate’s decaf. Then, maddeningly, she sponges and sponges countertops like she’s Out, damn spot Lady Macbeth.

“Those counters are clean, Mina.” Kate is holding her head.

“No they’re not. See the smears, here, there?” The housekeeper points. “It looks like mustard!”

There’s not much Kate and I could say to each other anyway, considering the circumstances. She just grips her Motrin and stares at her phone on the center island before her, terrified of news it will bring. Either they’ll find Griff, or they won’t. The second one is more frightening. How can a body just disappear?

This tension is excruciating.

Finally, there’s the sound of a vehicle in the driveway. The three of us stiffen and stare in that direction.

It’s just the drycleaners, bringing Griff’s suits and silk ties and shirts under plastic. I practically choke, seeing them. At least there’s relief in watching Mina get distracted. She goes carefully through everything, checks a list, then leaves reluctantly with the armful to hang in Griff’s closet.

Good.

I breathe finally, wait a moment, and then mutter, “No safari shirt.”

Kate doesn’t understand.

I turn to her to explain. Carefully. She’s so hung over.

“Mina said he sent any beat-up safari shirt to the cleaners for fast repair.” I drop my voice. “You saw that he wore his favorite one to Brooklyn?”

She looks bewildered. “I’m not sure…”

“Well, he did and I tore it during our struggle on the bed. Ripped his collar seam, I saw it when we moved him. If he’s alive that tear would bother him.”

Kate’s reddened eyes clear a little, looking frightened. “You think he’s crazy enough to send it to the cleaners? If he’s alive he’s hiding out. Having fun torturing me. Torturing…us.” She turns shakily back to her coffee. “I didn’t notice which shirt he wore. I wasn’t…”

She’d been drunk, not exactly observant.

I watch as she sips. An idea comes, and my heart starts thudding so hard I think I can hear it.

“Do you agree that the shirt with the torn sleeve was his favorite?”

“Um-m…yes. Some poor dying beast clawed, barely scratched through but he’s so proud of it.”

“Where did he keep the rest of those shirts?”

“In his closet. The walk-in next to mine.”

“Show them to me.”

“Why? For God’s sake.”

“I’m curious. Humor me.”

“I don’t want to go near his stuff.”

“Then I’ll go alone. Stay here for when Mina comes back to hover and ask continuous frantic questions.”

“Okay, okay.” Kate lets out a long breath, puts her mug down, and picks up her phone that hasn’t rung. She stares at it, pressing her pale lips for a moment. “It’s something to do at least.”

We leave the kitchen and climb the front stairs. Kate stumbles and I catch her.

Griff’s walk-in closet is huge, with crowded shelves and closed drawers and an ottoman in the middle. There is a crammed, open section of hanging tracksuits, and at the far end of it are the safari shirts.

“Just three,” I say, tensely thumbing through them.

Kate huddles on the ottoman. “I’ve lost track of how many he had.”

“Betts said he had four - and his favorite isn’t here.”

That seems not to reach Kate. She’s gripping her phone, looking miserable to be in here. “Wanna hear something crazy? He got bored with actual safaris. Really bored. Hated the heat and bugs and the Jeep breaking down. He just liked…wearing the damned shirts. Have I mentioned that was his great white hunter self-image?”

“Yes. Pretty delusional.”

“He watched Mogambo over and over. I swear he used to pretend to himself that he was Clark Gable.”

The shirts I’m thumbing through are slightly different. All have epaulets, but they’re different shades of pale tan or olive.

“Here’s the one with the fixed cuff,” I murmur, pushing shirts on their pole, “and the one with a mended front pocket.”

“What?”

“Repairs Betts described to me. Where’d she disappear to, by the way?”

“Probably his room down the hall.”

Whatever. “These shirts have been so fussed over,” I say, pulling out the one with the fixed front pocket, still on its hanger. “Did a lion claw this or did he catch it on a tent pole? The repairs are almost invisible.”

Kate turns to that shirt and shrugs wordlessly.

“He’s rich,” I say. “He could have bought a hundred new shirts.”

“No way,” she huffs sarcastically. “He was so proud of his fake battle wounds. And he’d lie. If a tear was from a thorn bush, he’d still pretend it was from some struggle with a wild beast.” By her head, Kate makes a circular motion with her finger. “Crazy.”

“Do tell. Anyway, his favorite with the torn repaired sleeve isn’t here,” I repeat. “And I can tell you where it is-”

Mina appears in the doorway, looking stressed, holding one of Griff’s dark jackets. “They didn’t fix this placket correctly.”

“Tell them,” Kate says darkly. “Take it back.”

“I was planning to.” The housekeeper turns away. “I’ll go now.”

“Good. Oh, Mina?”

“Yes?”

Kate sits a little straighter. “I really, really would like you to take today off too.” She softens her tone slightly. “I have to be alone. Rooney may leave too,” she adds as she did before, sending me a look. I give a nod. “I need…”

“Understood,” Betts says defeatedly, not even attempting to argue this time. She looks at the shirt I’m holding, and presses Griff’s dark jacket to her. “But call if anything and I’ll come running. Please keep me posted.”

“Of course. Thank you, Mina.”

The housekeeper leaves.

I hang up the shirt with the repaired front pocket, and stare at it for moments. “Any tear would have bothered Griff. Especially damage done by a woman who fought off his rape. That would have infuriated him.”

Kate looks at me, lips parted.

I stare up at the ceiling. “His favorite shirt has to be the one I saw in the attic.”

“Attic?” Her eyes go round. “What…?”

I sigh, fighting frustration.

“Last night - the shirt I told you about.” But she was so drunk. “I said I’d been up there, found stairs with barely dried puddles and a still-moist safari shirt hung carefully and drying. You don’t remember?”

Anxiety fills Kate’s features. “An owl. I remember some owl scared you.” Her face twists. “I am not going up to that attic. Not a chance.”

I start for the door. “Then I’ll go alone.”

She rises shakily. “No. Don’t…”

“That shirt up there is the one he wore two nights ago. I’ll prove it.”

“What? How? Please, Rooney, wait! Don’t leave me alone!”
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I turn back to see Kate scrabbling through a low drawer. Out she pulls a bottle of Hennessey, already opened.

“Oh jeez don’t,” I groan, gritting my teeth.

“I need it. Don’t try to stop me.”

Compulsion to fly down the hall tears at me, but I want Kate to see the shirt too. Maybe I am remembering wrong. Maybe the truth is I don’t want to go up alone.

She takes a long swig, waits with her eyes and whole face squeezed tight, then opens her eyes and breathes in. “God, this helps.” She sees my expression and adds desperately, “Just for this, really.” Like she’s begging forgiveness. “What you said…I can’t go up there without it.”

She crouches back down to replace the bottle.

“You keep extras in Griff’s drawers?”

“Old socks. He never looked there.”

I shake my head and move out to the hall, feeling my heart bang. Kate is on my heels, still complaining and fearful despite the booze. Everything’s a battle with her! We pass Griff’s erstwhile room and reach the back landing, where I veer and yank open the attic door.

Musty darkness gusts out, and Kate stops short.

“I’ve changed my mind,” she says tremulously, backing away. “I hate it up there, it has all Griff’s parents’ creepy stuff. Couldn’t you just describe the shirt?”

“You need to see it too. If I’m right, it means he’s alive.”

She backs away further, paling. “There’s another reason why I hate it up there. I’ve been…bad memories…he dragged me up twice and it was awful.”

I throw up my hands. “Okay, stay. I’ll go up alone.”

“No! If Griff’s alive he could be in the house! I can’t be alone!”

“Then come. This’ll just take five minutes.”

Amid whimpers, Kate gives in. I find a light switch that doesn’t light much, and we start up the old wooden steps. From above, we hear the first soft thud.

“What’s that noise!”

“Just a broken window. You didn’t know there’s a broken window up there?”

“Oh…right…it bangs at night when the wind picks up.” Her voice trembles. “It’s a scary sound. Being drunk helps not to hear it.”

I shake my head.

“Focus, Kate. There - see this and this?” I point out steps that are still slightly moist with darkened circles, as if somebody wet had trod them. Kate groans and tries to step over them, still blaming the leaky roof.

“It wasn’t the leaky roof.”

At the top, I see Kate cringe. Shadows fall on us and the expanse of sheet-covered shapes and dusty trunks. A breeze gusts from the board tied to the broken window, and it thuds again. Overhead, there is a flutter of wings and a high shriek.

We both jump. I’ve already met the owl but Kate gapes up into the rafters, hand to her mouth, refusing to advance.

“That’s another reason I hate it up here,” she breathes.

“It’s a bird,” I say. “The shirt’s over there.”

She gives in. Shakily, we cross the creaking floorboards, and stop before the dressmaker’s mannequin. I point. “Take a look.”

Kate’s eyes are huge in the dim light. To the left of the mannequin and at the end of the rack of plastic-covered clothes, the safari shirt hangs, arranged carefully on a hanger.

She stares. I go to touch it.

“It’s dry now.” My voice is shaking. “But last night it was moist while that dressmaker’s dummy next to it wasn’t. Here’s the torn sleeve and…” My fingers tremble as they move to the shirt’s ripped collar and shoulder seam. Seeing it up close makes my breath stop. I remembered just fine.

“I tore it here when Griff was on me on the bed. You saw the struggle. I was crazed – I think I was trying to rip his throat out.”

Kate’s gasp is audible and her mouth has dropped open. From above comes more flutter of wings, talon feet scraping.

“This is the shirt he wore.” My eyes search Kate’s in the dimness. “It had been wet. Who else would have hung it so carefully? This has to mean Griff is alive.”

Kate stares in shock, then reaches to grab a pole. “He is so evil,” she whispers as if lost. She glances up to the rafters for seconds. “There’s another reason I hate coming up here. He killed…”

I stare at her.

Her eyes drop again, and she points. “See that dark place? On the floor over there?”

I follow her gaze. Yards away, on the floorboards before the high window, is an almost circular dark stain.

“That’s blood,” she manages. “He shot an owl. That’s where it fell.” Her breath catches. “There were two. They…mate for life. The other one is still here, alone. He shrieks like he’s grieving. Scares me just hearing him downstairs. Griff likes that…that the sad owl scares me.”

I look harder at Kate’s strained features. “You just used the present tense,” I say with quiet dread. “So you believe me about the shirt? That he’s alive?”

She wavers, standing as if paralyzed. “I…feel faint,” she breathes. “I’m going to-”

But she’s startled as her phone buzzes. Adrenaline shoots her up again as she gapes at the screen, looks woefully at me, then flicks on the speaker.

It’s the police. Detective Malloy gravely announcing that a man’s body has been found, drowned in the river. They need Kate to come identify the remains.

Frozen, she whispers her thanks and disconnects. She gives me one more shocked look…

And now she faints.
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Somehow, I get Kate onto her feet and down the stairs and onto her bed. Her skin looks bloodless. She thinks she’s going to be sick. “He was dead,” she cries feebly. “How could his body have gotten to the river?”

“Maybe it’s not him.” I mumble, helping her get her sneakers off. My heart thuds sickly.

“We’re going to prison, Rooney.” Kate’s voice rises. “Something went wrong. They’ll find out!”

At least Betts isn’t in the house to hear this. She’d be on the phone to the cops in a second.

Kate starts to weep piteously, covering her face. She’s sorry again that “we ever did this.” God, it is we, isn’t it? I sink to the edge of the bed, struggling to think.

Xanax and booze…but Griff was seriously crazed that night. Could adrenaline have overridden the other stuff? And could he have faked death (to kill us later?), climbed out of the pool, hung his shirt…and then given in to despair? Crawled off to the river because of his business woes and otherwise crappy life? If so, this could be ruled a suicide.

Only…what if he left a note somewhere or in his pocket? Written in ballpoint! Non-soluble ink! You tried to kill me, so I’ve given in.

My mind spins helplessly.

And Kate has rolled over with her face jammed in her pillow, refusing to go to the morgue. Impossible, she weeps. She can’t bear the thought of…seeing him. She’d completely fall apart and confess.

Confess? No… My brow pops sweat.

“Can’t we just send a toothbrush?” she pleads. Her face is tear-stained as she tries to sit up. “Can’t they identify him that way? Please call. Say his wife has collapsed and just can’t – oh God!”

She lurches from her bed to her bathroom, and we wind up with her for a change hugging the toilet, dry retching because she’s eaten so little.

I kneel and try to comfort. Forget it.

Then I close my eyes for spinning seconds, open my eyes again, and tell her I’ll go to the morgue. I have to. In his call, Malloy said he’d send a car for Kate but she’s a mess, still moaning between heaves that something went wrong and they’ll find out.

Can’t have her losing it like that in a police car. She’d never even make it to that big window where you have to look in…

Feeling horror roll through me, I tell her again. “I’ll go.”

Kate lifts her streaming face to me. “Really?”

“Yeah. No time for toothbrushes.”

“Don’t! If no one shows up they won’t know.”

She isn’t even making sense. I get her to her feet and draped over the sink, where she gulps water frantically. Brushes her teeth, too, weeping into the faucet blasting, “It’s like your tub!”

No one should see her like this. I feel half crazed myself as I get her in back in bed. “Just rest,” I tell her. “Try to rest…”

“You’ll call me? After…?”

“Yes, yes.”

“How can you bear the thought of…seeing him?” she wails, and her streaming eyes bulge. “If he’s been in the river he could be all chewed up or something.”

Nausea hits my stomach. “You trying to talk me out of it?”

“Oh-h…” Breathing hard, she falls deeper into her pillow with her arm over her face. “There’s booze in that sock drawer, remember. To give you strength.”

I pull her arm away and force eye contact. “Not now. Listen, stay away from your phone except for me. Promise. Answer no one but me.”

Kate promises, not that that’s reliable. I could take her phone away from her but – again, the house has a landline.

“If it rings, don’t even think of answering unless it’s my number.”

“Understood. I wouldn’t.”

Now should I beg her to stay away from her booze? I’m worn out. Can’t do it anymore.

In prison she’d have to quit anyway.
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Minutes later I’m gunning the car out of the driveway, following the GPS voice so robotically indifferent that I want to slam the dashboard. It’s only five miles. After trees and low stone walls and the town center, I find the concrete building between other municipal-looking buildings. Fighting nausea, I pull into the half empty parking lot.

How dare the sun shine on such a day?

At the front desk sits a heavyset, dour woman as robotic as the GPS. Her cheeks are full and she’s munching. She checks a loose-leaf log and what I’m here for with zero eye contact. To her right is a thick, half-eaten sandwich that looks like roast beef, rare and bloody. My stomach turns. How can she eat in this place? Even this front area smells of morgue.

“Tilden, Tilden…” she mutters, tracing her finger down her log. Then she taps the page. “Here. Just arrived,” she says without looking up.

My blood turns to ice.

If it’s Griff it will be ruled a suicide, and we can rule out that shirt in the attic. If it’s not him, oh God…

“You next of kin?”

“No, a family friend.”

She scribbles something, turns the log around, and pushes it at me. “Sign where I put the X,” she says.

I sign my name wanting to cry, Hey lady, my life hangs in the balance and you don’t even look up? Emotion would be lost, though. She’s now an automaton reciting a case number into her phone, then dourly directing me down a gray hall and going back to her sandwich.

On wobbly legs I find a counter manned by two bored-looking men in white uniforms. Their faces don’t change when I arrive, though one says, “They’re waiting. You’re a family friend, right?”

“Yes.”

He comes from behind, checking his watch because he must have something important waiting, and leads me down more gray hall. My heart is pounding and the smell of this place is sickening: chemicals mixed with rot. More nausea hits my stomach.

We turn left and I see it: the long, waist-high window. My knees buckle. My pal in white listens after a ding on his phone, and tells me there’ll be a slight delay. They’re getting the body ready.

The body. I will not fall apart, I will not fall apart…

The window has a white ledge, probably for stricken visitors to grasp and try not to faint. Beyond the glass is a stark white room, maybe twelve by twelve feet with a drainage hole in the floor. I can’t stop staring at that hole. Drainage for what? The answer makes me sicker, and in this moment I feel fury too. Kate and her frailty! We’re in this together and she should have had the spine to come-

“Here they are.”

Horror swoons as I lift my eyes. Beyond the glass, the door across the room has opened. Wheels squeak. Gray tarp covers a mound on a gurney pushed by another white-uniformed man. The longest seconds of my life pass as he maneuvers the mound up to the window, the shape of feet to the left, covered head to the right.

The uniformed man’s sagging blank eyes look out at us.

“Ready?” says the one next to me.

I stiffen, press my fist to my mouth, and nod. He gives a sign, and the gray tarp is lifted from the body’s face.

The ceiling falls in.

The dark hair is stiff with brine, and the face…the face is gray and pulpy, as if from damage. Aquiline nose, high forehead, square jaw…The floor tilts. I feel my knees go out from under me, but catch myself on the ledge.

Because it isn’t Griff. It isn’t him…did I just say that out loud? I must have, because the guy next to me gives a sign, and the one behind the glass listlessly recovers the face and gives the gurney a push.

I slide away from the window and press my back to the wall, dizzy and breathing hard.

“You want a wheelchair? We got wheelchairs if you need one.”

“No, no…” I struggle not to look too shook, because to them I’m just a family friend. But I’m so much more than that, and this is still a shock.

It wasn’t Griff, so where is he?
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The rest is a blur. Back, back on rubber legs down the gray hall, past the robot woman at the front desk now smelling of pickles, and out to the parking lot as fast as I can. Horrible, dreadful place.

Still dizzy, I trudge to my rented Honda parked under a tree. The shade has kept the roof cool, at least, so I bury my face in my arms on it, feeling its coolness on my brow. It doesn’t help. The image I just saw still swarms in my brain.

“So it wasn’t him, huh?”

I jerk my head back up. Two empty spaces away, the big, paunchy detective named Malloy is leaning on his unmarked car. He’s holding his phone, and waves it slightly in the direction of the morgue. Word travels fast.

I shake my aching head no, and drop my face back to my arms. I don’t want to talk to him. I have to call Kate.

Gravel crunches as he steps closer. “Sorry you had to go through that,” he says. “There was a resemblance. I just got a report that it was a probable suicide, body drifted down from Sheffield.” There’s an expectant pause, and I feel his eyes on me. “Mrs. Tilden couldn’t make it?”

“She’s a wreck,” I tell the Honda roof, muffled. I press my brow to it, fighting nausea getting worse with Malloy’s presence…on top of still seeing that dead body’s face and the question still pounding: If that wasn’t Griff in there, where is he…or his body?

I am living an absolute nightmare.

Malloy waits, pressuring me. He won’t be going away. I lift my face slowly, and rub at my brow. What does he want?

“So Griffin Tilden is still missing,” he says. “We’ve found nothing and the estranged missus was too distraught to come down.” His voice just took on an edge. “You look pretty distraught yourself. You’re shaking.”

“I’ve never been in a morgue.”

“But you look next of kin bad. Why is that?”

“Because it was horrible.”

“Are you sure you’ve only known these people for a few days?”

“Yes,” I say between clenched teeth, and finally turn my head to him. Malloy’s broad face is sunburned, and he’s wearing a flowered tie over a white shirt with his sleeves rolled up. My eyes glare at him to leave me alone. Sure, that will work.

He folds his arms over his chest.

“Okay,” he says, friendly-like. “Morgues are awful and you’re a caring person who’d feel for anyone in crisis. But you’ve also had time to mull this - see it from the inside.” He pauses. “Someone like Griffin Tilden doesn’t just take off. Have you had any further thoughts on what might have happened?”

My lips are so dry. “Further thoughts?” I snap. “Only, again, what I’ve told you. I’m an employee of a few days who never knew either Tilden. They had a fight and he disappeared.” From the pool, I think sickly, struggling against the cold dread in the pit of my stomach.

Malloy runs a hand through his thick hair going gray. So far he’s just been fishing - same questions all over again. What is he really after? I’m getting a feeling about this…

“Sometimes estranged spouses pull this kind of thing,” he says almost genially. “Fake disappear to punish. Think it could be anything like that?”

I let my exasperation show. “Detective, how could I possibly know! Didn’t we agree that nobody really knows anybody – even people who think they’re close get shocked by so-called friends’ behavior?”

My pulse is roaring. I need to call Kate but not in front of him – because, how could we talk? I should just get in the car and scram, so I reach into my pocket for my key fob.

“Mrs. Tilden was being abused and you wanted to help. Isn’t that right?”

“Of course, who wouldn’t?” More already answered questions! “Listen, Detective…”

He points to the phone in my free hand. “You can help now,” he says reasonably. “Tell her right away it wasn’t her husband. Don’t make her wait.”

“I wasn’t making her wait. I just…”

It hits that I’ve made a terrible, stupid mistake. Of course, they’d expect me to call Kate as soon as I left the morgue. Smart would have been to ignore Malloy and make an immediate, brief call in vague words that didn’t look like ducking and delaying, suggesting secrets.

I’ve got to turn this around. Make it quick, say little…

“Excuse me.” I move away, but only get to the rear of the car because I still need to hang on to something. I lean one elbow on the roof, drop my head down for privacy, and hit Kate’s direct dial. She picks up on the second ring.

“Rooney…?”

“It wasn’t him,” I say quietly.

Kate bursts into tears. The other end is a torrent of something spewed and unintelligible, of which the last word is “terrifying.”

“What? What’s terrifying?” I straighten, unable to hide my alarm. Malloy moves around the car to me.

“Someone called me,” Kate cries. “But the voice was inhuman. Screechy metallic like…like-” She sobs again.

Shock bolts through me. Screechy and metallic like the call Rob said Lena Martin got? My throat constricts as I blurt, “A voice changer?”

“Yes! And it said – oh…it was awful. Threatened both of us.”

My jaw goes slack. Malloy frowns and gestures for my phone. “Let me talk to her.”

I do, and turn up the speaker. He identifies himself and hears how we both were threatened. “Rooney and me!” Kate wails. “The voice called us killer bitches!”

“Mrs. Tilden, I’m going to come talk to you. Hang tight.”

Kate is still crying gratitude as Malloy hands the phone back to me.

Seconds later he’s following me out of the parking lot. I’m gripping my steering wheel so hard that my knuckles are white.

Threatened both of us echoes, and I can’t breathe.
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A second unmarked car pulls in behind us as we enter the driveway. They’ve been radioing each other. Killer bitches plural, the voice threatened? I can’t believe the abyss I’ve fallen into.

A younger detective gets out of his car, dark-haired, lanky and eyeing me through my windshield. He’s in chinos, a blazer, and a pressed-looking, blue denim shirt. Too neat. Scowling.

I get out of my Honda, feeling something icy shoot through me as I follow them into the kitchen.

And there sits Kate, waif-like, alone in this massive house with her reddened blue eyes round and fearful. She’s weeping about the awful message not being there anymore. She shoves her phone across the table to them as if it revolts her. “Disappeared,” she manages. “Just…gone.”

Does she not know about burner phones? She also smells of new brandy. This is bad. Before I left, she was blurting everything incriminating but just to me. Drunk or even after a few swigs, it will be worse. Panic explodes in me.

Malloy introduces the younger detective, named Chandler. Still standing, they listen to Kate’s tremulous account of the call. The weird metallic voice screaming You’ll get yours, killer bitches! – then disconnecting. It is untraceable, of course.

I lean unsteadily on the table. Then my knees buckle, so I drop into one of the chairs.

Malloy double checks Kate’s phone, searching inside settings, folders and more folders. He shakes his head. “Burners,” he says grimly. “There’s technology now to trace those calls, but unless they’re used in commission of a crime, police or prosecutors aren’t likely to allocate the resources.”

And Chandler points out that there’s been no crime. “What do we have? A missing person and a threatening phone call.”

They divide us again. I get Chandler. I send Kate the most subtle look of warning that I can, and she just blinks plaintively at me, not understanding. Not good. My hands spring sweat as I show the younger detective the front room where Malloy interviewed me.

He’s intense, Detective Chandler is. Early thirties, long Doberman face and dark eyes barely glancing at the huge room crammed with furniture. He sits facing me as I hunch on the sofa, and gets right to it.

“Why do you think that call would be about both of you?” he asks.

“I have no idea.” I clasp my hands. I feel my brow pop sweat, but there’s nothing I can do about that.

He studies me for a long moment, and then nods to himself. “Threatening burner calls are usually directed at one person. Or a group if it’s political. But a threat and accusation sent to two people? It’s unusual. Suggests the caller is thinking conspiracy.” His dark eyes bore into me. “Now why would that be?”

It’s hard to speak. “Isn’t that what psychos do? Imagine conspiracy?” The detective has noticed that my brow has turned clammy, I’m sure of it.

“You seem nervous,” he says.

“I’m in shock,” I croak, and shift in my seat. “I just saw horror in the morgue, and now this – just for taking a job in the ’burbs I thought would be nice. Get me out of the city with its violence.” Not a bad response. I’ve covered the reason for distress I can’t hide.

But Chandler isn’t having it. “You seem very nervous,” he grills.

I act offended. “Wouldn’t it seem abnormal if I didn’t?”

Checkmate, maybe.

A uniformed officer comes and bends to whisper something to Chandler. Grim nods are exchanged, and then another whispered exchange.

My heart feels ready to explode. Has Kate come apart and confessed? Last night she lost her nerve and threatened to. She’s also had more to drink.

Oh, please say this isn’t happening…

I sink lower in my seat, not breathing, fearing the worst.
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The officer leaves, and Chandler takes out his notebook and scribbles. That’s it…he just scribbles like he’s writing a parking ticket, then stops, frowning impassively, and seems to review his notes. So maybe his exchange with the uniformed man wasn’t what I feared?

I wipe my hands on my jeans and try to breathe again. I also resume obsessing about my other fear - that Kate got a weird metallic-voiced burner call like Lena Martin got. Should I even mention that I know about Lena?

Maybe not. I just got here. I should seem out of that loop.

Chandler leans back and clears his throat.

“After two days Griffin Tilden is still missing,” he says, lifting his penetrating gaze back to me. “His marriage was in bad shape. His wife fled to your Brooklyn apartment, and he came pursuing her. They argued, she gave in, and the three of you returned here.”

He said that last part like there’s something suspicious about it. That’s it?

Those dark eyes study me. “If things were so toxic, why did you come back with them?”

“Moral support. She was crying and begging me to.”

“So Tilden saw you as an antagonist.”

“It’s possible.” I shrug, and try to sound callous. “He’d also paid me for the week.”

Chandler raises an accusing brow. “Then why would he refer to you both as killer bitches?”

Time to turn the tables. I lean forward and act offended.

“He?” I repeat. “Detective, you don’t know the caller was Griff Tilden – the voice was disguised. And why are you assuming I was one of the people the caller implied? Did Mrs. Tilden say he used my name? Or did he just – I’m assuming it was a he – say ‘killer bitches’ and maybe he meant the housekeeper or the very pretty maid?” I spread my palms. “The housekeeper could have even been the caller. She seems to adore Mr. Tilden - has since he was a teen and is frantic that he’s missing.”

Chandler scowls at the Tiffany lamp on the table next to me.

“Let’s ask them,” I add, glancing toward the kitchen. I’m gambling frantically, based on what Kate didn’t say when we entered. “Otherwise there’s absolutely no way you can know who the caller was - or who he was talking about.” I wave a hand jerkily. “It could have been any nut. Someone who’s heard Tilden is missing and wants to have fun.”

Chandler gives me a long, hard look. “Any idea who has Mrs. Tilden’s phone number?”

“No. She’s probably done tons of charity stuff.”

Exhaling, the detective leans back in his chair like he’s giving in, for now. He taps his fingers on the armrest, and his expression changes.

“We’ll be pursuing this. In the meantime, understand that whoever made that call should be presumed dangerous, and there’s little we can do since there’s been no crime.”

“Understood.”

He gestures like he’s softening more. “Just be careful. And keep your doors locked.” Then he stands. “Griffin Tilden has the keys to his own home, of course. And the code to his alarm system.”

“Yes.” I get to my feet too, thinking with a shudder of that safari shirt in the attic. Hearing that owl shriek. My knees still feel weak.

In the kitchen, Kate’s worried eyes meet mine. She looks okay. Maybe she just had a small belt before the police came, and it looks like she and Malloy have had the same conversation that I had with Chandler. The caller’s identity can’t really be known, nor the identity of the “killer bitches.”

But we know.

And Chandler, surprise, even repeats what I said - that it could have been some nut. “Somebody having fun.” He asks Kate how many people have her phone number.

“Too many,” she says miserably. “I’ve gotten roped into town charities and fund raisers here and in the city. So many I’ve lost track.”

Both policemen give her grim looks. She drops her head, and her hands grip each other in defeat. Then Malloy starts to speak quietly, suggesting that the two of us move to a safer location.

Kate shakes her head. “I won’t be driven from my home.” She looks up plaintively to me as I lean on the table, and seems suddenly paler and thinner than ever, with lines in her face that tell of great misery. “If you want to go, Rooney…”

“No, I’ll stay.”

Where could I go that I wouldn’t be tracked down? I’m limp, knowing that I’m completely stuck in this horror.

I round the table and sit next to Kate, pick up her phone and turn it in my hands as the detectives start to leave. Be careful, they say. Call if anything else, they say. They’ve done what they can, and that’s it.

So we’re on our own.

Kate rises to see them out, and thanks them. Then she returns to the table, and we hear the hums of their car engines leaving.

“What now?” she says, and drops her brow despairingly to her hand. “What now?”
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She seems frozen. Her eyes, grave and bloodshot, question mine like a child’s.

“The locks,” I say tightly, putting her phone back in her hand. “Lock the regular locks and change the alarm code.”

Kate doesn’t move. “He’s going to come, isn’t he?” She’s like a female version of Hamlet, struck dumb and helpless in the face of onrushing tragedy.

Impatience rises in my chest. “Who else would have hung that shirt in the attic? And since his body hasn’t been found it probably was him who made that call…”

She emits a whimper, and struggles to her feet. She’s like someone in a trance.

“Move faster, please?” I urge, imagining Griff, eyes blazing, crashing through the door. “The locks, the locks!”

“Yes…”

I follow her around as she checks all doors. She stumbles only once, on a threshold and I catch her. That’s what I’ve been doing since I came here, isn’t it? Catching her, feeling sorry for her. Now her depressed, fatalistic slowness is maddening.

Did she ever actually know about the burner call made to Lena Martin? The same threatening, disguised metallic voice? How could she, come to think of it? I only know because Rob told me. Kate was grieving after the murder, drinking worse, and now is in bad enough shape as it is.

So I won’t mention it. I want to, but I can’t have her freaking out worse…

At last, the locks are locked. Maybe Griff lost his keys in the pool or wherever he crawled off to? Now to change the alarm code. Kate’s face brightens a little. Yes, that will make us safe. We return to the kitchen…where she isn’t sure how to do it.

“Just call the company,” I press, feeling my stomach clench. “You know their name, right?”

“I think so.”

“How long does it take them to get here and do it?”

“I don’t know.” She’s like a fretful sleepwalker. “Griff managed those things.”

It could take days, oh God. But maybe they could make it priority? Say it’s life or death?

In a drawer, Kate fumbles through clutter to a notebook with important names and numbers. “Oh, here they are.”

“Good. Hurry.”

Wobbly, she carries the notebook back to the table and calls the security company, asking to have the alarm code changed.

I pace back and forth before her.

Turns out, she can’t have the code changed. Her name isn’t even on their account because Griff bought the system just in his name. “We’d need his authorization,” she is told by someone in charge.

I stop pacing, staring at a missed smear of mustard on a cabinet. Then I squeeze my eyes tight for seconds.

“How stupid I’ve been,” Kate groans, disconnecting. “Like a kept, dumb doll.”

I turn to her. “The drinking kept you helpless. Griff must have actually liked that and holding all the cards. He still holds the cards…if he’s alive.”

Which he must be, I storm again at myself: the body gone from the pool, the burner call matching Lena’s and the horrid safari shirt with its torn collar. That was the shirt he wore. It had been wet. The torn collar would also symbolize Griff’s failed rape of a woman he hated…vastly more infuriating than not bagging a cheetah.

A sense of awful inevitability mounts in my chest.

“So what do we do?” I come back to the table. “Just sit and wait, passive and paralyzed, for something to happen?”

Kate’s eyes round and she grabs my arm. “You could go back to New York. Run, Rooney. Get in your car and go now.”

“Are you kidding? Murder’s too easy in the city. Like Lena Martin.”

Kate’s face falls in despair.

For the next fifteen minutes, sitting and waiting passively is exactly what we do. It is torture. We nibble a late afternoon, disconsolate lunch, and watch dropping sunbeams cross the floor.

The silence is too menacing. I go to the counter and study the block of kitchen knives. Fighting the sick feeling that comes over me, I pull out an eight-inch, really nasty-looking knife, and bring it back to the table.

Kate looks at it and shudders. I lay it next to my half-eaten sandwich, trying not to feel like I’m just waiting for terror to come crashing through the door.
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My mind also wanders.

“Want to know something?” I say suddenly, picking up the knife again, toying with it. “I’m actually hoping Griff is alive, because I still want to kill him.”

Kate looks at me, startled.

“He destroyed my mother and scarred my life.” I bite my lip, remembering my puppy Bucky and so much other pain. “The truth? I was disappointed with how Griff supposedly died, slipping gently into sleep. For his sins he should have suffered. Something long, hideous and excruciating.”

Kate’s mouth goes down, and she nods slowly. “He never even felt the water. After horribly mocking your mother and trying to…”

“Rape me.” I say it so bluntly that the two of us wince.

Then, of all times, I tell Kate about my love of Shakespeare. “The professors would drone about each play with its stabbings, murders, and mutilations…and I would judge those deaths because I was obsessing about finding Griff. Nope, nope – this or that death was too quick and easy. Better they be slow and agonizing.”

“God,” Kate says feebly.

“I was crazed, absolutely bloodthirsty in my fantasies.” It’s a bit stress-relieving to talk, so why not? I spin the knife flat on the table’s surface. The blade whacks a glass bowl, clatters, and echoes forbiddingly in the room.

“The Elizabethans loved that blood and guts stuff. Victorians shrank from it - they were dainty wusses. By graduation, I was seriously nuts. Obsessing even more about how I’d kill this Griff Tilden if I ever found him.”

“How did you find him…us? Did you tell me? Was I drunk?”

I avoid that last question. It would hurt. “My mother saw him written about - some piece about a charity he was funding. From that point I knew who he was.”

“Ha. Charity.”

“The trick was to get close to him – and it’ll be the death of him yet if it hasn’t been already.” I wave the knife a little, scorning it. “Even a thrust from this would end a monster’s life too fast. Again, it should be something slow, agonizing and hideous.”

“I wish we could drink to that.”

“Best not to.”

We fall silent again.

On my phone, I go online and see the first reports that Griffin Tilden, philanthropist and Congressional hopeful, has gone missing. Some allege that a body found in a nearby river may be him. Reports include photos of him, formal as well as grinning and glad handing.

But I see Griff drowned in my tub again…his sagging face ashen, dripping. Too good for you, slime ball. It makes my blood boil.

Kate’s phone buzzes, interrupting my thoughts. Tensely, she checks her screen. “Mina,” she whispers.

“Answer.”

She does, and turns up her speaker. Betts sounds stridently emotional.

“…just read that a body was found in the river! Please, please, tell me it wasn’t-”

“It wasn’t.” Kate cuts her off. Next comes a barrage of more gasping emotion.

Betts had been ready to get in her car and run over. Now she thinks she’s going to fall over. With thanks, not that – dear God – she doesn’t feel for the family of that other poor drowned soul. Well, that fear is over. But surely Kate must need her now?

“No, I’m alright,” Kate says through her teeth.

“But it must have been traumatic just hearing that! It was for me. You might be in shock, dear. Please - if you change your mind, just call and I’ll be there in minutes.”

“Thank you.” Kate rolls her eyes at me.

The housekeeper pauses, and then: “Is Rooney still there?”

“Yes, but she’s leaving soon.”

“When? You said that before.”

“I don’t know, Mina. It’s hard to think.”

I point to the door, gesturing madly, and Kate adds, “Maybe soon. I want to be alone and Rooney wants to beat the traffic.”

“Soon, that’s good. Really for the best,” Mina says encouragingly. “Rest and quiet is what you need. I’ve told Cammy not to intrude, by the way, but she sends her deep, deep concern. I hope you understand. And I do hope you’re staying off the…you know.”

“I’m doing my best.”

“So good to hear. Then when Griff returns…honestly, my feeling is back that he’s going to come walking right through that kitchen door.”

We trade looks of dread.

“Let’s hope,” Kate says tightly. “Thanks again.”

She disconnects, pulls in a long, shuddering breath, and lays her phone down before her on the table.

I blink at it. “Mina of course knows the alarm code…”

“Of course.” Kate’s voice is bitter. “She had it way before I did.”

“The woman who adored Griff as a kid and saw no wrong in him when he raped? The woman who alone sorted his office mail and was his most trusted spaniel?”

Kate looks at me, and something changes in her expression. She turns her head and looks at the door, stiffening, and then looks back to me.

“What?”

“Something I just remembered. I think…when I was drunk once, there was something that only Mina could have-”

We’re interrupted as my phone buzzes.
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Rob’s name lights the small screen. I press the green button, but don’t turn up the speaker.

“Body found in the river?” His voice is alarmed.

“Not Tilden.” I feel Kate’s eyes on me.

I shakily describe my trip to the morgue, and there’s an audible breath and a “whoa” from the other end. Then Rob hesitates. “Maybe it’s bad it wasn’t him.” In the background can be heard party clamor. Shrill voices and laughter sounding obscene under the circumstances. “I mean,” he adds, “the SOB’s still missing.”

“Yes.” Speaking to Rob is dangerous, because again I want desperately to spew the whole story… but I can’t. I could have sworn I helped kill Tilden, who – surprise - was my horrid bio dad. Now he’s either dead or alive somewhere – and if it’s the latter he’ll either kill us or say we tried to kill him and I’ll go to prison. Oh and by the way, Kate got a threatening burner call like you said Lena Martin got. Screeching, weird and metallic, same thing. Can’t mention it because Kate’s here in bad shape.

“We’re just…waiting.” I’m still gripping the knife.

“Rooney, something like this can build just so far before it explodes. Get outta there now - come here. I’m tied up with Emile’s party but I’ll give you the address.”

“Can’t.”

I’m watching Kate watch me. Out of her pallid face, two suddenly urgent eyes gaze dumbly at me, then back to the door. “My pantsuit’s in Brooklyn,” I say lamely.

“Who cares! Listen, this is sounding godawful serious. I’m coming for you.”

“Don’t.”

But inside, I’m screaming. I’m so scared, but what could Rob do? Hide me briefly, then he’d be in trouble and I’d be back and vulnerable in the city? Griff is insane. If he’s alive, I’m the Lena-substitute who slammed his head, tried to kill him, and knows too much. I have nowhere to hide.

“You’re working and nothing’s happening,” I say raggedly. “Literally nothing.”

Kate has grabbed a paper from the shopping list and is scribbling frantically on it. She pushes the paper to me, and I read the shaky word, GUN.

I blink and frown at her.

She gets to her feet and goes to the door, beckoning urgently to me as someone at Rob’s end calls to him. “In a minute!” he yells back. Then to me: “Leave your phone open so I can hear every goddamn thing - or hit the speed dial and I’ll leave it on vibrate.”

“Okay,” I say over the huge lump in my throat. There’s no way he’ll feel his phone vibrate at a raucous party. And it pains me to kick him off the phone but – God - if there’s a gun in the house and even the chance that Griff could come charging in any second, I have no choice.

“Gotta go now,” I croak. “Don’t worry. Go pour champagne.”

“Be safe, Rooney! Jesus, be safe!”

“I’ll try.”

We sign off, and I look at Kate. She’s gaping out to the hall as if she’s seen a ghost.

“Gun?” I get up and approach her, carrying the knife.

“I just remembered…” She blinks at me like someone trying to come out of a haze. She is. A long alcoholic haze. “For a while Griff was keeping a gun in his office. I cried and said guns scared me and ran out. Then Mina said she scolded him as only she could, and he told her he moved it but I don’t know where to.”

Kate’s features twist. “I’ll bet he put it back where it was in the first place. Why haven’t we looked in his office?”

“Uh, because we thought he was dead at the bottom of the pool?”

She shakes her head. “When you mentioned Mina working in his office, it came to me. No question he lied to her about moving it. Big joke. He lies about everything!”

“But he’d want it near.”

Kate’s features pale. “If he hung his shirt…could he have gone to his office too for his gun?”

My pulse quickens and I grip the knife harder. “Let’s look.”
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Minutes later we’re going through Griff’s desk drawers where Kate thought his gun might be…and isn’t. She was sure he kept it in his top center drawer, but all we find are papers, letters and corporate reports. Same for his other drawers, and the short cabinet topped with his printer. Kate is getting agitated, more frightened. She finds Griff’s whiskey in a bottom drawer and grabs a long belt, insisting as usual that booze helps her think.

I’m long past the point of objecting.

She looks frantically around at crowded shelves and an old, glass-fronted bookcase. “There are other drawers, hiding places. I think Mina even told me where it was. But I was drunk, didn’t want to hear it.” She paces a little, wringing her hands. “Didn’t want to be scared of Griff’s gun like his mother was of his father’s.”

I slam a drawer.

The room spins with photos of Griff sneering down at me. Flaunting golf trophies. Sailing his yacht. Glad-handing politicians. Always with his dark hair slightly tousled, that taunting smirk like he wore when he mocked my mother.

The photos bring back my fury.

“Wait,” Kate says, slapping her brow. “What’s the matter with me?” She darts across to the glass-fronted bookcase, opens its fragile doors, and pulls out a middle drawer. She stares into it, and becomes very still. “No…” she croaks.

I look over.

She points into the drawer. “I remember now…Mina said he just transferred it to here, definitely here. She was annoyed with him, called it not much of a move and said the gun scared her too.” Kate plows through what looks like a small black empty case and some kind of foam wrap. “The gun case is here but the gun isn’t! He did come for it!”

My stomach drops. “I assume it was loaded.”

“He always kept it loaded, argued that every finance guy carries a gun. He’d take it into the city. Naive me - I made getting rid of it one of the conditions for reconciling.”

Kate looks at me, her face ashen. “He’s alive and he has it.” Her voice is hushed.

I cross to the bookcase and yank open other drawers. One above, two below. Nothing but musty little interiors. The bookcase is an empty, antique showpiece.

I grasp at straws. “Maybe he moved the gun before two nights ago. Like, to his room! We should look in his room.”

“If so, he’s taken it,” Kate says miserably. She goes back for the whiskey she left on the desk and slugs more.

“Let’s look at least.” My voice is hoarse. “And put the booze down, Kate. Please?”

She puts it down. Right in the center of Griff’s desk next to where I left the knife.

My pulse is pounding. “Maybe he didn’t take it at all. He was zonked that night. Climbing the stairs to hang his shirt could have used up the last of his energy.” I curl my right hand into a fist. “We could use a gun. Knives are fine but guns give you distance.”

Kate looks surprised. “You know how to shoot?”

“You hold the damn thing and point. That’s pretty persuasive. Listen – if he’s alive and if he didn’t take his gun - where besides his room could it be?”

She hesitates, then glances up to the ceiling. “His father had a gun collection. It’s in a wooden box in a steamer trunk…in the attic.” She winces and looks back to me. “But Griff’s gun couldn’t be there. He’d want it on him.”

“Desperate times. How old is his father’s collection?”

“Antiques. Most of them, I mean - they belonged to Griff’s grandfather.” She frowns piteously. “I told you…he dragged me up there once to show off the guns and intimidate me. Such manly men the Tildens were!”

“A gun is a gun, Kate.”

She wavers, trying to think. “Wait, there might be some less old. Maybe from the Seventies or Eighties? His father liked to imitate Bogart shooting.”

I grab the knife from the desk, and head for the door. “Let’s look at them. After we search Griff’s room.”

Kate groans. “Not the attic again.”

“If it scares you, stay downstairs.” I’m already out in the hall.

“No wait, Rooney – please! Can I carry the knife? You’re strong. I’ve gotten scrawny.”

I turn and give Kate the knife. Eight inches long, easily. She grips it sickly and points it down, squeezing its handle between her thumb and forefinger like it terrifies her.

“You really think you could use that?” I say.

She turns away, agitated, and stumbles instead of answering. The knife flies in her hand as she cries out and tries to balance herself, and I grab it back from her. The reality of gripping a butcher knife by its handle - imagining myself using it – is awful.

But it’s come to this.

Together, we head down the hall.
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In Griff’s room, I put the knife down and we go through everything. There’s no gun in the desk or the dresser, bedside table or in the closet. Ditto under the bed and pillows or in the bathroom - shaving razor, drugs and toiletries. No gun.

“So he has it,” Kate groans. She reeks of Griff’s whiskey from his office.

“So we need one too,” I say raggedly. The light is dim in the room. We’ve taken just the small lamp from the desk, lit it, and put it on the floor.

“Can’t we call the police again?”

“And say what? His gun is missing from its usual place and we think – if he’s alive – that he’s coming after us? No commission of a crime yet, remember? They’d just tell us to go to a motel.”

“Where he’d find us.” Kate moves jerkily past the desk to the window. “He could be out there now putting new bugs on your rental.”

“If he’s alive they’re already on it.”

She looks helplessly out at the old spruce scraping the house, then drops her gaze and runs her hand along the sill. “This is where you found it wet?”

I breathe in. “Yes. And the window had been left open a few inches, like someone out of it wasn’t paying attention. Gee” – I fight panic – “Who do you think? Maybe he just didn’t want to leave puddles.”

“Except on those attic stairs you showed me. He didn’t want to turn off the alarm, either. It emits slight beeps when you do.”

Kate looks down and then crouches down, running her hand along the floor’s hardwood. “Push the lamp closer?”

I push it closer, and crouch down to her.

“Look at this,” she says in a voice full of foreboding. She’s holding up her hand, and in the dim light her palm is holding several dried pine needles. “He was here,” she breathes, and her voice rises. “Those old spruce branches are like a ladder and one of them looked broken. He was here.”

I stare at her, feeling myself frown. “Is it possible he faked being drunk when he came to my place? Wasn’t that far gone?”

Kate shrugs helplessly. “That big tolerance of his. He could go and go like a battery, and then collapse. I think he’d had a lot…”

Just then comes a distant thud from above. I jump but recognize it. Kate looks momentarily frightened.

“That’s that board up there tied to the broken window. Pretty sloppy, leaving it like that.”

Kate looks fearfully up to the shadowy ceiling. “Please let’s forget the attic. I’m sorry I ever mentioned those guns - they’re old. They can be dangerous to use.”

That stops me – but what to do? Deep down, I know I’m probably acting hysterically and making all the wrong moves - but what choice is there? The police can’t help, there’s nowhere I can hide, and old guns can blow up in your face.

I look down to dried pine needles on the floor, feeling panic build. Griff may have struggled in this way, but there’s no way to know if he is now dead or alive or if someone is playing horrible tricks. And I need to do something.

I get to my feet and retrieve the knife from the desk. The lamp from below casts its shadow on the wall. “Show me the guns, Kate. I want to see them.”

She lets out a heavy breath and straightens too, staring at the knife in my hand. “That terrifies me.”

“Hopefully we won’t need it. But the guns are old…”

“Okay, God help us,” she says shakily. “To the attic, then.”


72.

I leave the room for the landing outside, and put my free hand on the doorknob. My heart is pounding. Behind me, Kate starts to whimper.

“That owl. It scares me and so does everything else up there.”

“We’ll make it quick,” I urge. “C’mon – the owl won’t bite and you’ve already seen the safari shirt.”

“If it’s still there. Wouldn’t Griff want to come back for it?”

Compulsion pulls at me. “Maybe not,” I say, easing the door open. “I want to see those guns.”

“Oh-h…” Kate gives in. “I should have brought Griff’s whiskey. The whole bottle.”

“You didn’t slug enough?”

“Not for this!”

“Shh. Keep it down.”

Musty air envelops us as we start up the steps. My chest feels painfully tight. We reach the top into a slanting shaft of amber from the high arched window. It’s very warm up here, with breezes shooting through to thump away at the board over the window’s broken pane. Thud, thud… It’s a frightening sound, like a huge monster’s heartbeat. I cringe, darting my eyes to the safari shirt still hanging in the dimness.

I gesture. “He didn’t come back for it. Maybe he is dead.”

Kate gapes at the shirt.

“Don’t bet on it,” she breathes, taking a long, frozen moment to stare at it. Then she shakes herself, and points across the attic’s shadowy expanse.

“Under that window. The oldest stuff is there including the steamer trunk from, like, the 1920s. I saw its contents that time Griff dragged me up. Creepy old photos, clothes and…the gun box.”

“What we’ve come for,” I murmur, and head that way over creaking floorboards, through dust motes and sheet-covered shapes. The window thuds. Kate steps closer to the safari shirt, and stares at it.

I look back to her. Her face is slack in the dimness. Her fingers trace the shirt’s ripped collar and shoulder seam, as if seeing them up close is really believing.

“From when he had you on the bed,” she murmurs. “You fought him. I remember now. I saw this tear when we…put him in the tub.”

I too see my struggle with Griff on the bed, and his sneering taunts and malicious laughter. Gold-digging little whore! That’s what I told them, ha ha! White-hot fury surges in me. I make a quick half turn, raise my hand up and give the knife a fierce stabbing motion. Yeah, I could do that.

“You really could…?” Kate’s voice is tremulous, watching me. The window thuds.

“If I had to, but again - guns give you distance. Show me the trunk.”

She crosses to me as if hating every step. I put the knife down on a barrel.

Complaining, Kate helps me push away a stack of old leather suitcases and hat boxes and other junk under yellowed sheets. Dust flies. Kneeling, I try to hold my breath. Overhead, there’s the sound of talons scratching the eaves, heavy wings flapping.

Kate looks up anxiously. We’ve disturbed the grieving owl. And the board covering the broken window’s base is just feet away. Thud…thud…The base reaches nearly to the floor.

“Can’t you get that damn thing to stop?”

“How? I’d need a hammer and nails that would pop out anyway. The whole sash is rotten.”

“Thought you never came up.”

“I hear that thumping when the wind blows. Griff said-”

“Okay, okay. Help me with this.”

I pull off another dusty sheet, and there’s the trunk. It is about four feet long with a rounded top, wooden side splints, and a rusted metal lock. Moths fly out from under the sheet and we jerk back, waving them frantically away. Then we reach and pull at leather handles, easing the trunk forward with a heavy scraping sound. I’m sweating. This has to be completely crazy. How could any usable gun be inside this forgotten trunk?

My heart thumps and the window thumps.

Kate is lifting open the trunk’s heavy round top. “Ugh,” she says, peering in. “Dead people’s clothes.”

Inside, folded on top, are moth-eaten lace collars and crinolines and folded men’s pants with buttons, no zippers.

“You said this was Griff’s grandfather’s?”

“Maybe his great-grandfather’s. There’s a gun in there that shot buffalo.”

Great. A buffalo gun. I shake my head and peer in, uneasily pushing aside what Kate called dead people’s clothes. It’s an awful feeling. The light has grown dimmer, shadows longer as, under crinolines, I find the end of a long wooden box wrapped in a blue shawl. I start pulling at the shawl.

“The gun box,” Kate says, wincing. “That time Griff showed it to me? Actually, he lured me up faking sweet and sorry, then threatened me. His father used guns to terrorize his mother.”

I blink and swallow. Maggie Tilden, my grandmother, so kind-looking in her photo, threatened by Griff’s father with guns? The thought sickens me. I glance over to the knife on the barrel to check that it’s still there.

It is.

“Okay,” I say grimly, tugging off more shawl. “Let’s open this.”
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Together, we pull out the long wooden box and lay it on the floor. We wave away more dust and wipe our brows. Then I reach for the knife, help Kate pry the rusted lock, and put the knife down near me on the floor. We kneel, and she lifts the box’s lid.

Inside, on musty red velvet, are withered old copies of American Rifleman, three rifles that look like they’re from a Western, two revolvers that look like they’re from a Fifties movie and…a semi-auto pistol.

Breath stops as I stare at it. It’s like my friend Joselito’s.

“My God,” Kate whispers incredulously. “It’s here. Griff’s gun.” Her features look stunned as she stares at it. “It’s like he…laid it to rest or something,” she says slowly. “With his forbears’ weapons. Think that means he intended suicide?”

“Who knows?” Something seems odd about this. “How do you know it’s his?”

“Who else?”

“Maybe his father’s? Semi-autos aren’t new.”

Kate is breathing faster, and she points. “No, see that red dot there? He made it bigger to help him aim at some competition. I can’t believe this. It is here.”

She hated Griff’s guns but knows about some red dot he enlarged to help at competition?

Unease pricks. The window thuds.

Gingerly, Kate takes out the pistol, holding it by its grip between her thumb and forefinger. She shifts back into a sitting position, folding her legs under her. She puts the pistol in her lap without fear, and heaves a great, disbelieving breath. “It’s here,” she says again. “Can you believe it?”

“Thought you were scared of guns.”

She doesn’t answer. She’s almost smiling, so focused on the gun that I subtly ease my phone out from my jeans pocket.

“Think it’s loaded?” I too shift into a sitting position. But warily, and closer to her gun.

“Let’s see.”

To my astonishment, Kate holds the gun like an expert, puts her thumb and index finger on both sides of the barrel, and with her free hand she slides open the chamber. Peeks. “Yes, it’s loaded. Locked and loaded, as they say. Oh, isn’t this wonderful? You were so smart to insist on coming up.”

Now she’s gazing at the gun affectionately. Maybe because she now feels safe? Impossible, doesn’t fit. She said she was terrified of Griff’s gun.

What’s happening? My heart starts a sick thudding.

I subtly hit one of my phone’s buttons, then lay it on the floor next to the knife. In shadow, half behind a hat box.

Kate lifts her eyes and sees the surprise on my face.

“Down in the office I said I was afraid of Griff’s gun. So I watched while he did this, all of it. Check the safety, open the chamber. Nothing to it! He didn’t know I was paying attention. He thought he was doing his ‘I’m like my father’ threat, but I was determined not to be like his mother.”

Lie. She said she was so scared that she ran out of his office. Does it even make sense now that, in the same breath, she says she was scared but hung around?

My lips are dry. Something icy shoots through me.

Kate gives me a slightly crazy smile. Then she laughs suddenly – a strange, triumphant little laugh. “I knew mentioning guns would get you up here. Was I right or was I right? Did I do good?”

I feel my stomach clench and watch her, wordless. The gun is less than three feet away on her lap. I could lurch for it.

But she seems to have something else on her mind. Her eyes are busy, darting around to the window behind me and the distance between us and then back to the gun box.

I stop breathing, and feel prickles creep crazily all over my skin.

Again…what is happening?
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Kate’s face drops into deeper shadow as she looks back into the gun box.

“There should be bullets in here – ah, found ’em.” She puts the gun down behind her foot and reaches in, pushing around old papers.

Her features freeze.

“Griff’s handwriting,” she says in dismay, touching a scribbled-on manila folder. “You shouldn’t see this, I didn’t want you to know. God, he promised to put this in his safe.”

Saying you shouldn’t see this of course makes me want to see it - but she knew that, didn’t she? Bile rises in my throat. What game is she playing?

“Let me see it.”

“Oh, you shouldn’t! Far be it for me to foist such a shock on you-”

I reach and grab the folder from her. Kate grabs back for it, insisting that it’s terrible and faking a tug of war. I win because she lets me, and drops back with a fake sad hand to her brow. “Oh, poor you. So sorry!”

On my haunches I back fast toward the window’s fading light, and open the folder.

Inside are old photos. Full color. The one on top sickens me.

“Terrible, terrible…” Kate moans.

I feel her stricken eyes as I raise the photo to stare at it. On a jumbled bed, crying hysterically, is my mother, her black uniform skirt torn and her blouse ripped open to reveal her breasts. Her blond hair spreads on the mashed pillow and a side of her weeping face is reddened, as if slapped.

My heart drops. Behind me, the window thuds.

“Rooney, please.” Kate comes trying to grab the photo but I bolt away from her, reading Griff’s scrawled words across the bottom: Raped me a cutie today. Susan Finch resisted but I got her – ha!

My pulse explodes in my ears. I want to cry and scream and kill Griff Tilden all over again if he isn’t dead. Kate is furiously prying the photo from me but I shove her away, hard. She lands so it hurts and she cries out, forgetting the gun.

I dig fast through more of the folder’s photos. My mother again. Griff had drilled holes through her little bedroom and bathroom walls and taken pictures. Susan Finch naked, yum! scrawls his handwriting - long, arrogant loops of a younger Griff. No one ever saw these photos, he must have kept them in his phone. Printed and then deleted the digital originals.

Were guns in the trunk just a trick to get me up here?

“I didn’t know it was your mother!” Kate cries, crawling back to me. “It was his sick treasure trove. His father helped him destroy Susan’s torn uniform and taught him how to lie. Then his mother found the photos when he was twenty and was appalled. Felt so guilty about how they treated your mother, she threatened to disown him.”

“Why didn’t she search for us?” Tears sting and I’m breathing too hard.

“She did, couldn’t find you! Your mother had left town, changed her name, gone to God knows where. Griff’s father also lied to Maggie, said he’d paid your mother plenty to get lost and she was placated. He confessed it was a lie before he died. Then Maggie got sick…hired private detectives who couldn’t find you - and then Griff found out…”

The window’s thudding seems to get louder, like my whamming heart. Kate’s voice comes closer, bleating, guessing that Griff must have re-found the photos when his mother died, and hidden them here.

“Why?” I croak, pushing through more horrid pictures. I’m barely three feet from the gun. “He wasn’t a sick eighteen-year-old anymore.”

“But crazy,” Kate says, and I look up to her bloodshot blue eyes boring into mine. Her breath is warm whiskey – and oh my God, she’s gripping the knife. She found it! She faked fear of it, lied…

I freeze.

She sees that my fingers have landed on a document, and her eyes open wider. “Oh, you found that legal thing too.” She gives that sudden, crazed laugh again. “I know what it is. You should too.”

Something just…dies in me, and I ignore the knife. My shaking hand lifts the document to the weakening light from the window, and I squint at it, startled by the struggling handwriting.

Last Will and Testament of Margaret J. Tilden. It is dated…last April.

“Read it, read it!” Kate smiles. “The poor thing was full of morphine when she wrote it. Not wise!”

I feel my vision jump at the words. I, Maggie Tilden, of sound mind though perhaps of less sound body, do hereby revoke my previous will and leave everything to my only grandchild, Rooney Budd. After years of guilt, remorse, being lied to and every obstacle, I am determined that she be found…

The will is barely a page, signed at the bottom by Maggie.

The sky falls in.

Slowly, feeling my voice quake, I raise my eyes back to Kate. “Why would Griff keep this? He could have destroyed it.”

“He needed it for ammunition.”

I stare at her. “Ammunition?”

“To feel better about offing his mother. She tried to hide the damn thing until her lawyer got back from somewhere, but we found it! Actually, we both pressed the pillow to her face, but it was mostly me really doing it because he had qualms – almost lost his nerve, can you imagine? After she tried to betray him?”

“Tried to disinherit me,” says a man’s voice.

I wheel as Griff steps out from behind the dressmaker’s mannequin. Kate jumps up still holding the knife and runs to him.

“It worked! She fell for all of it!” she cries, flinging her arms around him. He smiles in the shadows, embracing her too as he smirks at me.

“Surprise,” he says.
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They approach, with Kate doing a weird little happy dance. More shock rolls through me. I’m on the floor, hunched and cornered with my back to the window. Breezes quicken and it thuds harder.

“Wasn’t hard at all getting her up here.” Kate is gazing at Griff, just beaming. “The gun story did it. And I faked scared the whole time, that really did it! She was easy.”

“For once you did something right.” Griff’s arm is around her and he seems jovial, even to the fact that she’s waving the knife. He’s in old jeans and a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Dressed to kill, maybe.

Shaking, I lay Maggie’s will down next to me. She made me her heir? I can’t believe it. My God. Of course they want me dead.

Kate still gazes at Griff, looking playfully offended. “What do you mean – for once I did something right?”

He smirks. “Well, you overdid it with that burner call. Killer bitches? Jesus.”

“I thought you’d like it!”

“Sorry, I’ve been recovering. That first night in the tool shed I froze – you could have brought a goddamn sleeping bag. You were feet away when you hid the wet blanket! Did you not hear my teeth chattering?”

Kate is remorseful and Griff looks around brightly. “The accommodations here are better. Could use a bathroom though, but we still planned well. Thank God for the back stairs.”

Insanely, they go right on talking, embracing, playfully arguing about the burner calls they’ve been making to each other and the awfulness of what Griff has been through.

Not breathing, I wipe my hands on my jeans and lean inches to the right. My fingers grasp the gun on the floor near the hatbox. Kate said it was loaded. I wrap my shaking fingers around its grip and hold it up, pointing, so they’ll see me and know I’ve got the drop on them.

Griff notices first. His eyebrows go up and he laughs. Kate looks at me curiously.

“I’ll pull this trigger,” I warn through chattering teeth. “You’re both murderers. I’m going to kill you.”

Griff’s laugh turns into the same triumphant, nasty sneer he wore when mocking my mother. “I’ve put super glue in it,” he taunts. “Shoot and it will blow your hand off. Probably blind you too.”

I stare up at him and then, in horror, at the gun, feeling breath stop as I hang on to it. Is he lying? Kate shows no fear either. She is clutching her knife, now scolding me about what I almost caused them.

“Maggie left millions to you! That’s unforgivable – she knew we needed that money! She betrayed her own son for a complete nobody!”

They’re both insane. Kate more than I thought.

Desperate, I slide closer to my phone. They haven’t seen it in the shadows by the hatbox, but what good is it? I had hit Rob’s number and left the sound on, but that party he’s doing…drunken clamor like all of them. He’s working furiously. No way he’ll feel it vibrate.

Griff comes right up to me and bends a little, his mocking eyes boring into me. “Go ahead, shoot,” he teases, holding his palms up. “See what happens.”

“You’re too close!” Kate cries, pulling at him. “It’ll explode!”

My heart drops. There’s real fear in her eyes, so it must be true. The gun has been glued. I lower it despairingly. Griff laughs and steps back again. Now they both smirk down at me, like they want to brag. They like to brag.

Might the phone get heard? I dare to hope, and play for time. “Why did you two fake troubled?” I croak.

“Had to so we could use you,” Kate chirps. “You seemed such a sucker for needy people, and we were right! Well, it fits,” she says casually, “given your background. What a stroke of luck, Emile showing up that first night with a hire named Rooney. Such an unusual name! We’d found you - after months of being unable to.”

She comes and bends close to me. Her blue eyes flash, and her lip curls. “You were the reason we planned that second party! Surprise, surprise. There you were, working your poor calloused hands off, never dreaming you were the guest of honor. And how easily I lured you – you helped me to bed, even!”

Kate straightens and looks at Griff. “I really overdid my booze problem, didn’t I? Well, it is a problem but not that bad. She doesn’t know my Hennessy was usually half tea.” She laughs uproariously, then mimics herself with a semi-swoon. “Oh, I’ll just die if you leave, Rooney! I’ll just die!”

I let out a strangled sound.

The massive irony. I was stalking them and they were searching me.

So Griff knew all along who I was – and still fondled my breast when he caught me with the money…and tried to rape me on my mother’s bed! I feel worse than sick. These two are monsters. I feel rage and sorrow and frenzied too, trying not to glance toward my phone.

Rob isn’t hearing this…there’s no way. But these two are enjoying themselves and I still struggle for time.

“The tub.” I get shakily to my feet and step back a little, still holding the gun. There’s maybe three feet between me and the window. “How did you manage that?”

Kate squeals. Affectionately, she touches Griff’s arm. “When you went for that dark blanket, it was his chance to raise up, grab deep breaths. You even saved me the trouble of asking you for something to wrap him in.”

“You were slow getting back,” Griff smirks, folding his arms. “And I held my breath when you two rolled me up. Never even checked me,” he snorts. “Too traumatized, were you? Ha, you couldn’t have known that Hennessey I drank was half tea too, nice and brown – and the Xanax was three vitamin pills.”

“My idea.” Kate brags. “Prepared that bottle myself – and had the idea of him raping me.” She glares at me. “Actually, that was a last minute idea because my first one was for us to put him in the pool here, then get you blamed and drive you suicidal, crack up your car or something. I hinted and hinted, but you wouldn’t cooperate! Then we thought about pushing you down the stairs but that doesn’t always kill. Same problem when Griff fiddled with your brake pads – didn’t cut the brakes, just did something to their pads – but there’s no kill guarantee there, either. And we had to rush – you told Griff you’d only stay briefly! You were right, Rooney. It is harder to kill in the ’burbs.”

She exhales and throws her hands up triumphantly to Griff. “Well, she’s here. We got her. Was I brilliant?”

He takes her hand and kisses it dramatically. “Throughout, you gave an excellent performance. Starting that first night.”

Kate beams. “So I’m a good actress after all?”

“You’re a great actress. Just great. You deserve bouquets and many curtain calls.”

I squeeze the gun’s grip, watching them grin insanely at each other. Then Griff looks back to Maggie’s will, on the floor by my feet, and his face twists.

“So you’ve seen it - and the word ‘obstacle.’” He steps closer to me. I inch backward with my heart hammering.

“That was me,” he says. “I was the obstacle. Mother always felt terrible about how your mother was treated…and you, poor little baby. ‘My flesh and blood,’ Mother would wail…so tedious and sneaky. Secretly called one private detective after another, but my father found out and literally threatened her life. He loathed embarrassment. Not till he was dead and she got sick did Mother realize this was her last chance to find you.”

“So we had to kill both of you,” Kate says reasonably. “You and Grandma.” She throws her head back, chortling. Then she moves closer to me, eyes blazing, raising her knife and waving it crazily.

I inch back more from her, shaking uncontrollably, realizing that I’m getting too close to the broken window. It thuds. They’ve hemmed me in and I can’t breathe.

They’re going to push me out…
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Overhead, there’s the sound of talons scraping. Wings flapping.

And the insane pair are suddenly back to arguing. Griff objects to the word we in killing his mother. So unnecessary, he says, Kate using a pillow on her when Mother was usually out of it on morphine.

“No!” Kate argues. “She had moments of near lucidity – like when she wheeled herself in and talked to Lena! Lamented about all your crooked money and her new will and search for her granddaughter. We had to kill her too!”

The owl shrieks overhead, and Kate jumps and shrieks too. Then recovers, glancing up. “I hate that damn bird.”

I gape at her, sickened. “You…killed Lena Martin?”

She jerks her knife at Griff. “He did, but it had to be done. I just made Lena’s burner call. Unfortunately, that meant we couldn’t knock you off so easily. You and Lena would have caused suspicion, especially after Maggie’s lawyer came nosing around doubting her cause of death. He and her doctor insisted she could have lived longer! That lawyer’s some sharp son of a bitch – Maggie told him your name and we fear he has a detective looking for you. Either of them may have noticed the murder of someone named Rooney Budd, so we were stuck.” Kate’s rant has winded her. “You…we had to play it by ear.”

She leans closer to me, her whiskey breath nauseating, her crazed blue eyes boring into me. “Kismet I call it, when Emile brought you here. We were saved.”

I bark strangled laughter.

“Backwards,” I say semi-hysterically. “You’ve got it backwards.”

They stare at me in the dim light.

“It wasn’t luck that Emile brought me here.” My voice shakes and I dare another step backward. “I’d been stalking you. I saw your party announcement and signed up to cater.” I wave the no-good gun at Griff, and bark more strangled laughter. “I wanted to kill you.”

He glares at me.

I point the gun at Kate. “And you can forget that knife you’re holding – you can’t kill, remember? Too many murders! Bad idea with the cops watching you. You need my death to look like an accident.”

I wave the gun at the old trunk. “So what’s your planned story? Poor nosy me snuck up here, tried to find the will and couldn’t, went nuts and – what? Fought with you?” I point the gun at the window. “Crashed through that to my death? The will was just to trigger me, right? Even that lawyer is blocked if I die accidentally.” I almost laugh again. “He’s a busy man, no doubt. Not about to take forever proving it wasn’t an accident.”

Kate grips her knife’s thick handle, and moves closer. Her eyes are blazing, murderous. I jerk back the final inches. The window’s broken pane is near my foot. The board thuds.

“Poor Kate,” I manage. “You don’t know Griff’s been screwing lovely maid Cammy, do you? While you slept it off, he’s been getting it on. That’s his real plan – using you to get rid of me.” I’m inventing desperately…maybe. “Then they’ll find a way to get rid of you too.”

Kate’s gasp is audible in the vast space.

“Lying bitch,” Griff growls, and Kate screams, “Not true!” Above, bird commotion. Wings flap harder.

“Oh really?” I inch desperately sideways, away from the window, pressed to the wall. “He’s got plans to pretty up that storage room and move Cammy into it. She’s ten years younger! Mina would be oh so happy to see her daughter wind up with Griff. She never liked you, did she?”

Kate flings herself at me.

“You!” she screams, aiming her knife. “Trying to destroy everything I’ve worked for!”

She stabs. I duck. The knife slams into wood and she can’t get it out. She screams again, shoving me, scratching my face with both her hands as I struggle and Griff is there, restraining her…but no. He isn’t.

He seizes her fiercely by her collar as he grabs my arm.

“Worked out perfectly that you two fought,” he growls as we struggle. There’s a crazed glint in his eyes. “My plan all along was to throw you both out. Surprise, Kate. You’re done.”

She squirms, horror-struck in his grip. “You don’t mean that!”

“Oh, I sure do,” he says, dragging us like two rag dolls. His hand leaves her shirt and grips her throat. Her eyes bulge. “This whole elaborate scheme included you too, Kate. I am so sick of you.”

Then he laughs, shoving us. “You two fought and fell out together. Ha, talk about two for the price of one!”

He throws us hard against the glass. It shatters. For an instant as I squirm, grabbing the side sash, shards seem to hang suspended, and then they fall on Kate, slicing her shoulder, driving her head and torso backward. She falls out screaming, and disappears.

I cling convulsively to rotten wood coming loose in my hand.

“Your turn!” Griff says gleefully.

I go rigid and scream, but not before his powerful arms yank me savagely off my feet.
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This is it. I know it now with sickening certainty. The whole tall window has sheared off, is racketing down the roof, and he’s pushing me out. I grip the sash fighting him-

And there’s a sudden thrashing.

In a blur I see a howling dark shape and talons digging into his face, wings flapping wildly. He flails at the creature as I drop down to the floor. On hands scraped and bleeding I try to crawl away but he lurches and grabs my ankle, dragging me back. The owl still grips his head, its beak digging near his bulging eye as its wings flap my face. He lets go of me, his arms flailing wildly at the attack of beak, talons and wings, and he loses his balance.

Screaming, Griff falls out. I twist around, feel wind gusting my face, and see him start to tumble down the steep-angled roof. Then his plunge stops as he grabs a slate, one-handed as his other hand scrabbles wildly for more to cling to.

I crawl closer to the open edge, feeling horror surge as I look past Griff down the roof’s slope. Every slate looks razor sharp. One of his shoes falls off and goes thudding down and down. He struggles, knocking off more slates that go hurtling.

My ears are ringing. Sticky blood trickles into my right eye. Am I in shock? Vaguely, I hear sounds from below. Sirens. Men yelling, cars arriving. And behind me…imagination? A distant, high ringing sound, and footsteps pounding madly over floorboards. A man shouting.

Griff’s slate has started to crack. His hand is bloodied but hanging on. His other hand grabs convulsively at more slates that loosen and slide thudding down.

He looks up at me, madness blazing from his eyes, and his bleeding free hand reaches up to me.

“Help me,” he demands.

Heart rocketing. I just look down at him. He murdered his mother and Lena Martin and just now his wife and, let’s see…he almost threw me to my death. So I just stare, fixated on his reddened hand reaching up.

“Help me, goddammit!” he screams again.

“Thinking about it,” I croak.

And then I know I’m in shock because I burst out, “That dunk in the tub was too good for you. You know that, don’t you? You should die horribly.”

He glares up furiously like a mad animal suddenly cornered. “For God’s sake, I’m your father!”

“Ha. All of a sudden.” But it was still nice to hear.

I start to reach down to him and teeter, losing my balance. Then I feel strong arms around me, pulling me back, back, but not before I see Griff’s slate snap and slide away.

Howling, he hurtles down another twenty feet to the edge. For seconds, he hangs wildly onto the rain gutter but it bends, pulls free of the house with a crashing noise, and collapses.

With a hideous scream he falls plunging to his death.

“He should rot in hell,” Rob mutters, lifting me over splinters and shattered glass and laying me down on musty floorboards. Then he takes me in his arms, and I sob.

“It’s over,” he comforts, cradling me. “It’s over.”

I’m in pain and see two of him. He groans emotionally, pulls his white shirttail out, and with his free hand wipes blood from my brow.

The distant high ringing seems louder.

“What’s that sound?” I breathe.

“The alarm. I broke the door down.” The corner of his mouth tugs and he digs out his phone. “I have it all. Recorded while I called the cops and broke laws getting here.”

Others are running in. Heavy feet, shouts and squawking radios. I’m having trouble getting the fog to lift, and close my eyes in Rob’s arms.
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“You are one lucky lady,” says one of the EMTs bandaging my scrapes and checking my vitals. “Pulled back at the last second,” she says with sympathetic wonder.

And so many questions the others ask…Who’s the President? What month is this? Do you know where you are? Pen lights move back and forth before my forced-open eyes, and then I close them again, gratefully, stretched out on the musty floor. The attic is hot, except for faint, cooling gusts wafting in from the broken window.

Despite pain, I feel impatient. “Get me out of here,” I whisper to Rob when he moves back in between the health techs. He asks if I think I can walk. The answer is yes, so he gently helps me to sit up. Oh, it hurts. My arms go around him and I bury my face in his neck, clinging to him.

“You’ve been through trauma,” he whispers.

“I’m just feeling numb.”

“That’s trauma. Take it slow.”

A kaleidoscope of horror whirls in my head. I’m still seeing Griff pitch out the window, screaming and tumbling down the sharp slates. His shrieks echo. One of his fingers tore off, and is stuck still bloodied out there.

I also hear Rob talking to the EMTs, who tell him I’m okay but caution him. “Just watch her carefully,” says a man’s voice. “If there’s any sign of blurred vision or faintness, get her to the hospital.”

They discuss OTC medications and I let their voices dim…because I cannot believe the miracle that I’m still here, in one piece. Just a scrape on my brow, now bandaged, along with scratches all over and a bashed knee. Everything stings, but I’m alive…I’m alive. Tears fill my eyes, and I pull in deep, grateful breaths.

Finally, I lift my face from Rob’s shoulder, and notice something.

“Oh…”

“What?”

I reach down next to me, and pick up a soft gray feather. I press it emotionally to my cheek, remembering the wings thrashing and horror of those last desperate seconds. Then I look up and around. “See an owl anyplace?”

Nobody does. There’s no bird lying dead or injured in the vicinity of the broken glass and gaping window. I’m so relieved. He must be back in his nest…

I look up to the rafters, peering hard into the shadows. “Thank you,” I call, still holding the feather.

I swear I hear a soft flapping of wings, but how could that be? Uniformed cops are up here too with their squawking radios and urgent voices.

Minutes later, Rob helps me carefully to my feet. The floor tilts and I’m dizzy for moments, but it passes. My legs hurt but I can limp. That’s good enough and I lean on Rob, still gripping my little gray feather.

We work our way down the front stairway, past more uniformed officers coming up. They look sympathetically at both of us, and one cop stops to tell Rob something in low tones. His face is grim, and Rob’s face goes slack. All I can hear between them is “shouldn’t” and “enough shock” from the cop, and a soft “Yow” grimaced from Rob. His hair is disheveled and there’s blood on his shirt. My blood, from when he wiped the scrape on my brow. It occurs that he’s still wearing his black caterer’s suit.

I feel such a rush of love for him.

When we get outside, I ask him what that cop said.

“You don’t want to know.”

My arm is in his, and I lean on him harder. “Now I really want to know.”

Rob sighs, knowing how stubborn I can be. “He suggested I steer you away from where Tilden landed. It’s bad.”

Just when I thought I’d seen the last of that monster, ice shoots through me again. “Forget it. I want to see.”

“It sounds really bad.”

“Wonderful. Lead the way.”

He yields. We pass squad cars parked on the lawn - more radios squawking - and busy cops and two ambulances with their lights flashing. Shadows are getting long.

Kate’s body, Rob points, is over there, between rose bushes where crime scene types are setting up lights and complaining about the thorns.

“Ha,” I manage. “She always wanted to land in a bed of roses.”

“Don’t be a wise guy. Seriously, you don’t want to see this.”

“Try to stop me.”

So Rob walks with me, still supporting me for fear I’ll fall, and we head to the stretch of wrought-iron fence where Griff landed. Detectives Malloy and Chandler are there, looking queasy. Ditto the crime techs trying to pry the body loose.

Because it still hangs, mostly upside down, impaled by its groin on a wrought-iron point. The techs say Griff was still alive when the first officers arrived. He lasted like that in agony, screaming for excruciating minutes.

I press my hand hard to my mouth. My free hand grips my little gray feather.

Griff’s face…no words for it. Eyes bulging, mouth no longer an arrogant sneer but torn and bloodied in a silent scream. Cheek sliced too, probably from his slide down the sharp slates…and teeth missing, maybe from his collision with the rain gutter.

“What a mess,” says one of the techs, gloved hands giving up on just pulling the body free. Apparently, a curlicue next to the iron point has caught on the upper femur joint…or something. They’ll have to saw the leg.

“Feel sick yet?” Malloy asks, raising his brow to me. Chandler is scribbling notes with his lips pressed. Rob has decided I can stand after all, and has turned away, pale.

I nod silently, hand still pressed to my mouth. Of course I feel sick. The sight is beyond shocking. But a cold fire of revenge burns in me too. How I hated it when I thought Griff had died easily in a drugged sleep. No, this is fitting, I think, staring at what’s left of Griff impaled on his balls.

Karma exists. It really does. Shakespeare never thought of this one.

Chandler looks up from his notes. “Feel ready to make a statement?” he asks.

They were up earlier in the attic, and the EMTs told them to wait. I tell Chandler yes, and Malloy nods. They look relieved to leave the corpse.

Finally, I feel my legs go weak and a fainting sensation wash over me. Delayed reaction, they say, and Rob pulls me to him again.

He pulls me aside, in fact.

“Remember, I’ve got the whole attic scene recorded,” he says quietly, wrapping his arms around me.

I nod, dropping my face to his shoulder.

“There’s a part where you put Tilden in your tub. Just know I’ve deleted it.”

I look up to him. “Oh God…I’d forgotten.”

“Don’t worry. It’s gone.”

He hesitates, thoughtfully stroking my hair. “Those photos taped to your closet wall…That story you told never made sense…”

“Yes, yes.” I start to cry in a whisper. It all bursts free. “He was my bio dad. He destroyed my mother, scarred my life when she kept begging for help. I came here wanting to kill him…thought I had but it was a trick…”

Rob holds me tighter, pressed to him under his chin. He drops his face to mine, and his breath is warm. “Well, the SOB is dead - good. Hey, you helped rid the world of a scuzz bucket.”

My arms around him squeeze as hard as I can. “Thank you for saving me. That was very nice.”

He laughs, then pulls back and looks into my eyes.

“They’re waiting,” he says. “Think you can get through this statement thing?”

“Yes.”

“It’ll be short.”

We cross to an ambulance where the detectives wait. They all help me into it. Then Rob stays with me as I sink onto the bench.

Malloy and Chandler sit opposite us. Through the open doors, I see teeming activity in the driveway. More crime scene types arriving and uniformed cops already turning reporters away.

I feel like I’m coming out of a horrendous nightmare. Malloy points out that I’m still shaking, and murmurs into his radio. Someone brings four bottles of water, and hands them up through the open doors.

We all drink.

Then I take a deep, deep breath, clutch my little gray feather… and tell them what happened.
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“They already knew about you?” Malloy seems surprised, and Chandler is scribbling. I’ve told them I’m not up to holding a pen.

“Yes, it’s complicated,” I say haltingly. My ribs hurt, and my mind is still seeing the horror of Griff hanging on the iron fence.

But I manage to start at the beginning. About Griff’s mother Maggie, and her search for me. How she wheeled in and lamented to Lena Martin about her son’s crooked business dealings - and her new will that made me her heir. Both Tildens freaked.

I breathe in. “That was enough for Tilden to kill Lena. Then they found Maggie’s will that she’d tried to hide. She’d been on morphine and mistakenly wrote it while her lawyer was away.”

“So they had to kill Maggie and you,” Malloy says drily.

“Yep,” I say in the same dry tone. I grip my feather and watch Rob fiddle with his phone. “But that would have made three murders…two too many. They were nervous because Maggie’s lawyer had been nosing around, suspicious of her death. So offing me had to look like an accident. They were in a rush too because I kept saying I’d only stay briefly.”

Chandler, writing, shakes his head.

I rub at the bandage on my brow. Lidocaine cream has been spread over the scrape there, numbing the pain a little.

“They tried to find me and couldn’t. My name is unusual, plus I had moved twice and was only listed as R. Budd…there are lots of those and they didn’t know to look in New York. Then I turned up as a catering assistant at one of their parties.”

“Weird coincidence,” Chandler says, looking up at me from his notes. I also saw him and Malloy trade glances at the name Lena Martin. Right…the police had been questioning at Smith’s Saloon about her murder and possible connection to the Tildens. They’ll be calling the NYPD minutes from now.

“Not a coincidence,” I say, meeting Chandler’s eyes. “I’d known who Tilden was for years, since my mother saw him online and pointed him out. He was just a shadow neither of us wanted to talk about. Then when I heard of their gala, I just wanted to…see him. That’s all.”

“You were curious?” Malloy asks.

“Yes.” I shrug vaguely.

That’s all I say, and that’s all they need to know. Nothing about me stalking and wanting to kill Tilden in the first place. That irony still shakes me.

“Tilden hired me just to have under his thumb while they were trying to figure how to do me in,” I add with a grimace.

I feel Rob’s somber eyes on me as Malloy frowns a little. “Why do you think he pulled his disappearing act?” he asks.

I shrug again.

“To drive me crazy enough to supposedly – ha - fall down the stairs or crack up the car? Tilden apparently messed with my brake pads.” I blink, thinking. “Or maybe his disappearing act tied in with that scary ‘killer bitches’ call. It worked. I was terrified. Kate faked fear and lured me up to the attic with talk of guns in a trunk, which really contained Maggie’s will that they’d probably planted. Their plan was to trigger me into a girl fight, make it look like we fought too close to the window…and out poor me went. An accident, of course, after which they would destroy the will. Tilden, it turned out, secretly planned to throw us both out.”

“Sick,” Chandler mutters.

Rob holds up his phone to corroborate. “It’s all recorded. Want to hear the high points?”

The detectives nod, and Rob presses a button. I hear Kate’s shrill voice again, and cringe.

“So we had to kill both of you - you and Grandma. She talked to Lena about Griff’s crooked money and her new will and search for you!”

Malloy looks at me, pressing his lips sympathetically.

Next from Rob’s phone comes Griff’s growling voice, and my flesh crawls. “Worked out perfectly that you two fought.” There are cries and sounds of Kate and me struggling. “My plan all along was to throw you both out. Ha, two for the price of one!”

Both detectives cringe visibly. Chandler swears softly, and Malloy runs his hand over his cheek. Rob tells them he’ll send what they’ve just heard to their phones.

A uniformed officer comes to the ambulance entrance, gloved, reaching in a sheet of paper and what looks like a burner phone. It is. He says it was found in Kate’s purse.

Chandler smirks as he pulls on gloves and examines the phone. “In her purse, the first place we’d look. Not too bright.”

“They must have been in constant contact trying out one idea after another,” I say.

He shakes his head again.

Malloy finishes reading the paper the officer handed him, and lifts his eyes to me. “Maggie Tilden’s will,” he says quietly.

I feel an ache in my chest. “I wish I had known her.”

Rob takes my hand, and Malloy’s brows knit. “This turned into some elaborate murder scheme. Was there ever any hint of a trick from them?”

I look down at my gray feather. “From Tilden, yes – or danger, for sure - but I never would have guessed about Kate. He played the clear SOB, and she played the needy, hysterical and abused wife rather brilliantly. Really a good actress.”

I feel the corner of my mouth twitch, and look up again. “She coulda been somebody.”

Now Rob smirks.

Just then, an old brown Mercedes comes roaring into the driveway. Mina and Cammy get out, hear what happened, and fall hysterically into each other’s arms.

I ignore them.

The police and I are done. Aching, I lean forward to sign my statement.
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Three months later

HAPPY THANKSGIVING! reads a sign over a fancy restaurant on West Fourth Street. Rob smiles at me as we pass it. We’re headed for a food pantry, not a fancy restaurant.

It’s a beautiful day in the city, crisp, with bright-colored leaves and a feeling of life starting all over again. We’re wearing jackets for the chill, and Rob isn’t carrying a load of law books for a change. Oh joy. He’s been cramming for exams and I’ve been kind of helping. Learning a few things too.

“Still think you’d hate the law?” he asks.

“Uh-huh. It’s boring. All those case names and numbers you have to memorize. It’s mind-numbing.”

“But when you finally get to defending someone…or prosecuting a bad guy, then you’ll feel heat.”

“Hmm.”

But it’s a relief that we’re talking about ordinary things, because the weeks after what happened were terrible. I couldn’t sleep, and when I did the nightmares were awful. I’d wake up screaming and Rob would wrap his arms around me, calming, talking gently. He is a comfort. His arm is around my shoulder now, tight.

Ahead is the Greenwich Village Food Pantry, and I see people going in. More than last time we helped out here…but it’s Thanksgiving, and more people are having a hard time.

We enter through the red door and greet friends who know us, beaming and hugging. Places like this are a comfort to me too. They give a sense of community for a girl who grew up lonely.

It’s just eight in the morning, but food prep has already begun. We walk the hall, greeting others, and enter the kitchen which is huge. The place is a former church. There are counters and sinks and work stations, with volunteers already cutting and chopping vegetables.

Emile looks up in greeting, throwing both arms out to gather us into his massive embrace. “You’re late!” he exclaims. “We’ve been here since seven.”

Rob admits that we overslept, and Emile’s big red cheeks beam. “Ah,” he says with a great Gallic gesture. “L’amour – that comes first!” He lives near, in his own brownstone. On the night of that attic nightmare, he came running to Rob’s motel room full of horror and compassion.

And I still marvel at the irony: on that first, fateful night when I helped Kate to bed and Griff hired me, the van I rode home in carried leftovers for this very place.

Emile leads us to our station where we greet others from his catering crew. More hugs and beaming faces, and most showed up to volunteer. Gee, this is nice.

I’m in charge of cutting carrots. Rob next to me starts measuring white flakes for mashed potatoes. Keisha, on my other side, raises a celery stick and waves it.

“I like this a whole lot better than carrying silver chaffing dishes!”

“Can’t beat it,” I say, chopping, already lost in thought.

Griff’s awful father, it turns out, had again managed to raid much of his wife’s estate and then lost it in investments. But there’s still money starting to come. More than I ever dreamed of, or will need.

I’ve left my little apartment at Babette’s. The event of three months ago produced crowds on the sidewalk and reporters clamoring to come up. Poor Babette. But the headlines died down fast - thanks to some Hollywood scandal - and things have worked out. Babette’s sister wanted to move into her empty second-floor apartment, and my little place found another tenant. I’m living now in Rob’s apartment in a big, square building with security.

Meanwhile, some of the money coming in is going right back out…to the first bunch of the city’s one-hundred and sixty food pantries and thirty-six soup kitchens. Restaurants and other resources also supply food to city pantries, but it’s never enough. Some official has asked if I’d like to help run the agency that handles all that.

Maybe. I’m not sure if I’d like it, but I’ll never forget worrying desperately because I owed Joselito for groceries.

There’s also been an offer from the Brooklyn Crier - the nice folks who fired me - to be their editor for something or other with my very own byline. I’ve told them I’ll consider it.

And Mina Betts has written – to me! – asking for a job recommendation to work in another huge home. I’ll answer her email soon, really I will. As soon as I help Rob prep for his law exam.

He pokes my shoulder. “What are you chuckling about?”

I tell him. Mina the snooty housekeeper, and he laughs because he has seen her email. “I’m surprised she didn’t ask you for a job,” he says. “She probably pictures you buying some fancy estate.”

“Yeah, she would.”

My only ache is, I wish my mother could see me now. Or…maybe she can? I look up to a window emitting a soft beam of autumn light. In it, golden motes dance in the steam of good eats starting to cook. She’d love that. I raise my hand a little and wave into the light. Hey Mom. Look at me. I’m…happy.

Rob and I have begun apartment hunting. Just a little, because he is usually exhausted. But we dream. That’s the thing, we dream together, bounce ideas off each other. Life feels good with him. It’s the sort of life I thought I’d never have.

And it’s looking like I just might have it.

Imagine that, I think, whacking away at more carrots.

The End

Did you enjoy reading The Girl Thief?

Click here to find other unputdownable psychological thrillers by J.A. Schneider, now available on Amazon.

And thanks so much for reading! Readers have written asking me to write faster – so I’ll try!

Joyce ☺
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The Wife List

1.

I’ll give this marriage one more try.

That gloomy thought comes to me soon after I wake. I lie, staring out at the gray dawn recalling when waking up together was, well, rapture. When we married four years ago, I was sure I would love Brad Kemp forever and I meant it, with my whole beating heart. I fantasized about growing old with him - the two of us white-haired, holding hands while walking on some retirement beach. I really believed we were going to have the perfect marriage. But somewhere between then and now, we’ve gone off the rails.

“I don’t smell coffee, Beth.”

Brad is frowning, fifty miles away on his pillow, his large dark eyes staring down at his phone. He hasn’t heard from his agent. And that faulty new coffeemaker obviously didn’t click on again – haven’t I returned it?

“Not yet,” I sigh. “Will do.”

I roll over and look at him. Handsome, even first thing in the morning. I used to love his stubble and mop of dark hair and that cute cleft in his chin. He is still sexy to look at, but lately Brad gives me hives.

I roll out of bed and grab my robe. “I’ll make coffee.”

“In that old clunker?”

“Yep.”

He shoots me an exasperated look. “It makes coffee taste like iodine.”

“So drink orange juice.”

This is the guy who once swept me off my feet with his charm and charisma? Impossible to believe. Well, he’s had disappointments lately. I’ll spend this last day trying to be understanding.

Trouble is, I thought that yesterday, and the day before.

He gets out of bed too and stomps off toward the bathroom. His stubble has gotten longer and he’s starting to look grubby. I wish he’d shave, but he won’t unless he has to. That’s what comes with working from home, which we both do. We’re writers. We’re both crime writers, in fact…only Brad writes legal thrillers while I stick to straight crime. Murder stuff with a dash of creepy. Once we enjoyed the life of mostly staying in and writing.

Lately we just get under each other’s feet.

The old coffee maker does work, you just have to goose it by hand. What a hardship. In minutes I have the black beans’ aroma wafting, and ready-pour pancakes sizzling in the pan. Onto the center island I put milk and maple syrup and butter. I don’t usually make breakfast, but today might just be the last time I put in effort…or so I storm at myself. Hope and patience are waning.

Brad comes out, wet hair drooping, and we sit and eat. “Yum,” he says – compliment of the day - and starts wolfing it down. Then he starts stressing about his writer’s block and my medication. Have I refilled my prescription yet? I say no. His fork drops, and he looks at me.

“Why not?”

“Because I have a little left.”

“Don’t let it get down to a little,” he protests. “Get that prescription filled today, okay?”

“Planning to.”

“I harp because I care, Beth. Jeez, you in denial again?”

“Hardly.”

Hmm. Maybe this is why I’m considering ending it. I have asthma and my inhaler’s getting low but cripes…if you care about someone you don’t shout it. Love doesn’t come in that tone of voice.

After that we eat in silence. I search his looking-away eyes, get nothing, then stare at a poster of Paris. And another poster of Tuscany. We once traveled, enjoyed wine and cheese and slept in little inns. Now the light hits the Tuscany poster so that I kind of see my reflection: long brown hair, long face that in our wedding photos is rounder and joyous. We were drunk on a Hamptons Beach. I persuaded Brad to throw the bouquet to the bridesmaids. Which he did, grinning to the camera with his free hand wildly waving a bottle of champagne.

That was then. Now he’s rubbing his stubble muttering about Braun razors versus a heated Gillette razor, and plowing back through his phone.

I stare past him, past our open-space apartment to the glass walled terrace and the gloom of the city beyond.

Is there any way to repair this? Maybe writers just shouldn’t marry writers. Difficult people. Highs and lows depending on reviews or how the latest books are doing…and lately, mine have been doing better.

That’s the kicker, isn’t it? Find me a man who cheers his wife’s success when his own is tanking. I’ll trade.

We finish eating and I go to shower. I reach to the cabinet for a new bottle of shampoo, and Brad appears in the doorway.

“I’m sorry,” he says, and I look at him.

“For my mood.” He leans tiredly on the jamb. “It’s just…” His hand makes a rotating gesture. “You know.”

I sigh and nod. “Understood.” Make an effort, time’s running out. “Just keep working. Plow through and finish that chapter you showed me.”

“You think it’s good?”

“Definitely.”

“Thanks, I feel better.” He gives me a forgive-me smile, and a flash of the charming old Brad. “Hey, to atone, I’ll make dinner tonight.”

“Great. I’ll be working too, want to get in two thousand words before I leave.”

“Leave?” He doesn’t understand…then he does and makes a face. “Oh, you’re meeting Annie.”

“At Carmine’s for drinks. We discussed it, remember?” I lean my hand on the sink, saying good-bye to his brief charm. “Sure you don’t want to come?”

He drops his head, and shakes it resentfully. Annie Willett is agent to both of us, and there’s been tension between them. A book does badly and it’s the agent’s fault, right?

Of course, the pandemic hasn’t helped. Everyone’s been stuck inside and going nuts. I should factor that in, especially now that it looks like the long siege might be over. I try again to recall how much I once loved Brad. Crazy, upbeat times: we ate out more than in, partied, laughed and just enjoyed each other.

So maybe we can fix this? Maybe if I make another try at saying something kind…

“Please come.” I turn on the shower, and reach with my free hand to touch his arm. “Annie will be glad to see you. She loves you, for crying out loud.”

Brad’s face twists. He turns away muttering something that sounds like “…phony loves everyone,” but the shower drowns him out.


2.

At ten after six I’m walking east on Eighth Street, thinking the same gloomy thoughts. They feel worse given the chill April rain coming down, and the fact that – great, another mood enhancer – this street looks like death waiting to happen. Once trendy, it’s now a sorrow of gated, empty storefronts and restaurants and bars struggling back to life. I pass a bar that used to be our favorite, now dark. So sad and all over the city, not just here in Greenwich Village.

I pat my bulky shoulder bag. In it, the prescription for a new inhaler I’ll fill after seeing Annie. Prednisone, the big gun. Over-the-counter meds don’t do me much good, not for serious attacks. So fine, I’ll get it and Brad will have less to stress about at dinner.

Maybe he’ll even smile. Depending on whether his writing went well or not. I work in our bedroom; he was at the dining room table, fingers flying in white heat when I left. I barely spoke to him.

I blink, feeling eyes on me, and walk faster.

Other pedestrians hurry too, averting their eyes from the piteous souls sprawled under awnings. They’re in rags, sick and skinny. One eyes my yellow slicker, and his face lights up. “Sunshine. Oh, you be sunshine.” Just beyond him, two are whining to each other.

I stop short as those two suddenly lurch up, fighting. They’re maybe seven feet away. One shoves the other into the street and I gasp, hear someone scream as the man falls before a truck. Brakes screech. In slow, heart-stopping motion he goes under a tire, and I hear the horror of his head pop like a soda tab.

Blood spatters; oh God. More screams and some woman shrieks as my hand clamps my mouth. The truck driver jumps out, and is on his knees by the man’s body. Others rush to help.

I back away…nooo…feeling it start. I grip the pole of a No Parking sign as my free hand scrabbles through my shoulder bag. The white inhaler, the rescue one, not the blue long-acting – where, where?

I start to wheeze. Heart whamming, lungs shutting down.

My eyes dart through the chaos, and a high, frantic whisper escapes me. “Help?”

No one. They’re focused on the body. Men run into the street, shouting, waving their arms at the tightening traffic. I sink down the wet pole to the curb. My breath wheezes faster, high like a small, dying animal and I am shaking, chest heaving, scrabbling more desperately for the white one.

There. Under my Mace and a paperback and a six pack of Snickers. I’d gotten careless but oh God there it is, blessed rescue inhaler. Sirens sound, getting closer as my fingers get the hard plastic pushed through my lips. I press and pump. Feel the little blast, heave breath in, feel my lungs start to open. Press and pump, heave-

“You okay, ma’am?”

A young cop has knelt to me, his hand on my arm. More gasping, and I glance at him from my huddle.

“Getting there,” I whisper.

“Had a bad one?”

I nod.

A worried, middle-aged woman is on her knees too, stroking my other arm, and the cop shakes his head.

“My sister has asthma.” He has blue eyes with thick black lashes. “You should go to the hospital, get checked out.”

I try for a feeble smile. “I’ll be okay. Without this…” I hold up the inhaler, not saying I’d be dead, but he understands and helps me up, looks me up and down, then assesses me with a nod.

“Take care of you,” he says. “Jeez-”

“I know. Thank you.”

He returns to the accident. I grip the pole again as the older woman eyes me seriously. “I’m a nurse,” she says. “Honey, stress is the worst for you. This poor city…”

“My husband wants to leave.”

“He’s right! We’re leaving too!” She eyes the inhaler I’m pushing back into my bag. “Is that Prednisone?”

“Yes.”

“Thank God for that but still – the city’s wrecked and life’s hard enough without asthma on top of it.” She glares back to the bloody scene, a nurse who has probably seen the worst of awful. “Homelessness getting worse every day. Escalating violence - we used to love it here but no more. We’re done.”

I droop as we look at the tragedy, knowing what this kind nurse is thinking. Fear and stress trigger asthma, that’s the cruel part. I’ve heard it from doctors since I was twelve.

Cars slow and sidewalk people gape, even have their phones out taping. I shake my head, still feeling dizzy. They’ve covered the body with a tan tarp. The truck driver stands, giving police his grim statement as the drizzle grows heavier. The victim’s blood is spreading, red glistening its way to the curb where it will be hosed.

I swallow hard.

Just like that, a whole life gone, washed away. The mood I’ve been fighting takes a deeper plunge as the nurse pats my arm. “Get out while you still can. Don’t let the city kill you.”

“My husband’s been looking at places in the country.”

“He’s hardly alone. Are you hesitant?”

“It’s such a change. I don’t know.” Breath still comes hard. “He says our lives would be better.” Could Brad be right? In better moments I have wavered, and now feel so shaken…

“Well, whatever you decide, be safe, be safe.”

She pats my arm again. I smile, and she disappears into the crowd of faces looking grateful that it wasn’t them to die.

Wasn’t me either, I think. Not today.

But I’m still seeing blood spreading, red glistening its way to the curb.

I shiver, pull my hood up over my head, and hear the rain pelt it as, unsteadily, I resume walking to Carmine’s.

Intrigued? Buy The Wife List on Amazon today!
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HER LAST BREATH

Mari Gill woke to horror in a strange bed next to a murdered man, and can’t remember the night before. Detective Kerri Blasco battles her police bosses believing Mari is innocent…but is she?

WATCHING YOU

A serial killer texts his victims first – but how does he get their phone numbers? Detective Kerri Blasco vows revenge. He comes after her.
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Has a group of men conspired to murder each other’s wives - figuring their perfect alibis will save them? That is what Beth Kemp starts to suspect, but is she losing her mind? Her husband says he fears so…
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April 1861, New York City. Civil War has just broken out. Kate Warne, first female detective and a Pinkerton, returns to find that her beloved actress sister, Saskia, has gone missing. Where to turn? Danger surrounds Kate. Secessionists' fury has followed her since she thwarted their recent attempt to assassinate Lincoln in Baltimore. New York City is also a powder keg…
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