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Chapter 1

»50,” Detective Rowcliff asked, “did you kill her?”

My lips parted, but no words came. I'd seen poor little mousy Maisy Gaylor
collapse and die at tonight’s Gala, and the horror of it was with me still. “What are
you saying?” I managed. “Didn’t she have a heart attack? Or a stroke? Or
something?”

“Probably not.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused and frightened.

“Let’s stay on track here,” he said impatiently, ignoring my question, his foot
rat-a-tatting a staccato beat. “Did you kill her?”

“No, of course not,” I said. “My God, no.”

He stared at me, his eyes boring into mine. “Tell me what you saw,” he said
coldly.

I was so scared, I could barely breathe. I glanced away, then back at him,
hoping for some sign of empathy or understanding. There was none. “What do you
want to know?” I asked.

“How did Maisy end up onstage?”

I shut my eyes, letting the picture come.

My company’s auction hall was decorated to the teeth in honor of the
Portsmouth Women’s Guild’s Annual Black and Gold Gala. Even the banner
stretched high over the stage was color-matched—the words PRESCOTT’S
WELCOMES YOU were stamped in gold on a black silk background.

Dimmed chandeliers and wall sconces cast a soft glow and scores of candles
flickered in tall crystal holders. Gilt-edged dishes, polished silver, and etched
glasses gleamed in the amber light.

We were ready to go by six and guests started arriving about six thirty. By
seven, clusters of people stood in small groupings near the antiques display. A
brass quartet played classical music softly in the corner. Glasses clinked and
people laughed. All around me, chitchat undulated in the background.

Most of the women wore all-black gowns, but several twinkled in black with gold
sequins or metallic beads. All of the male guests wore black tie, and to keep to the
black-and-gold color scheme, my male staff wore black suits with gold ties and the
females, me included, wore long black skirts with gold silk jerseys.

A tuxedoed waiter passed by and I snared a flute of champagne. I scanned the
room, seeking out people I hadn’t yet met and trying hard to remember the names
of those I had.

Just before we were called to sit for dinner, Maisy Gaylor, the Portsmouth
Women’s Guild’s representative, approached me, grinning like a girl. She was



wearing a fitted black dress, snug and cut low—an uncharacteristically sexy look
for the normally all-business professional woman.

“Oh, Josie,” she exclaimed, playfully grasping my arm. “We did it! All these
weeks planning and working, and here we are! Aren’t you just so excited?”

“Absolutely!” I agreed, smiling, her enthusiasm contagious.

“Oh, look! There’s Britt!” Maisy flitted away in Britt’s direction. Britt Epps, the
honorary chair of the Gala and the most influential lawyer in town, was looking
downright dapper, his bulk well disguised in a custom-made tuxedo. I watched as
they air-kissed.

Later, after I'd greeted and chatted with dozens of attendees and finished a
pretty good dinner, I realized that the event was on track to be a roaring success—
the leaders of Portsmouth’s social scene had come to my venue and were, by all
appearances, having fun, which was excellent news for me, and they seemed to be
bidding well on the antiques, which was excellent news for the Guild.

As the waiters cleared dishes, refilling wine for those of us who wanted more
and pouring coffee for those who didn’t, I sat idly chatting with my seatmate. Just
as I picked up my dessert fork, my assistant, Gretchen, rushed across the room in
my direction.

“All set!” she said, her emerald green eyes sparkling with delight, handing me
the envelope containing the names of the winning bidders.

“Great!” I responded. Without opening it, I passed it on to Britt.

He stood up and leaned over to Maisy, seated at the table next to ours. “Maisy,”
he said in a stage whisper, waving the envelope to catch her eye. “We’re ready to
announce the winners.”

Maisy jumped right up, her cheeks flushed with pleasure. Britt turned and
motioned to Dora Reynolds, holding the envelope high above his head to flag her
attention. Dora, the volunteer in charge of the event, nodded her understanding.
She looked forty but was probably on the shady side of fifty. She was all gussied
up in a full-length black silk slip dress that glittered with gold sparkles. As she
approached us, she cooed to various people, working the room like a pro.

“l bet you've won the tureen!” she called to someone. “l have a witchy feeling
about it! You'll see!”

Maisy squeezed Britt’s hand. “I’'m just so excited!” she exclaimed, beaming. “And
curious!”

“Want to venture a guess as to how much we’ll bring in tonight?” Britt teased.

Maisy giggled. “Oh, no! I just hope it’s a big number!”

When Dora arrived at the front, Britt asked, “Ready, girls?” sounding more like
a stage manager at a burlesque show than an important lawyer hosting a serious
charity’s most significant fundraiser.

“Can I see the bid sheets before we announce the winners?” Dora asked.

“Of course,” Britt replied, and handed her the envelope.

I stood with Maisy and Britt, barely listening to their nothing sayings while Dora
thumbed through the bid sheets and slipped them back into the envelope. I sat.
They filed onto the stage. Britt went first, his chest puffed out with pride and
pleasure, followed by Dora, ethereal as always, almost gliding. Maisy brought up
the rear, lifting the hem of her low-cut gown as she stepped up onto the low
platform.



Just as Britt approached the podium, before he spoke a word and without
warning, Maisy choked, uttered a desperate shriek, and tumbled forward, her
wineglass shattering. She landed in a heap near my chair.

Detective Rowcliff began to tap his pencil, startling me out of my reverie. I
opened my eyes and turned to him. He was chewing gum, as if he wanted to kill it,
while watching me through uncaring eyes.

“So?” he prompted, sounding annoyed.

Taking a deep breath, I recounted the events of the night, answering his
question about how Maisy had ended up on the stage.

“And then people rushed up and—" I faltered, unsure what to say next.

Rowrcliff continued to tap his pencil, thinking about what I'd said. “Who wants
Maisy dead?” he asked abruptly.

“No one. I mean, I didn’t know her very well, but I can’t imagine that anyone
would want to murder her.”

His angry eyes challenged me. “Well then,” he demanded with a fierce rat-a-tat
of his pencil, “wWho wants you dead?”

Chapter 2

I stared at him. What is he saying? His question makes no sense. He stared
back at me, watching me, waiting for my response.

“What?” I asked, giving voice to my confusion.

“l asked, ‘Who wants you dead?’ Got any enemies?”

“Why would you ask me that?”

“Answer the question,” Rowcliff commanded.

“What has Maisy’s death got to do with whether I have enemies?” I insisted.

He shrugged. “Maybe nothing. I'm just asking questions, trying to cover all
bases.” He paused, giving me a chance to speak, then added, waggling his fingers
to hurry me up, “So...? Who wants you dead?”

“No one,” I said, my voice barely audible.

“Right. No one ever wants to kill anyone,” he said in an irritatingly sardonic
tone. “Funny, isn’t it, how a lot of people end up dead when no one has any
enemies.”

“Enemies? Are you saying that Maisy was killed by some enemy? Or are you
saying that Maisy was killed by mistake and I’m the one with an enemy?”

He shifted position and tapped his pencil a few times against the table. “I'm not
saying anything.” After a long pause and a short series of taps, he said, “Describe
her to me. What was she like?”

I considered how to express my jumbled thoughts. Maisy Gaylor had been my
chief contact within the Portsmouth Women’s Guild, and I couldn’t recall that we’d
ever shared a lighthearted moment, so it had been something of a shock to see her
flitting about at the Gala, vivacious and effervescent. From my prior experience, I'd
found her to be a painfully earnest, drab little woman, always quiet and often



grim. Her atypical buoyancy had made me wonder at the time if she was high. And
when she tumbled off the stage and died, I had the fleeting thought that maybe
she had taken drugs and they’d killed her.

“l didn’t know her well,” I explained, offering a disclaimer. “But she seemed
more high-spirited than usual. I couldn’t help but wonder if she had taken
something.”

Another riff of rat-a-tat-tat. “Okay. Let’s back up. How long have you known
her?”

“About... four months. Once I accepted the sponsorship.”

“Sponsorship of what? The Guild?”

“Not exactly... not the entire organization. My company sponsored the Gala.”

“Which was a fund-raiser for the Guild.”

“That’s right.”

He picked up the gilt-framed program that listed the evening’s dinner menu, the
Guild and Gala officers, the names of the musicians in the New Hampshire Brass
Quartet, and the sponsors. He tapped the bottom of the program, indicating that
he’d located my company’s name. “Prescott’s Antiques: Auctions and Appraisals,”
he read aloud. “Josie Prescott, president.”

“Right.”

“What does that mean—sponsoring? You pay the bills?”

“Well, yes. Some of them. I mean, the caterer discounted the food and the
printer comped the invitations and the programs, but sponsoring an event like this
involves more than just cash. This room,” I said, gesturing, “is where we hold our
monthly antiques auctions, so we’re providing the physical space. We also donated
some of the antiques that were auctioned off tonight. Plus, we researched all of
them and prepared and produced the catalog.”

He dropped the program on the table as if it were garbage and shifted in his
seat. “Why?” he asked combatively. “Why be a sponsor?”

My father taught me that in business, as in personal relationships, it’s crucial
to deal only in facts. When someone attacks your motive for doing something, he
instructed, respond with facts. Don’t get defensive. Don’t attack back. Don’t let your
emotional reaction show in any way. Stay calm and stick to the facts. 1 took a
calming breath and reassured myself that no matter what Rowcliff was
insinuating, there was nothing shameful about promoting my company’s services.

“To help the Guild,” I replied. “And to get my company’s name out.”

He picked up his pencil and gave a tap-tap, thinking what to ask next. “Were
you and Maisy friends?” he asked.

“Not really. We worked together.”

“No socializing, no lunches, no chitchat?” he asked, and from his demeanor, I
had the sense that except for police-mandated standards, he would have added,
like most broads.

“No. None. When we were together, we talked business.”

He half-sneered in disbelief. Yeah, right, I could almost hear him thinking,
women—all business—I doubt it. He punctuated his disdain with a quick tap-tap of
his pencil. “Well then,” he said, “let’s try this. When did you first see her today?”

I ignored his attitude and focused on answering his question. “She got here
early—midafternoon.”



“When exactly?”

“About three thirty or four. She was excited and fluttered about, touching this
and that, arranging flowers and so on.” I smiled at the memory. She’d been almost
giddy. “Mostly, to tell you the truth, she got in the way.” I shrugged.

“Did you talk to her?”

“Then?”

“Ever.”

“Sure. Lots. But not about anything special.”

“Give me an example.”

“Okay,” I said. “About five, she asked me if I thought we had enough wine and I
told her yes. Just before we sat down to dinner, she told me that she thought
someone whose name I don’t remember would bid over the estimate on the three-
piece faience pottery set.” I shrugged. “Things like that. Little nothings.”

“What’s a faience pottery set?” he asked.

“Faience is the French term for tin-glazed earthenware. This set includes two
fruit dishes and a bowl. It’s incredibly rare.”

“How much is it worth?”

“About twenty-five hundred.”

“You’re kidding!”

I smiled. “Nope. Britt still has the auction sheets, I think, so you can see for
yourself how it did.”

“Why is it so valuable?”

“Aside from the fact that it’s beautiful, the design is crisp and clean, and it’s in
perfect condition. Think about it—it’s two hundred and fifty years old and it’s
unchipped and uncracked.” I pointed. “Do you see it there?” He turned and tilted
his head, squinting a little. “Notice how pure and bright the colors look even from
this distance.”

He nodded. “What else?”

“About the pottery?”

“No,” he said, exasperated. “About Maisy.”

I thought for a moment. “She told me a couple of times how great she thought
the Gala was going.” I shrugged again. “Nothing remarkable at all. I can’t
remember anything else.”

He glared at me for a long moment, then stood up and looked around. “Looks
like just about everyone’s gone. Let’s call it a night.” He stood, shook out his pant
leg, gestured to Officer Johnston, who was dutifully taking notes on the other side
of the table, to follow him, and headed for the rear doors. I hunched my shoulders
as a rush of icy air reached me. October in New Hampshire can be bone-chillingly
cold.

Once the remaining guests and workers were processed out and Detective
Rowcliff gave his final instructions to the police officers assigned to overnight
sentry duty, he followed me through the warehouse into the main office and
watched as I got ready to set the alarm.

He informed me in a tone that begged for argument that I had to leave my
auction venue—to him a crime scene—unalarmed so the police could enter at will.
“No problem,” I responded.



I retrieved my purse from where I’d placed it under a desk and turned to leave.

“When will you get in tomorrow?” he asked. He still seemed angry about
something, but I figured that was his natural state, so I ignored it.

“l don’t know. I'm sleeping late, I guarantee you that,” I told him.

He didn’t seem tired at all. Maybe murder energized him.

“I'm going to want to speak to you again in the morning.”

“Let’s talk when I get up,” I said, making no commitment. I had a call in to Max,
my lawyer, but even without his in-person support, I knew that I didn’t have to
agree to Detective Rowcliff’s schedule.

“I'l call you,” Rowcliff responded, and it sounded like a threat.

“Okay,” I said.

I wiggled the door to be certain it was latched, told him goodbye, and walked
across the lot to my car. Rowcliff’s contempt was both irritating and intimidating.

He stood in place by the front door, unmoving. Waiting for the heat in my car to
kick in, I sat still, staring at nothing. I glanced back through the rearview mirror.
In the shadowy moonlight, it seemed as if his eyes were fixed on mine, and I
shivered.

Chapter 3

Pulling into my driveway about twenty minutes later, I turned off the engine
and sat. The shimmering moon cast streaks of gray-white light on the meadow and
pale shadows penetrated the stand of trees on the property’s edge. Resting my
forehead on the steering wheel, my father’s favorite toast came to mind: To silver
light in the dark of night. How I wished he’d be inside waiting for me, martini in
hand.

When I allowed the memories in, my grief was as piercing and debilitating as the
day he’d died six years ago. I moved my head a little, trying to ease the knotted
muscles in my neck and shoulders. “Oh, Dad,” I whispered, “tell me what to do.”

Our relationship ran deeper than just loving daughter and father because of my
mother’s early death. I was only thirteen when she died of cancer, and as our way
of coping, my father and I had circled the wagons. For the next sixteen years, until
he died, we were a team, a rock-solid unit of two. He’d been the buttress on which
I leaned, my biggest fan, and always, no matter what, a loyal ally. Neither time nor
my move from New York to New Hampshire had eased the anguish of my loss. I'd
endured, but I hadn’t healed.

He would have agreed, I was certain, that leaving New York to start my own
business, Prescott’s Antiques: Auctions and Appraisals, was a smart move. But it
had been terrifying to make the decision alone. And as exhilarating as it was to see
my business grow, my success would have been far sweeter if I'd been able to
share it with him.

Dad, I'd say, our monthly auctions are increasingly well attended and profitable,
the weekly tag sales are filled with repeat customers, and our newest promotional
venture, Prescott’s Instant Appraisals, has received participant acclaim and loads of



positive media exposure. Plus, we’ve landed some good buys. Everything is going
well, Dad. And I could hear his reply as clearly as if he were seated beside me in
the car. Way to go, Josie. Way to go.

Until tonight. I'd set out to help the Portsmouth Women’s Guild by sponsoring
their annual autumn fund-raiser and I'd looked forward to receiving a kindly
worded public thank-you for my company’s efforts. Instead, a woman had died a
horrible death in front of everyone. And as a result, not one of the 128 people in
attendance would remember what a great job we’d done. What they’d remember
was the murder at Prescott’s.

I raised my head, reached my hand back and massaged my neck, trying to
release the tension, and scanned the area around my house. Nothing stirred. It
was so quiet, the world seemed vacant, maybe even dead. Yet when I cracked the
window for air, life was apparent. Little clicks signaled that the engine was cooling
off, an unseen animal skittered across the wooded path on the far side of the road,
leaves crinkled as they were blown aside by a light breeze, and occasional squeaks
and chirps alerted me that nocturnal birds were communicating among
themselves. The sounds of night were loud and constant once I focused on them.
Perception is all, I reminded myself.

I hate walking into dark places, especially a rental house that doesn’t really
feel like home, so I always leave a lamp on upstairs, in my bedroom. The small
golden glow welcomed me, but tonight, it wasn’t enough. As I went through the
downstairs rooms turning on lights, I debated whether to take a shower and then
have a martini, or whether I should have the martini first. I decided to take the
shower, wrap myself in my favorite pink chenille robe, and then relax with the
drink.

I was exhausted. My entire staff and I had worked long hours in the days
leading up to the Gala. But it wasn’t only a lack of sleep that had worn me down.
It was a combination of fatigue, stress, and angst. Not only had I been on edge
making certain every detail at the Gala was perfect, but I'd watched, shocked, as
Maisy’d died in my auction room, and I couldn’t stop reliving it. The memories
played over and over again in an unending loop.

To make matters worse, Ty, my sort-of boyfriend and scheduled date for the
evening, was unavailable to help me cope. | knew it was irrational, but his absence
felt more like abandonment than an understandable reaction to a family
emergency. When he told me that he needed to go to Los Angeles to care for his
much-loved, ill aunt Trina, I'd said all the right things: “Go, Ty... Can I do
anything? ... Give Aunt Trina my best... I'll send my good wishes west... I'll be
fine.” While [ felt sad for Ty and concerned for Aunt Trina, I also felt sad for me. I
wanted Ty nearby. I sighed, trying to shake off my melancholy.

As I headed upstairs, aching with loneliness and tension, I again wondered why
Detective Rowcliff had concluded that Maisy’s death was murder. If Ty hadn’t left,
I could have asked him and he might have known. Or he could have found out. He
could have called Rowcliff, one police official to another. Even though they were of
different ranks and worked for different cities, as police chief of Rocky Point, Ty



would have known the questions to ask the Portsmouth homicide detective to get
the answers I wanted.

I thought back, trying to pinpoint an event that had led Detective Rowcliff to
that startling conclusion, pausing as I relived the fatal moment.

An image of Maisy, her face contorted with horror as she fell, came to me. I
forced the memory aside. But that vision was replaced with one that was worse—
the cold practicality of the uniformed officials who’d loaded Maisy’s body on a
gurney and carted it away. Their businesslike “all in a day’s work” attitude had left
me feeling shaken.

I couldn’t imagine why Detective Rowcliff thought Maisy had been murdered,
and with Ty unavailable, I had no one to ask. I used to have my father and several
good friends. Then, in a matter of months, everything changed, and now I was
alone.

In New York, while still working at Frisco’s, the famous auction house, I'd had
to testify against my boss about the price-fixing scandal that had rocked the high-
end antiques world. Despite the fact that I had done the right thing, even my best
buddies shunned me, and it wasn’t long before I was forced out of the company. A
month later, my father’s unexpected death shattered my world, and only weeks
after that, my then boyfriend, Rick, decided that he couldn’t handle my
unremitting grief, and we’d parted company.

Since arriving in New Hampshire, my focus had been on work. That is, until I
met Ty last spring. I still work hard, but now I make sure there’s time for pleasure,
too. I smiled, recalling the recent evening when Ty and I snuggled under an afghan
to watch a Shark Week special on cable and flirted with the idea of taking a winter
vacation to the Bahamas.

I climbed the last few steps and headed into my bedroom. The clock that rested
on my bedside table read 12:31. I was surprised. It felt later. According to the red
blinking light on my answering machine, I had three messages. Please God, 1
prayed silently, let there be one from Ty.

I pushed the button.

“Josie, it’s Ty. I'm in Atlanta and had a sec before I get on the next flight, so I
thought I'd leave you a good-luck message. I'm sure the Gala will go well. Thinking
of you. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

He’d left the message at six. I wondered if he’d heard about Maisy’s death yet.
Probably not. I bet he hadn’t even landed in L.A. yet.

I pushed the button for call two.

“Josie, it’s Wes. We need to talk.”

Wes Smith, the young reporter from the Seacoast Star. He left his cell phone
number and added, “Call me, Josie. You probably want to comment on something
I plan to write.”

Ominous, I thought. Wes had a gift for creating a sense of urgency. I jotted his
number down, then braced myself for message number three.

“Josie, it’s Wes again. Let’s talk. Call me. Now.”

The date and time marker revealed that his first call had been around ten, and
the second one had occurred less than thirty minutes ago, just after midnight.



I felt out of control and upset. I'd done nothing, yet it was as if my world had
tilted. I turned the shower up as hot as I could stand it, stood under the pounding
water, and cried.

All at once, I felt dizzy, as if the shower stall were askew, just a little. I pushed
against the steaming tiles and forced myself to breathe. A memory came to me,
and I shut my eyes. When I was about eight, my mother and I entered a hall of
mirrors at a fair, and I froze, unable to move, barely able to breathe. Not knowing
what was real or which way to turn, I became paralyzed with panic.

“Come on, Josie,” she whispered, stroking my hair. “Follow me.”

I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. Fright held me fast and my eyes stayed fixed
on the shimmering mirror in front of me.

“Close your eyes and take a deep breath,” my mother told me calmly.

I followed her instructions, but the uncontrollable terror remained intact. I felt
myself begin to hyperventilate.

She took my hand and squeezed reassuringly. “Let’s go. I'll lead us out.”

A similar feeling of discombobulation came over me now, a sense that despite
appearances, what was in front of me wasn’t real. It was as if I'd tumbled into an
unseen chasm through ground that appeared solid but suddenly no longer
supported my weight.

Apprehension merged with a primitive and hopeless confusion. Just as I had
endured skin-crawling anxiety that day when I was eight, overwhelming dread
took hold of me now. I concentrated on my breathing, trying to find my way back
to solid ground. Water streamed over my face and neck. I felt utterly alone and
completely vulnerable. I wished Ty was with me to hold me, stroke my hair, and
kiss the back of my neck. And to reassure me that everything would be all right,
that Detective Rowcliff didn’t really think I'd killed Maisy, that I wasn’t the
intended victim, and that Maisy’s death was a tragedy but not a crime. “Please,
God,” I whispered, “let us all be safe.”

I didn’t know which was worse—to be unable to trust my perceptions or to
recognize that there were things I couldn’t understand or control. I’'d had recurring
bad dreams in the days following the hall of mirrors experience, and today,
everything felt like a nightmare come true.

Chapter 4

After two martinis, I crawled into bed, unable to think because I was so
tired, yet so tense that I was certain I wouldn’t be able to rest. But after reading
only a few pages of a favorite Rex Stout mystery I'd read a dozen times before, Plot
It Yourself, I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

I jerked upright with a start, like a slice of bread popping out of a toaster. The
phone rang. The clock told me it was nine thirty in the morning. I grabbed the
receiver before it could ring a third time. “Hello,” I said, agitated.



“Josie,” Wes said. I recognized the Seacoast Star reporter’s voice and could
picture him hunched over the dirty steering wheel in his old car, pen poised in
case I uttered a printable gem.

“Wes, why are you calling me so early?”

“What are you talking about? It’s not so early. It’s midmorning.”

“It’s not midmorning. It’s early morning. And I was asleep.”

“That’s right, I forgot. You’re always grumpy in the morning.”

I slapped the sheet away and stood up, wriggling my feet into pink fuzzy
slippers. “I’'m not grumpy in the morning,” I protested. I sighed loudly, resigned to
the inevitability of talking to him. “What do you want, Wes?”

“A quote.”

“Figures.”

“Well, it’s not every day you have a murder at your business.”

“Do I now?”

“What do you mean?”

“How do you know it’s murder?”

“l have sources,” he said mysteriously. I'd heard that before. Wes always had
sources. | snuggled into my robe and tied the sash tightly. It was cold. I reminded
myself grimly that his sources were usually right.

“So,” he continued, “what do you say about the theory that Maisy Gaylor wasn’t
the intended victim.”

“Nothing. I say nothing.”

“I'm going to quote multiple sources saying that there’s confusion about the
circumstances of Maisy’s death and that you might have been the intended target.
Do you want to comment?”

“No,” I said, pushing aside the drapes that covered the side window. I shivered
despite the warm robe and bright morning sun. Silvery white sparkles from sun-
touched hoarfrost glistened on the lawn.

“I’'m going to report that you’re going to be reinterviewed by Detective Rowcliff
this morning. Don’t you want to comment?”

“No.”

“Would you like to add anything?” he asked ironically.

“Wes?”

“Yeah?”

“What did Maisy die from?” I found myself almost whispering.

“No official word yet. They’re pretty sure it was poison, though.”

“Oh God. That’s awful. That’s just horrible.”

“That’s kind of a skimpy quote.”

“Don’t you dare publish a word I spoke. Not one word, do you hear me, Wes?”

“I’ll promise if you give me an exclusive.”

“l have nothing to say to you. I'm hanging up now.”

I heard righteous sputtering as I gently replaced the receiver.

Memories of relentless media pressing in on me during the price-fixing scandal
that had helped drive me out of New York stopped me as I headed downstairs to
start coffee. I grasped the railing. “Not again,” I whispered. “Please don’t let them
stalk me again.” Then as now, I was innocent, the whistle-blower in New York and
the cooperative bystander here.



The doorbell rang, startling me as I scooped coffee into the filter, and grounds
sprinkled on the counter. “Damn,” I said, sweeping the bits of coffee into the sink.

I peeked through the window on the front door but didn’t recognize the dark-
haired woman standing on the stoop. She was younger than [ was by a few years,
wore low-cut jeans with an orange turtleneck and an oversized orange-and-black
flannel shirt, and had two children with her. A boy of four or five stood next to her,
holding her hand. A girl of about two was cradled in her right arm, the little girl’s
head tucked into the woman’s shoulder, her bottom resting on her hip.

“Hi,” I said, opening the door wide.

“Oh my God, here I go again with lousy timing. You’re still in your robe. Sorry.”

“It’s not a problem. How can I help you?” A missionary proselytizing, maybe, I
thought, or a single mom selling cosmetics door-to-door.

She smiled. “I'm Zoe Dwyer. You’re Josie Prescott?”

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t recognize the name.

“And this is Jake, and this little doll is Emma.”

I smiled at each child. Jake pulled away from her and ran down the steps and
into the field on the far side of the house, laughing and shrieking as he tried to
catch a squirrel. Emma was drowsing, her face in soft repose.

“Jake, stay in sight!” Zoe called, watching him for a moment.

“Okay!” he called back.

“ ‘Quicksilver Jake,” that’s what I call him.” She turned back to me, smiling, and
said, “Well, I'm sorry to disturb you, but I thought I ought to introduce myself.”

“Sure.”

Confusion must have shown on my face, because she said, “Sorry. I don’t mean
to be mysterious. I'm your new landlady.”

“What? What happened to Mr. Winterelli?”

“My uncle. Wow, you didn’t hear? Sorry to be the one to tell you, but he died.”

“Oh, I'm so sorry. He was a nice man. I can’t believe it. When did it happen?”

“Three weeks ago. He had a heart attack.”

“Three weeks ago!” I did a mental calculation. We were in the final rush of Gala
preparations back then. “I know I was busy at work,” I said, “but I didn’t know I
was that busy. I'm so sorry.”

“Thanks. Anyway, I was out in Colorado with my good-for-nothing husband,
may God punish the fing bum—excuse my French.” She hoisted Emma up higher
on her hip and gave a short laugh. “I can’t control my temper. I'm Italian. Sorry
about that.” She glanced at Emma. “Anyway, I said to him, ‘You know what? I like
New England. I grew up there, and I'm sure as shooting not happy here, so bye
bye.” She shrugged. “I packed up, picked up, and here we are. Anyway, I've moved
in next door, so I thought I ought to come over and say hello.”

Jake squealed as he ran toward the woods, and we both turned toward him.
Two weeks past peak, the old maples that fringed the meadow still blazed with
color. Most of the leaves were orange, but some shone with a yellow glint, and one
entire tree glowed a pinkish red.

“Jake, stay close!” Zoe called.

“Wow, I'm just shocked,” I responded. “Mr. Winterelli was so pleasant. Helpful
and everything.”

“Yeah. He always said nice things about you, too.”



“Do you want to come in and have some coffee?”

“Thanks, I'd love to, but I can’t. I loved my uncle to death, but he wasn’t the
best housekeeper, you know? There’s a lot to do.”

A collie came running full-tilt around the corner of the house, bearing a thick
stick, which it dropped at Zoe’s feet.

“This is Lassie. I know, not an original name, right?” She shrugged again. “What
a great dog Lassie was. Do you remember that show? I must have watched a
gazillion reruns growing up.” She dipped down, keeping Emma in place, picked up
the stick, and tossed it toward the back. Lassie dashed after it. Jake screeched a
greeting to the dog and ran to meet her. “I better go. If you need anything, let me
know.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Listen, if I can help you get settled, give a shout.”

She waved as she headed down the steps, calling for Jake to come inside now. I
watched as they made their way toward the big white house next door. The little
house I rented was a smaller version, built a hundred years earlier as an in-law
residence, an American version of a traditional British dower house.

As I shut the door, I felt sad and a little lost. It didn’t matter that Zoe seemed
like a lot of fun. All I could focus on was the unanticipated and unwanted
change—nothing against Zoe, but I had liked Mr. Winterelli! Just when I get used
to something, |1 thought, feeling fussy and allowing the door to slam, it changes.

The phone rang as I poured a cup of coffee. It was Detective Rowcliff, and he
was brusque.

“I need to talk to you. When can you get here?”

“What about?”

“About Maisy Gaylor’s death,” he replied impatiently. I could almost hear him
saying to himself, What do you think I want to talk to you about? Duh.

There was menace in Rowcliff’s voice, and something else, too, but I couldn’t put
my finger on it. Some kind of energy—maybe excitement, maybe zeal. Was he on to
something? We agreed to meet at my building in half an hour.

I hung up and dialed Max Bixby, my lawyer, my hand shaking uncontrollably.
Last night’s message hadn’t conveyed the urgency I now felt. I got him at home
and he agreed to meet me right away.

There was bad news awaitin’. I didn’t know what, but I didn’t doubt whether.

Chapter 5

I ran upstairs, threw on jeans and a sweater, laced up my work boots,
grabbed my purse and jacket, and was out the door in nothing flat.

While I waited for the engine to warm up, a pleasant memory came to me. | was
standing close to Ty. It was last spring, shortly after we met. I felt sparks between
us and had sensed, from the warmth in his eyes, that he felt them, too. I grumbled
that his car was too high to get into easily, and he told me that the police-issued
SUV was more properly called a vehicle than a car, and that the problem wasn’t



that the vehicle was too tall, but that I was too short. It was a silly exchange,
nothing special, really, just pleasant banter, the kind of innocuous conversation
on which relationships are built.

Ty is a morning person, so even though it was still early in Los Angeles, I
thought maybe I could catch him before he got busy with Aunt Trina and her
doctors.

I dug my phone out of my purse and dialed his cell phone. After four rings, I
heard the click that meant [ was going to get his voice mail. “This is Chief Ty
Alverez of the Rocky Point Police. Please leave a message.”

He had a great voice, deep and strong. At the prompt, I said, “Ty, it’s Josie. I got
your message. Please give my best to your aunt, and know I'm thinking of you.
Call when you can.”

Not my best effort, but enough to touch base and acknowledge his message.
He’d call when he was able. Never mind that I was consumed with worry and fear.
It was important to me that I convey sensitivity to his situation with his aunt and
that I not appear needy. Perception transcends reality.

As I approached my building, I could see that the parking lot was thickly quilted
with vibrant gold and vivid vermillion leaves. Winter would soon be here, and the
spectacular foliage scene would evolve into a setting seemingly devoid of life, tinted
in brown and white. Nothing had ever looked as desolate to me as the New
Hampshire coast in winter until I realized that beneath the veneer of barrenness,
the land teemed with life, winter gardens and empty beaches revealing their own
kind of beauty, spectacular in its way, once I took the time to look.

But today under the warming early-autumn sun, colors flickered opalescently
as leaves fluttered in the light breeze. Lying on the ground, they appeared lush
and supple, neither dry nor dead, but I knew that their good looks were deceptive;
one good rain, and they’d become as dangerous as an unseen ice slick. I made a
mental note to have them blown clear before next Saturday’s tag sale.

I parked next to Sasha’s car and noted that Fred was here, too, parked almost
at the end of the lot, over by the tag-sale entrance. I bet it was our recent
acquisition of a Picasso sketch that drew my two researchers into work on a
Sunday morning.

Most of our acquisitions came from word-of-mouth referrals and responses to
ads, plus, occasionally, walk-ins during our tag sales. Lately, as testimony to our
growing reputation, we’d also attracted clients from other states.

Yesterday, a middle-aged woman, who’d introduced herself as Helen Finn, had
arrived at our door without an appointment and with the Picasso drawing in hand.
She’d explained that she was up from Arkansas on a leaf-peeping weekend, and
after reading about us on the Internet, she’d decided to bring it with her, hoping
we’d be interested in buying it. The sketch had been her mother’s, she’d said, and
now that her mother had died, she wanted to sell it.

The illustration was deceptively simple. It showed a sort of lion’s head, swiftly
rendered in thick sweeps of crayon on yellowing paper. Only a master could have
wielded that crayon, executing his vision in one flowing movement, and also
knowing what not to draw. While Fred did a quick Internet check to make certain
a Mrs. Finn had, in fact, died, and that the sketch wasn’t listed as stolen, Sasha
consulted the Picasso catalogue raisonné on our reference shelf and verified the



sketch’s dimensions and the signature. Delighted, I closed the deal. Ms. Finn was
ecstatic to receive a ten-thousand-dollar on-the-spot cash payment, and I was
elated, too. Properly marketed, it should sell for more than forty thousand dollars.

I sat for a minute, readying myself for the day ahead. The big PRESCOTT’S
ANTIQUES: AUCTIONS AND APPRAISALS sign perched atop the building glinted
in the sun, and looking at it, [ allowed myself a private moment of pride.

I remembered how Stella, the real estate agent who’d showed me the property
more than five years ago, had wrinkled her nose as we turned into the parking lot.
“You said you wanted space,” she’d said. “That’s about all this place has going for
it.”

The decaying building was a hodgepodge comprised of three unequal sections.
The largest area, the central unit, had been built in the late 1800s by Millner
Canvas Company as its spanking new state-of-the-art factory. Millner’s produced
high-quality canvas sails, bags, and shoes until the mid-1970s, when Doug
Millner moved the operation to North Carolina. Now it contained our offices and a
cavernous industrial storage area.

When I'd bought the building, the area on the left—now my auction venue—had
been a retail shop—a latter-day factory-outlet store selling products manufactured
on-site at a discount. I'd replaced the small door that had separated the store from
the factory with custom-made sliding walls that allowed us to move big pieces of
furniture easily from the warehouse into the auction hall.

To the right of the original factory was an attached shacklike structure we used
for the weekly tag sales. I had no idea what its original purpose was, and other
than installing rest rooms and bringing it up to code, I hadn’t updated or
redecorated it at all. Its Spartan simplicity conveyed exactly the right mood for
bargain hunters.

An hour after Stella and I had pulled into the lot, I made an offer. Stella was
stunned speechless, and I understood why. When she viewed the property, she
saw a run-down monolith, an unloved factory that had been abandoned thirty
years earlier and ignored ever since. My perspective was different. What I saw was
the perfect place in a perfect location, just off [-95 and only minutes from
downtown Portsmouth. There was plenty of space for inventory, a layout that
could have been tailor-made for my business model—running both auctions and
tag sales—ample parking, and if the engineer’s report found that the building was
structurally sound, I could be up and running within a few months. Stella saw a
problem. I saw an opportunity. Perception is individual, and real.

I stepped out of my car and saw that Officer Johnston, Detective Rowcliff’s note
taker, was watching me from his post by the auction doors. I waved at him and
mouthed hello, and he half-saluted and nodded in return.

It was a beautiful day, and I wished I could assign myself the duty of clearing
the leaves so I could stay outside. With a sigh of resignation, I opened the front
door, and chimes tinkled. Gretchen, my assistant, had hung wind chimes from an
eyehook high up on the door about a month ago. When I'd asked her why, she’d
smiled sweetly and said, “Because it sounds nice.” Never overlook the obvious, I
reminded myself.

“How can you say Matisse wasn’t important?” Fred asked Sasha now, sounding
shocked.



“l didn’t say he wasn’t important. I said his importance was diluted by the
number of clever fakes on the market.”

“That’s insane. That’s equivalent to saying that he was too talented for his own
good.”

“No, just that he was too popular too early on,” Sasha said confidently. When
discussing art, and only then, Sasha was completely self-assured. “If no one had
liked his work, no one would have copied it, and his work would be easier to
authenticate. People are afraid to buy a Matisse. There are too many good fakes
out there. And that holds the prices down.”

I hung my jacket on one of the hooks by the door and said, “Hey. How are you?”

“Okay,” Fred said. “You know. All things considered.”

I nodded and turned to Sasha. “A little scared,” she said, tucking her hair
behind her ear nervously. “How about you?”

I shrugged. “I've been better.”

Sasha nodded, and after a momentary silence, I said, “Well, we seem to share a
coping strategy—we work.”

“Is it all right that we came in?” Sasha asked.

“Absolutely. It’s a good thing. So tell me, what’s today’s debate?”

“Sasha says that Matisse’s prices are artificially low because the prints are hard
to authenticate,” Fred said disdainfully.

Fred and Sasha were an odd couple. When Fred first joined the company last
spring, I thought his imperiousness would alienate Sasha. To my surprise, they
became friends, and I'd come to realize that their arguments revealed intellectual
compatibility, not antipathy. They both revered analytical thinking and
condemned lazy research. Their challenges of each other were all about
scholarship, not personality. They interacted synergistically, and as a result, their
work got better.

“You mean that if the art is easy to fake, it ends up having less value?” I asked.

“Yes,” Sasha replied. “It’s not whether the art is beautiful or worthy. It’s whether
it’s easily reproducible.”

“That’s specious reasoning and you know it!” Fred insisted.

“No, it’s not,” Sasha responded. She turned to me. “Matisse once said that he’d
produced fifteen hundred prints in his career and twenty-five hundred of them
were in America.”

“Ouch,” I said.

“Exactly,” she agreed, nodding. Fred made a derisive noise. “It’s true,” she
insisted. “And the point is equally true about Picasso’s line drawings. They’re
brilliant in conception and execution. That’s not the issue. The issue is that
they’re easy to reproduce.”

“And therefore easy to fake,” I said.

“Right.”

“And you, Fred? What don’t you agree with?”

“Her premise is right. It’s her conclusion that’s dead wrong.” He spun his desk
chair and drilled Sasha with his eyes. “Whether or not a print is easy to reproduce
is irrelevant. What’s relevant is whether the piece can be authenticated with a high
degree of confidence. When it comes to pricing, you know as well as I do, Sasha,
how complex it is. Of course the beauty and originality of the piece figure into it.



But so does its rarity, market trends, important or prestigious reviews, celebrity
acceptance, and so on. But the number and quality of fakes available for sale is
not one of the factors impacting price. Not when authentication is a
straightforward process. Which it is in this case. At least it’s straightforward if you
know what you’re looking for.”

Uh-oh, 1 thought, here come the fireworks. Instead, Sasha chuckled. “You’re
right, you’re right, I know you’re right,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Got it,” I said, and added, “I'll be upstairs if you need me. Let me know when
Max and Detective Rowcliff arrive, okay?” As I headed into the warehouse and up
the spiral staircase to my private enclave, I heard Fred drive home his point.

“Assuming the art looks right, first test the paper,” he said in a tone indicating
that he was tired of repeating the obvious.

“Surely you’re aware that you can buy genuine, period-specific paper with no
problem,” Sasha responded.

“l didn’t say testing the paper was the only step. I said it was the first step.”

Sasha’s reply faded as I mounted the stairs. I crossed my fingers. Fred and
Sasha were both intuitive and well-trained art historians, but neither was astute
when it came to business. Assuming their conversation had something to do with
the Picasso sketch we’d just bought, I hoped that their conclusion would be that
we had underestimated its value, not that we’d overpaid.

Sasha buzzed on the intercom and told me that Max had arrived.

“Send him up,” I said.

I walked to the door and waited for him. Max looked the same as always,
although I hadn’t seen him in several months. He wore a bow tie and tweed jacket,
and his smile was easy and natural. He conveyed a comfortable combination of
relaxation and legal tradition.

“Hey,” he said, reaching the top of the staircase and extending his hand. “I
haven’t seen you in a 'coon’s age. How are you?”

I shook his hand and smiled. “Boy, is it good to see you, Max! How’s things?”

“Good, good. Our littlest one, Penny, she’s sleeping through the night now, so all
is well with the world.”

I laughed, delighted at his mild joke, aware that much of my pleasure derived
from relief. The future looked less bleak with Max in the room.

“Thank God for you, Max. You have no idea how hard it is for me to deal with
this kind of chaos. With you on my side, it’s easier.”

He smiled and patted my shoulder. “I can’t think of anyone’s side I'd rather be
on.”

“Have a seat, and tell me what we do now.”

Max hitched up his pants and lowered himself onto the yellow love seat. “The
first thing we do is review what you know. Start by giving me an overview.”

“An overview,” I repeated, gathering my thoughts. “Maisy collapsed and died. At
the time, I thought she had a heart attack or something, or that maybe she died
from some sort of drug reaction or overdose—she was uncharacteristically
euphoric before she died.”

Max nodded and made a note on a pad of lined yellow paper balanced on his
thigh.



“The only thing is...” I faltered.

“What?” he asked, looking up.

“Well, Detective Rowcliff—he’s in charge of the investigation and he’ll be here
soon—well, he said that he didn’t think she died from natural causes. He thought
it was murder.”

Max looked at me for a moment. “Why?”

I shook my head. “He wouldn'’t say.”

“That’s interesting, isn’t it? Well, assuming he’s right, let me get one question
out of the way. Did you kill Maisy Gaylor?”

My mouth opened a bit. “Rowcliff asked me that, too.”

“Oh, he did, did he? What did you answer?”

“I told him the truth. I told him no.”

“Okay, then.” He smiled reassuringly and I sank into a Queen Anne wing chair
across from him. “So,” he said, “talk to me. What else do you know?”

“Not much. Apparently, Rowcliff isn’t even sure if Maisy was the intended
victim. There’s some uncertainty about whether maybe... well, it sounds silly when
I say it out loud, but he seems to think that I might have been the target.”

He nodded as if he’d expected that revelation. “Do you know why he thinks
that?”

“No.”

He gestured that I was to continue. “What else?”

I shook my head. “That’s it. Really.”

“Okay, then. When it comes to answering questions, if I tell you to stop talking,
you do so, right?”

“Right.”

“Keep your answers short and responsive. Don’t volunteer information.”

“Okay, but this is so unfair. I was just trying to promote my business and do a
good deed, you know, by sponsoring the Gala. I barely knew Maisy.”

“Still, something is making him think that someone might be targeting you, not
Maisy.”

I shook my head, not wanting it to be true. “It’s not possible.”

“Why not?”

I stared at him, then shook my head again. “It’s just not possible,” I repeated.

Max leaned forward and waited until he had my full attention. “Yes, Josie,” he
said softly, “it is.”

Chapter 6

I was still staring at Max, horrified, unable to think how I should respond to
his terrifying comment, when Sasha called up that Detective Rowcliff had arrived. I
asked her to tell him that we’d meet him in the auction room.
“Are you all right?” Max asked, standing and slipping his pad of paper into his
briefcase.
“Not really,” I confessed. “This is just awful.”



He squeezed my arm, and I felt a little comforted.

“Remember... short answers, Josie. Okay?”

I smiled. “I remember. My lawyer once told me that one-word answers are good.”

He smiled back and nodded. “Exactly.”

“Have you ever met Detective Rowcliff?” I asked.

“No. But I gather from your tone that I ought to ask why.”

I shrugged. “You'll see. He’s pretty tough to take.”

“In what way?”

“l guess mostly it’s his sarcasm. I don’t know. He looks at me and I feel like a
bug under a microscope.”

“Intensely examined?”

I thought for a moment before answering. “No, not exactly. More like despised
and ready to be pinned.”

“Yowzi. With that recommendation, I can hardly wait to meet him.”

“Yeah,” I said, heading for the stairs, feeling resigned to my fate.

“l won'’t let him pin you,” Max promised.

“Thank you, but I’'m not sure that even you could stop him if he has his sights
on me.”

I heard Detective Rowcliff before I saw him, the familiar tapping of his pencil
alerting me to his presence. Sasha had escorted him to the auction room, and
when I entered, he was squatting beside the podium on the stage, staring into the
hollow area, examining the shelf. When he saw us enter from the back, he jumped
down and hurried over.

I introduced them. Max said hello and Rowcliff nodded a sort of greeting.

Max glanced around the sad-looking room. On Rowcliff’s orders, the caterer’s
team had left the tables untouched, and the litter contributed to the melancholy
atmosphere. Maisy’s collapse had interrupted dessert, and scores of unfinished
apple tarts scattered about had long since hardened. Wineglasses stood partially
filled, and crumpled cloth napkins remained where they’d been hastily tossed.

“Can Josie get this place cleaned up?” Max asked.

“Yeah, we’re finished with it. I have a video camera with me, and after I get it all
recorded, sure, then she can do what she wants.”

Max nodded. “Okay, then.”

Detective Rowcliff gave me a long look, then asked, “Did you have a good
conversation with Wes Smith?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Talking to the media overnight. No grass grows under your feet!”

“What are you saying? All I told Wes was that I had no comment.”

“l guess you don’t subscribe to the Seacoast Star’s instant updates.”

“I've never even heard of it.”

“Quick Flash News, they call it. It comes via e-mail. The department subscribes,
and you’re the big story.”

He handed over a single sheet, a printout of an e-mail, and Max and I read it
standing shoulder-to-shoulder. The headline alone made me feel faint. PRESCOTT
INVOLVED IN SECOND MURDER. The article that followed was worse. Wes quoted



me over and over again as saying, “No comment.” I pursed my lips, impotent rage
lashing me.

While what Wes wrote was literally true, the article left the vague impression
that I knew things I wasn’t telling, and it gratuitously referred to me as a suspect
in the murder that had occurred in Rocky Point last year. Mr. Grant had been a
potential client and he’d been killed, but to state that I was “involved” in his
murder was either grandstanding or incendiary, or both. Damn him.

Wes ended by stating that maybe it was I, not Maisy, who had been the
intended victim, implying that there were good, if unspecified, reasons for his
conjecture. The article was intrusive and embarrassing, and I felt utterly betrayed.
Stupid me. I'd thought Wes and I had an understanding. I clenched my fists to
control myself and turned to Max.

“If I murdered Wes Smith, not a jury in the land would convict me,” I whispered.

“That’s probably true,” he whispered back. “Stay cool.”

To Rowcliff, he raised his eyebrows and asked, “What’s your point, Detective? All
she said was No comment.”

“She shouldn’t be talking to him at all.”

“This is a free country,” Max said coldly. “If she wants to talk to a reporter, she
can.”

There was a long pause while the two men stared at each other. My anger faded
as | watched them bandy for position. With a smile that edged toward a smirk,
Max handed back the printout and asked, “So, what can we do for you, Detective?”

Rowcliff accepted the paper, folded it, and slipped it into his pocket. “Ms.
Prescott can answer a few questions.”

Max gestured to some chairs near where we stood. “We’ll be glad to answer your
questions. Shall we sit?”

“Sure. Let me get Officer Johnston to take notes again.”

“Again?”

“He recorded our conversation last night.”

“We’ll want copies of all of the notes—yesterday’s and today’s,” Max said.

“No problem.”

Johnston took his time getting situated. He was at my left and Max was sitting
quietly on my right. I watched as Rowcliff tipped his chair back, eyeing Johnston,
mentally hurrying him along.

“So,” Detective Rowcliff said once Johnston was ready, “have you thought of
anyone who wants you dead?”

Before I could answer, Max asked, “Why do you think Josie might have been the
target?”

“Logic,” he said sarcastically, glaring at me.

“Could you be a little more specific?” Max asked, his tone neutral.

Rowcliff stared at him, and from the look on his face, he was considering
whether he could eliminate Max from our conversation. After a long minute,
Rowecliff sighed, pursed his lips, then pulled them together so tightly, they formed
a single thin line.

“Last night, I knew two things that made me wonder who the target was. Now I
have additional information, and I’'m still wondering. Nothing I've learned indicates



whether Josie was or wasn’t the intended target. Which means I need to evaluate
all factors and consider both options.”

“And these factors are?” Max pushed.

Rowrcliff looked at Max, then back at me, unsmiling. He tapped his pencil on the
table to a slower rhythm, calculating, perhaps, the likelihood of Max’s allowing me
to answer his questions without first giving his foundation for asking them.

He turned to me and sneered. “I guess I can tell you about it, since we plan on
releasing the medical examiner’s preliminary report to the media in about an
hour.”

What a jerk, I thought. Implying that anything he told me would inevitably go
straight to the press. I wanted to tell Rowcliff what I thought of him. Then I wanted
to hit him, to wipe the derisive smirk off his face. Max cleared his throat and sent
me a warning look to keep quiet. It took willpower, but I managed to avoid
reacting. [ sat on my hands and stayed silent.

Holding up a finger, Rowcliff said to Max, “One, from all accounts, Maisy Gaylor
sipped wine, gagged, collapsed, and died. Most people figured she’d had a heart
attack or something. We were able to dismiss that idea pretty quickly.”

“Why?” Max asked.

Rowcliff gave a short series of taps with his pencil. “I'll get there in a minute.
But, if it was murder, you don’t have to be Einstein to figure that something toxic
was in the wine, so I asked everybody about it. Seems Maisy put her glass on the
table near Josie as they were getting ready to announce the auction winners. Well,
there was a lot of activity going on, and since both Josie and Maisy were drinking
red wine, it got me thinking about whether the glasses could have been switched.”

As he spoke, I pictured Maisy approaching the table last night. Her tight black
dress looked odd, as if she were playing dress-up. Every other time I'd seen her,
she’d worn clothes selected more for comfort than style—oversized sweaters, off-
the-rack tweed blazers that weren’t cut for her narrow frame, slacks that gapped
at the knee.

I remembered how Walter, her husband, sat stiffly in his chair, watching her
with a sour expression. Never having met him before, I didn’t know if he was
sulking over something in particular or whether pouting was normal for him.
Regardless, [ was glad he wasn’t my husband.

“Is it time already?” Maisy asked as she reached me. “I can’t believe it! The night
has just flown by.”

Oh God, 1 thought at the time, is she for real? Between missing Ty and making
small talk, which I hate to do under the best of circumstances, to me the night
seemed endless.

Rowcliff brought me back to the here and now with a tap-tap of his pencil. He
raised a second finger and said, “Two, based on preliminary interviews, which I
acknowledge in advance aren’t definitive, absolutely no one wanted Maisy dead.”
He flipped a hand. “Everyone seemed bewildered more than anything else that
someone would have killed her.”

“No one even has a suggestion about a motive?” Max queried.

“Nope. Not a one. Maisy doesn’t seem like a person who generated a lot of heat,
if you know what [ mean.”

“l never met her. What was she like?” Max asked.



“From all reports, she was just what she appeared to be, a middle-aged, middle-
class, happily married woman.” He turned to me and asked, “Is that your
impression of her, too?”

“l didn’t know her well, but her husband seemed kind of, I don’t know, dour.
Happily married?” I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“Yeah. Maybe. It’s early days. Still, with confusion about the wineglasses, and
without any hint of a motive, I figured it was worth asking if Josie knew any
reason why someone might be after her.”

Max nodded, following Rowcliff’s reasoning. I felt disconnected from the
conversation, as if [ were inadvertently eavesdropping on someone else’s situation
or watching a movie plot unfold.

Rowrcliff stretched his legs out to the side. “The only out-of-whack comment I
heard at all was that Maisy seemed happier than usual. So happy, maybe she was
stoned. Right, Josie?”

I nodded. “I don’t know. The thought occurred to me that something was
different, that’s all.”

Rowcliff raised a third finger. “Which leads to point three. I now know that
poison was, in fact, introduced into the wine. And it wasn’t some kind of
medication or recreational drug that killed her. No overdose or anything like that.
It was homicide all right.”

“What was it?” Max asked.

Rowcliff gave a long rat-a-tat, assessing me in some way I didn’t understand.
“Potassium cyanide,” he said.

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “How awful!”

“Which you didn’t smell?” Rowcliff challenged.

“What?” I responded, confused.

“Other people did—they smelled bitter almonds.”

“No. I didn’t smell anything.”

“How come?” Rowcliff asked, his attitude demanding a defense.

Under his accusatory glare, I felt like a deer in the headlights, frozen in heart-
stopping fear, and doomed because of it.

Chapter 7

I shook my head helplessly and turned to Max for guidance. How could I
answer a question posed as a negative?

“I'm not an expert,” Max said, “but I know this much: Not everyone in a
circumstance like this smells bitter almonds.”

Rowecliff shrugged again, unconvinced. “So now I'm focusing on tracking who
had access to the wine Maisy drank,” he explained, ignoring Max’s comment. “I’ll
have some questions for Josie about that later.”

“Certainly,” Max agreed politely.

“The fourth fact,” Rowcliff said, raising another finger, “is a beaut. When Maisy
dropped the glass, it shattered, except that a chunk of stem survived, enough for



the technicians to identify fingerprints from two people. No surprise, Maisy’s prints
were on it, since she was holding the glass.” He turned to face me directly. “The
other prints were yours.”

His point didn’t register. I simply couldn’t assimilate what he was saying. [ knew
my fingerprints were on file, but I couldn’t understand why he seemed to be
speaking with eager anticipation. When I applied for the job at Frisco’s in New
York, they’d performed a comprehensive background check, standard operating
procedure for new employees before they got access to priceless treasures. And
last spring, Ty took them again as part of the Grant murder investigation Wes had
alluded to. I thought about what Rowecliff said, but the implications just didn’t
make sense.

“So tell me, Josie,” the detective asked, “how did your prints get there?”

I stared at Rowcliff and tried to focus. How did my prints get on Maisy’s glass?

“You mean, how could they have gotten there, right?” Max spoke up.

“Right,” Rowcliff answered, irritated.

“Josie owns this place. And ['ve seen her attitude toward details. Presumably,
she shifted some of the glasses around as part of the preparation process.”

“Sure, that may explain it. But maybe she can remember touching that
particular glass.”

“Josie?” Max asked. “Do you?”

I closed my eyes, recalling the scene again. My assistant, Gretchen, had just
delivered the bidding sheets, her long copper-colored hair shining in the golden
light. I smiled a little, remembering how much she’d enjoyed being in the thick of
it. She always loved celebrity gossip, even on a local scale, so she was completely
in her element, happily seeing who did what with whom, when, and how, and
noting fashions.

After Gretchen delivered the sheets, I signaled Britt that we were ready to
announce the winners and he notified his two colleagues—Maisy, the Guild
representative, and Dora, the Gala event chair—that we were ready for the
highlight of the evening. Both Maisy and Dora acknowledged the signals, stood up
from their respective tables, and headed our way.

Maisy arrived first. She placed her half-full glass of red wine on the table near
me so she could accept Britt’s proffered hand, and as her watch came into view, I
was shocked that it was nine thirty. Nine thirty! I thought again of Ty.

I opened my eyes, chasing away the depressing memory, and found both
Rowecliff and Max watching me. “I'm picturing the events,” I explained.

“Good,” Rowcliff said. “Do it aloud.”

I glanced at Max and he nodded permission.

“Gretchen, my assistant, came to where I was sitting and handed me the
bidding sheets. She was really into the evening, having a lot of fun. It was great to
see her so into it.”

“And then what?” Rowcliff asked, hurrying me along.

“l caught Britt’s eye, and Britt told Maisy and signaled Dora that we were ready
to announce the winners. They got up and made their way to the front. Maisy
arrived first.”

“From where?” Rowcliff asked.



I remembered how disagreeable Walter, Maisy’s husband, had appeared as he
watched her flit around the table. “From where she’d been eating dinner,” I said.
“She was seated next to her husband, Walter.”

“How did he seem?”

“Walter?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he replied, pronouncing the word Ye-a-a-ah, as if he thought I was as
dumb as a doorknob to be asking.

I held on to the edge of my chair and forced myself to ignore his patronizing
attitude. Stick to the facts, Josie, I told myself. Ignore his manner. “Walter seemed
pretty gloomy all evening.”

“In what way?”

I shrugged. “He looked bad-tempered. He never smiled.”

“What happened when she arrived up at the front?”

“Britt said something and shook her hand.” I glanced from Rowcliff to Max and
back again. “That’s when she put her glass on the table near me. To shake his
hand.”

Rowcliff was leaning forward, the pencil he’d been tapping on the table
unmoving. “And?”

“And then Dora arrived. She took a little longer to reach us because she stopped
a couple of times to chat en route. Britt turned to shake her hand, but she
laughed, swept his hand aside with her little black clutch purse, and hugged him
instead. She said, I want to get my arms around you, you handsome devil!”

“What did he do?” Rowcliff asked, looking revolted at Dora’s playful words.

Continuing to ignore his attitude, I said, “He chuckled happily and returned her
hug.” I shrugged. “It was kind of sweet. The three of them were so pleased, you
know? The Gala was on track to be a huge success. It was nice to see.”

“And then they walked up onstage, right?” Rowcliff asked, disregarding the
emotional aspects of the situation.

“Yes. Britt invited me to join them, but I declined.”

“How come?” Rowcliff asked, pouncing on my words as if he’d spotted a
weakness.

I shrugged again, embarrassed. “I don’t really feel comfortable in the limelight.”

A quick rat-a-tat as Rowcliff paused to think. “Who went onto the stage first?”

“Britt.”

“Followed by...”

“Dora. But she looked at the winning bids before they went to the stage.”

“Why?”

“l don’t know. She asked if she could peek before they announced the winners,
and Britt said sure.”

“Where was everyone while Dora was going through the bid sheets?”

“Standing around. Or sitting around. We all were. We made conversation, you
know? While we waited for her to finish.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Silly stuff, actually. Britt asked Maisy if she was ready to lead the applause,
and she said absolutely, that she always wanted to be a cheerleader. That sort of
thing. Mindless.”

He nodded and thought for another moment. “Was anyone else nearby?”



“No one. I mean, there were other people at the table, but no one else was
standing with us, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Did anyone pass by?”

I thought for a moment. “No. I don’t remember anyone walking by. And I'm sure
I would if someone had done so.”

Rowcliff gave a double tap with his pencil as he thought about what he wanted
to say next. “Did anyone approach you or them while Dora was looking at the bid
sheets?”

“No, no one. Except the waiter,” I added, suddenly remembering.

“Which waiter?” Rowcliff asked, focused and intent.

“l don’t know his name or anything. He took my wineglass.”

“When?”

“I'm not sure exactly. I didn’t notice when he took it, but a little bit later, I
reached for my glass, and it was gone.”

“Why do you think the waiter took it?” Rowcliff asked, sounding exasperated.

“Who else could it have been?”

“Anyone. Someone at your table. Anyone.”

“No. Let me explain. Once Dora finished reviewing the bid sheets, Britt led the
way onstage and I settled back to enjoy the show. That’s when I reached for my
wineglass, but it wasn’t there. I looked around and saw a waiter moving away, his
tray filled with plates and glasses and miscellaneous debris.” I shrugged. I
assumed he’d taken it away while I was standing and chatting with Britt and
Maisy.”

“Maybe,” he acknowledged. “Did you try and get it back?”

“No. All I did was share a little joke with the guy sitting next to me.”

“Who was that?”

“Greg. Greg somebody. I don’t know his last name.”

“You don’t know him?”

“No, I met him last night for the first time.”

“Okay. What was the joke?” he asked.

“Oh my God. It wasn’t that good. It’s not worth repeating.”

“Probably true.” Rowcliff smirked. “Tell me anyway.”

I shrugged. “I said that it was a good thing it wasn’t a martini that the waiter
scooped up or I would have wrestled him to the ground to get it back.” I smiled at
the memory. “Greg was funny. He offered to challenge the waiter to a duel, but I
told him there was no need, since it was only wine.”

Rowcliff didn’t appear to be amused. “Who else besides the waiter was nearby or
passed by?”

I thought back. If the truth be told, I'd been pretty distracted at that point in the
evening, tired of meaningless chat, missing Ty, and physically exhausted from the
twelve-hour days I'd spent preparing for the Gala while maintaining a full schedule
of auctions and tag sales. As Britt, Dora, and Maisy climbed onto the low stage, all
I wanted was for the evening to be over, and if someone had been nearby, I simply
didn’t recall it.

I shook my head. “Sorry. No one else comes to mind.”



Rowrcliff leaned back considering what to ask next, and gave a quick tap-tap
with his pencil. “Okay then,” he said. “I think I've got a clear picture of what
happened.”

“And?” I asked.

“And I've got my work cut out for me.” He turned to include Max, who’d been
sitting quietly, making an occasional note. “I have plenty of lines of investigation to
follow. One, who had access to potassium cyanide. Two, who could have put it in
the wineglass. And three, whether I can find anyone who wanted Maisy dead.” He
paused, tapping his pencil quietly.

“That’s a lot,” Max agreed.

“Yeah,” Rowcliff said. “And there’s one more. Four, why someone might want
Josie dead.”

My heart flipped over. Rowcliff looked at me straight, no sneer, no smirk, and
with no challenge in his eyes. “Josie, I've got to tell you... I've been asking a lot of
questions of a lot of people since Maisy died, and guess what?” He pointed his
finger at me. “I haven’t discovered anything that says you weren’t the target.”

Chapter 8

Forty-five minutes later, Max and I stood at the open door in the bright
autumn sun and watched as Officer Johnston packed up the video camera and
placed the carry bag in the backseat of his patrol car.

Max reminded Detective Rowcliff to get us a copy of the interview notes by the
end of the day, and he agreed that I'd be available for further questioning as
needed.

I closed my eyes and soaked in the feel and sounds of Indian summer. The sun
was surprisingly warm for October, a nice treat after last night’s icy blast. Fallen
leaves rustled as they fluttered across the paved lot. I turned my face full to the
sun, finding comfort in the heat.

“Josie, can I ask you something?” Max said.

I opened my eyes and looked at him. “Sure.”

“Just between us—lawyer and client—you really don’t know who might have it
in for you, right? You aren’t just doing a head-in-the-sand thing?”

“Really,” I said, meaning it. “I have no idea.” That someone was out to kill me
made no sense. I lived a simple life. I worked hard, played fair, and paid my bills
on time. If I had any enemies, I didn’t know it—and I didn’t know them.

He scratched the side of his nose, seeming to struggle for words. “Okay, then,”
he said after a too-long pause, sounding skeptical.

“Max, I’d tell you if [ knew anything. But I don’t. It can’t be me.”

“l believe you, Josie. But I can’t get it out of my head. You know, no smoke
without fire. Plus, I gather that Detective Rowcliff isn’t an alarmist... anything
but... so maybe there’s something to it. I don’t mean to upset you, but I think we
need to consider the possibility seriously.”



“l appreciate your concern. I really do. You know me—I'm a scaredy-cat.” I gave
an embarrassed laugh. “If there was any hint of a threat, I'd be running for the
hills.”

“Yeah, I know, but...”

We had a short, circular discussion about whether I was really in danger, until
finally I interrupted him, saying, “Until [ hear otherwise, I'm going with my gut. I
have no enemies! Which means Maisy was the intended victim, and that’s that.
Hell, anybody can speculate about anything. For all I know, the world is flat.”

“You mean it’s not?” he asked, affecting surprise. He gave a gentle tap on my
shoulder, allowing me to win the point.

“Ha, ha,” I said, smiling.

“You call me if you need me, okay?” he said, his eyes on mine. “Anytime.”

“l promise.” I took a deep breath and watched as Max walked to his car. He gave
a jaunty wave, and turned left out of the lot toward Portsmouth, heading, I
presumed, home.

Watching his car disappear around the bend, I fought off a wave of loneliness
and envy. Max had a place to go where people who loved him were waiting. I
didn’t. As the only child of only children, now that my parents were dead, I had no
family. My isolation was ever-present, but on Sundays, the family day, the pain
was more acute.

I turned away from the sun and locked the auction doors, bolting them on the
inside. Walking across the empty room to the inner door, I made a point of not
looking at the dirty tables.

The antiques sat undisturbed. Our display was impressive, well lighted, with
ample room for viewers to circle each item. Large pieces stood near the inside wall,
and smaller articles were positioned on pedestals under Plexiglas.

I smiled as I looked at the eighteenth-century egg-shaped sterling silver nutmeg
grater. I wondered whether it had sold for more than its estimated thirteen to
fifteen hundred dollars. It was a charming piece, a perfect collectible for a cook.
My mother would have loved it.

Next to it sat the single most valuable piece we had up for auction, a Chinese
porcelain tureen with a nine-inch diameter, designed for export and dating from
the Qing dynasty, Yongzheng period, estimated to sell for upward of twenty
thousand dollars.

Part of its value sprang from simple supply and demand. Not many tureens
from the mid-1700s had survived in perfect condition. But it was also dazzlingly
beautiful, decorated with the frequently copied “Birds and Flowers” design. Rose-
colored enamel lotus flowers and meticulously painted mandarin ducks seemed to
float across the shimmering surface of a peaceful lake. The colors were pure and
bright and the craftsmanship was flawless.

I recalled overhearing Dora talking to a couple who seemed to love it, and I
wondered if they had bid on it, and if so, if they’d won. I'd been impressed
listening to Dora explain how we knew the tureen was intended for export.
“Western dinnerware was bigger than Chinese dinnerware,” she said.

Leaving the room through the back door, I entered the vast storage facility that
separated the auction venue from the tag-sale quarters. Goods slated for future



auctions were stored in small cubicles to the left and items scheduled to be offered
at our weekly tag sales were stacked on plastic shelving to the right.

My footsteps echoed on the concrete flooring as I headed to the central office,
and combined with the dim lighting, the vast space would have felt sinister if I had
allowed myself to think about it.

As soon as I stepped inside the office, I saw that Sasha and Fred were still
there, completely focused on their computer monitors.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Huh? Oh, hi. What?” Sasha responded, looking up.

I smiled. “Sorry to interrupt. I was just wondering how things were going.”

“Oh. Good. We’re making progress. We think Picasso gave the sketch to a
friend.”

Fred ignored the interruption. He was absorbed with whatever trail he was
following, typing on his keyboard.

“Interesting,” I said. With a glance at Fred, I added, “I don’t mean to disturb
you.”

“That’s okay,” Sasha said. “How did it go? Do you have any news? I mean, can
you tell us anything?”

“It’s pretty horrible.”

“What?” she asked anxiously.

“It looks like Maisy was poisoned.”

Fred looked up from the computer. Sasha semi-gasped, a small sound of
surprise. I nodded in response to their looks of astonishment. “Yeah. It’s awful.”

“Who?” Sasha asked. “I mean, do the police know who—"

I shook my head. “No, not yet. Theyre investigating.” After a moment, I added,
“I’'m going to leave in a few minutes.”

“Um, we planned on staying a while longer. Is that all right?”

“Sure. You’re in charge of closing up. The police are done with the auction site,
so when you leave, you should alarm the entire building.”

“Okay.” As she turned back toward the computer, she spotted a slip of paper.
“Oh, you have a message.”

A woman named Verna had called, explaining that she and her husband were
moving to Las Vegas and wanted to sell most of the contents of their house in
nearby Newington. I felt a familiar anticipatory thrill. It’s much harder to buy good
quality antiques and collectibles than it is to sell them. An entire houseful of
goods? [ almost salivated at the thought. According to the note, I had an
appointment to go through the house tomorrow at twelve thirty.

I tucked the note into my purse and used Gretchen’s phone to call the caterer,
Eddie. I left a brief voice-mail message, telling him that the police were done and
he could come and clean up.

With a quick good-bye to Sasha and Fred, I left.

In times of trouble, I cook. I derive enormous comfort from using my
mother’s recipes. When my mother knew she was dying, she wrote out all of her
recipes in a beautiful leather-bound book. On many of the pages, she added
special instructions, suggesting what to substitute if I couldn’t locate a certain



hard-to-find ingredient, for instance, or recommending ways to balance flavors.
“Josie, dear,” she wrote on one, “Orange Chicken is sweet, so be certain to serve it
with something salty like long-grain wild rice, properly seasoned.”

The day she handed me her recipe book, I stood silently beside her bed, trying
not to notice her sunken cheeks and downy-soft hair or alarm her with my
weeping. But I couldn’t stop the tears from running down my cheeks. Even at
thirteen, I understood the importance of this solemn moment. Those recipes were
an important part of her legacy to me.

I shook aside the memory, focusing instead on what to cook today. What was [
in the mood for? Consulting my taste buds and cooking something to suit was a
luxury. Since moving to New Hampshire, more often than not, I ate whatever was
on hand.

When I lived in New York, it had been different. Most days, I'd stopped at the
local market on my way home from work. As Valentino, the butcher, cut and
trimmed whatever cut of meat or poultry I requested to my specifications, I strolled
the vegetable aisles, and selected whatever looked freshest and most appealing.

In New Hampshire, I shopped weekly, sometimes even less frequently. I didn’t
have a butcher and I used more frozen foods. Adjusting to the new shopping
pattern had been part of the culture shock of relocating.

On a whim, I decided to prepare Lobster Newburg. I hurried into the grocery
store nearest my house and bought the fixings from memory, hoping I wasn’t
forgetting anything.

Waiting in the checkout line, idly scanning the magazine rack, I remembered
the day, not long ago, when Ty had stood next to me as | waited to pay for the
groceries. He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you for cooking for
me,” he whispered. I touched my cheek, the brush of my fingers on the spot he’d
just kissed evocative and sensual.

And there it was—Wes’s dastardly headline shouted from the front page of the
Sunday late edition of the Seacoast Star. PRESCOTT INVOLVED IN SECOND
MURDER, it screamed.

The news-flash e-mail that Detective Rowcliff had shown us earlier was bad
enough, but this was outrageous. I wasn’t involved in Mr. Grant’s murder, | silently
seethed, or this one. I'd done nothing wrong, yet here I was, publicly humiliated
once again. Wes had triumphed, the bastard. I placed the paper on the moving
belt upside down and bit my lip, paid for the groceries, and fled.

As I turned into my driveway, I heard Lassie barking. She was on her hind

legs, clawing against an old maple, straining to get to something above her. I
looked up into the half-bare branches and saw Jake swinging upside down on a
leather strap. Zoe was pouring charcoal briquettes from a big bag into Mr.
Winterelli’s ancient grill. Emma sat on a blanket, playing quietly with a wooden
push toy.

I stepped out of the car and called, “Hey, Zoe!”

“Hi! How are you doing?”

“Great,” I lied. “Hey, Jake,” I said over Lassie’s barks.



“Hi!” he responded. “Wheee! Look at me!” He swung back and forth, holding on
to the leather, righting himself, then tipping over backward, laughing and
exclaiming with pleasure.

“Pretty impressive, Jake! Hi, Emmal!” I called in her direction.

I carried my bags inside. | was glad Zoe and the kids were having Sunday family
fun, but witnessing their pleasure made my loneliness worse. Keep on keepin’ on, I
told myself, and put the perishables in the refrigerator.

I headed upstairs to change into comfortable old sweats, my standard at-home
leisure wear. As I entered my bedroom, I saw that the message light on my
answering machine was flashing.

I sat on the bed, ready for bad news, while secretly hoping it was Ty. Don’t hope,
I warned myself. Prepare for the worst. My dad always used to say, Expect the best,
but prepare for the worst.

The message was from Wes. “Don’t delete this before you listen to it!” he said in
a rush. He laughed awkwardly and added, “I know how you must feel. I didn’t
write the headline. My editor did. Sorry about that. Really, the headline I
submitted was, ‘Mysterious Gala Death Under Investigation.” Anyway, I've learned
something about you. You’ll be surprised—and intrigued. Really, no bull. We need
to talk, and I promise [ won’t quote you unless you tell me it’s okay. Call me.”

I replayed the message and listened a second time. He sounded more
collaborative than he had the last time he called, less combative. What could he
have discovered about me? Against my better judgment, I allowed curiosity to
overcome good sense, and I called him back.

Chapter 9

At seven o’clock the next morning, Monday, I pulled my car onto the sandy
edge of the road just beyond the Rocky Point Police Station, where Ty worked, and
with an old wool beach blanket in hand, I stepped out into the autumn chill.
Shivering from the damp ocean air, I clambered up the dune where Wes and I had
agreed to meet and stood amid the tall grass, watching the waves. The water was
dark green today, with a black sheen.

Wes screeched to a stop in back of my car and I flashed back to the nightmare
ride I'd taken with him last spring. He was a terrible driver, speeding up for no
reason, then slamming on the brakes, jerking back and forth, until I'd nearly
gotten sick. I shuddered at the memory.

He hurried out of his car, notebook and doughnut-shop bag in hand, looking as
disheveled as ever. He was probably a decade younger than me, in his mid-
twenties, and he looked about the same as he had the last time I'd seen him, six
months earlier—soft and a little pudgy. His skin was almost as white as the frothy
waves behind me. I bet it had been a long time since he’d spent any time outdoors.

He smiled as he climbed the dune. “Hey, Josie.”

“Wes,” I replied, not smiling.

“Do you want to sit in my car so we can talk?”



“God no. Are you crazy? I remember your car. Everything is sticky.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Never mind,” I said, not wanting to get into it. “Let’s sit on the beach.”

“Okay.”

We walked-ran down the dune toward the ocean. The waves grew louder as we
approached. The beach was littered with stones and seaweed, and we walked for a
minute until we came to a clear patch and spread out my blanket. Gulls stood
nearby, eyeing us, hoping for scraps of food. Far down the beach, I saw two people
walking away from us.

“Want a doughnut?” he asked, pulling a honey-glazed one out of the bag.

“No, I already ate—real food.”

“There’s nothing wrong with doughnuts.”

“Not if you’re having dessert.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny. Be nice or I won'’t give you the coffee I brought for you.”

“I'm always nice,” I said, stressing the “I'm.” I waved a hand to dismiss our
fruitless blather and extended my hand to accept the paper cup. “Thank you. That
I'll accept.”

I opened the lid so the coffee could cool off while waiting for him to speak. I
didn’t admit it, but I was touched that Wes remembered that I took my coffee
dark, no sugar.

He seemed to be having trouble getting started. Ignoring his discomfort, I stayed
quiet. I didn’t feel like making it easy for him.

“l am sorry, you know?” he said awkwardly.

I shrugged. “Even forgetting the headline,” I answered, “you wrote the article so
I’d look bad.” I took a sip.

“No, I didn’t. It’s a bad situation is all, and that came through. It wasn’t
personal.”

“Whatever.” I looked out toward the horizon. The sky was brighter now and bits
of gold flickered on the surface of the ocean. Maybe what he said was true, but it
still stung.

He cleared his throat. “I have a question.”

“Why? What’s your interest? Pandering to the lowest common denominator?”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, hurt.

I shrugged, secretly pleased that I'd touched a sore spot.

“I'm doing a serious piece,” he explained. “I plan on calling it ‘Anatomy of a
Homicide Investigation.” And I've cleared the title with my editor.”

I shrugged again, feigning indifference. “Where do I fit in?”

Wes looked shocked. “What do you mean, where do you fit in? You’re one of the
principal players.”

“l am not!” I protested.

“Look, like it or not, you’re being investigated as both a potential murderer and
a possible target. All I'm doing is searching along with the police. And you know,
I'm pretty good at what I do. It’s always possible I'll turn something up.”

I took a moment and considered Wes’s words. “What do the police say?”

He gave a sudden bark of laughter. “What do you think? They say go away and
let the professionals do their work.”

“To which you respond?” I asked with a smile.



“No.” Wes’s voice was quiet when he spoke the word, adding to its impact.

I nodded but didn’t reply. He cocked his head, watching me closely.

“So, will you help me?” he asked.

I didnt want to reveal that I was terrified and desperate for information.
Knowing Wes, he’d pounce if I revealed a vulnerability. While I knew that he was
using me, I could see no advantage to letting him know that I was using him, as
well. “Knowledge is power, and all that,” I said vaguely. “So, anything I tell you is
off the record?”

“Absolutely. Unless and until you tell me otherwise.”

“What if you learn something from another source? I read once that if you have
two independent sources, you can publish things you learn from me—even
without my permission.”

“Why? You have something to hide?” he challenged.

“Of course not! The point is that [ don’t want any more litanies of ‘No comment’
making me look like I crawled out from under a rock.”

He nodded. “There may be facts I learn independently that involve you or that
are central to the story that I'd go with. But I can guarantee you—I give you my
word—that anything I learn from you is off-limits unless you tell me otherwise or
until the case is resolved.”

“Resolved how?”

“Resolved by an arrest being made.”

I looked over at him. His chubby face held an earnest, concerned expression,
which I found reassuring. In the past, his word had been good. “Okay,” I said.

“l won’t let you down.”

I nodded. “Thank you. Ill hold you to that commitment.” He must be on to
something, 1 told myself. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be so conciliatory. It made me
wonder what he had up his sleeve. “What do you want to know, Wes?” I asked.

“How well did you know Maisy?”

“Only through working with her on the Gala. Why?”

He shrugged. “Learning as much as I can about Maisy is a logical first step in
figuring out why she was killed.”

I nodded, thinking how little I knew about her. “Sorry I can’t help,” I said,
wondering who might have known her well enough to describe what she was really
like—was she serious and unstylish, as she’d appeared to be during the months
we worked together? Or was she bubbly and frivolous, as she’d seemed at the
Gala?

“So you can'’t tell me anything about her?” Wes asked, sounding as if he didn’t
believe me.

“No. I barely knew her.”

I gazed out toward the ocean. A ship—a tanker, it looked like—had appeared out
of nowhere, heading south. It was so far away, it looked like a child’s toy. After a
few seconds, I added, “You said on the phone that you knew something about me.”

Wes sipped some coffee. “Yeah. Well, it’s kind of complicated.”

“That sounds bad.”

“I’'m sure it’s nothing. But I thought you’d want to know.”



I turned to him with narrowed eyes. I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Have
you ever noticed how when someone says they think you’d want to know
something, you almost never do?” I said, joking.

“I’m serious, Josie.”

“Me, too.”

He sighed deeply, Wes-speak for his willingness to endure what he took to be
my ill-timed jest because he had his sights set on some greater good. “I've come
across what seems to be a pretty good motive for someone to want you dead.”

“What? That’s absurd.”

“Don’t be so quick to react. You may not know about it yet.”

“What are you talking about?”

He looked at me and pulled his earlobe a couple of times, as if he had an itch.
“Well, I checked out your background.”

“My background! Why are you checking out my background?”

“It’s just part of being thorough, that’s all.”

“And?” I asked, allowing my impatience to show.

“Do you know someone named Trevor Woodleigh?”

I recoiled as if I’'d been slapped. Wes must have seen something in my face,
because he immediately asked, “Are you all right?” He sounded worried.

I looked away from his knowing eyes, forcing myself to breathe deeply as I
watched a series of low-rolling waves sweep toward shore and break with a frothy
murmur.

Trevor Woodleigh had been my hero. As CEO of Frisco’s, he’d been generous
with his time and attention, helping me hone my skills as an antiques appraiser.
From the first day I met him—during a new employee orientation workshop, at
which he’d offered a gracious welcome to us all—until I wore the wire that caught
him dead to rights conspiring with his chief competitor to hold commissions
steady, I’d considered him a mentor, a leader, and an inspiration.

I still flinched when I thought of those months—my hero breaking the law; the
sharklike press that circled around me for weeks, ready to attack; the unremitting
icy contempt I endured from my colleagues; and the terse explanation from a
newly hired acting CEO that they were concerned about my ability to function as a
team player, and so, regretfully, | was being let go. I'd gone from golden girl with
an unlimited future to pariah in a matter of months.

I shook my head, trying to regain my composure. “Yeah. I know him,” I said.

“From what I read, your testimony was central to his decision to accept the plea
bargain. What was the original charge?”

“Didn’t you read that part, too?”

He looked a little self-conscious, but it was a prideful look. Wes was pleased
with his comprehensive research. “Yeah, [ did. Conspiracy to defraud.
Racketeering. Perjury. I think there might have been a grand larceny charge as
well, but that one was dropped as part of the plea bargain. Isn’t that right?”

“Yeah.”

I recalled how awful I'd felt when the prosecutor congratulated me for doing a
good job, telling me that my testimony had led Trevor to accept the government’s
offer of a plea bargain. I hadn’t wanted to do a good job. All I'd set out to do was
tell the truth, but somehow my altruism was perceived as a betrayal of the firm,



and by Trevor himself as a clever power-grabbing ploy. I’'d learned a bitter lesson.
Never again would I expect to be valued for doing the right thing. My testimony
cost me more than my job; it cost me my innocence.

“Why did you ask if I knew him?” I said, watching a gull spike and dive into a
wave in pursuit of a fish.

“Seems he just got out of prison.”

I turned and stared at Wes. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t speak. I took a sip
of coffee and coughed. “Trevor’s out of prison?”

Wes nodded. “Yeah.”

“When?” I asked. “When did he get out?”

“Three days ago,” he said.

I was speechless, stunned at the implication. A man who, from all reports,
sincerely believed that I had conspired to entrap him in order to further my career
by eliminating him as a rival was out of prison, free to exact revenge.

Chapter 10

»Where is he now?” [ whispered.

“At his sister’s house in Manhattan.” He extracted a folded piece of paper from
his jacket pocket and turned it over. “On East Sixty-fifth Street. Do you know
where that is?”

“Yes,” I replied, looking at the ocean. The tanker had passed out of sight.

East Sixty-fifth Street was a world away from New Hampshire, but less than six
hours by car.

“Do you suspect that he... I mean, are you saying that he...” I left the thought
unspoken.

Wes shrugged. “I'm checking further.”

“What are you checking?”

“I'm looking into his whereabouts the night of the Gala.”

My heart skipped a beat. Can it be?

Images of working with Trevor, of being with him, flooded into my head. Horrible
courtroom moments and exhilarating work experiences came together in a
confusing mix. On some level, | missed him, and that was sick. According to Wes,
there was a chance he wanted to kill me.

“How?” I asked, trying to hide my fear from Wes.

“l have sources working on it,” he said, sounding important.

I nodded, knowing enough not to ask for details. It wasn’t just that he wouldn’t
want to tell me; it was also that I didn’t want to know. I maintained a calm
exterior, but the truth was that I was seriously shaken.

Until Wes put a name to the threat, it had seemed absurd to think that
someone wanted me dead. But now I wasn’t so sure. Sitting on a seaweed-strewn
beach in New Hampshire, I'd assumed that I was safe. According to Wes, there
was a good chance that I’d been wrong.



I kicked myself for not tracking Trevor’s status, shaking my head in mute
astonishment—it seemed that denial was a more powerful force than I'd realized.
Despite Detective Rowcliff raising the potential that I, not Maisy, had been the
target, it hadn’t occurred to me that Trevor might be behind the murder.

Still, Trevor as cold-blooded murderer seemed incredible. Trevor was a thief, not
a killer. But considering what I knew about Trevor Woodleigh, I began to question
my automatic denial that he would plan and execute murder. My heart began to
race.

Trevor was a man of impressive intellect, guided more by passion than reason.
And he loathed me. If the anger that had simmered just below the surface
throughout his trial had boiled over while he was in prison, I had no doubt that
he’d have both the impulse to kill me and the smarts to pull it off. It was a
terrifying realization.

“So what now?” I asked, trying to sound matter-of-fact.

Wes stood up and stretched, preparing to leave. “Now I keep digging,” he said.

Me, too, I thought. I've got to know where Trevor is and what he’s up to—and I've
got to find out quickly.

“You’ll keep me posted?” I asked.

“Give me an exclusive.”

“Who else would I talk to, Wes?”

“Deal.”

He flashed a quick V for victory and lumbered through the sand to his car.
Whose victory is he hoping to inspire? I wondered. Mine for my survival? Or his for
writing a Pulitzer Prize—winning feature?

I sat for several minutes trying to decide what to do first—follow up on
Trevor or try to learn more about Maisy—but I reached no conclusion. And, I
wondered, is Trevor an immediate threat? Do I need a bodyguard? I shook out the
blanket, folded it up, and made my way across the sand to my car, all the while
considering my options.

My father once told me that no matter what, it was always better to know the
truth than not. He never said it wasn'’t frightening, just that it was better than the
alternative. Ignorance, he said, is never bliss.

Leaves crunched under my tires as I drove through my parking lot.

The sound was evocative, bringing forth happy childhood memories of jumping
into towering piles of raked leaves before my dad and I stuffed them into oversized
trash bags. Life was easy then.

I saw that Gretchen, my assistant, was just getting out of her car, her ginger-
colored hair hanging in gentle waves almost to her waist.

“You’re here bright and early,” I called. “It’s not even eight thirty!”

“l couldn’t sleep, so I finally gave up and decided to come in. It was either that
or do laundry,” she said, making a funny face.

I laughed, appreciating her lighthearted take on the world, even in the face of
strife.



“Well, Prescott’s appreciates being the beneficiary of your insomnia, even if you
rank us just slightly above laundry.” I unlocked the door and stepped inside. The
chimes tinkled as I punched the code to turn off the alarm.

“l wouldn’t put it that way,” she responded with a giggle. “Laundry is way more
important than work, but I finished it as a result of yesterday’s insomnia, so I had
no choice but to come in.”

I smiled, signaling that I got the joke. “Why are you having trouble sleeping?” I
asked.

Gretchen’s normally luminous green eyes clouded over. She shrugged and
turned toward her computer, her upbeat mood gone, as if she’d thrown a switch.
“Maisy, I guess. It’s stupid, I know, but I can’t seem to stop thinking about her.”

“It’s not stupid at all. I'm having a hard time, too.”

“l don’t know what to do to stop my mind from replaying everything like a
movie, you know?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Me, too.”

“Have you heard anything? Do they have any leads?”

I paused, considering how much to reveal.

Gretchen was an enigma. She’d arrived on my doorstep the day I'd started in
business, begging for a job, yet refusing to give me any information about her
background or qualifications. She’d looked at me straight on, her expressive eyes
revealing nothing, and promised that she’d work hard and help my company grow.
In a strangely impulsive act for a methodical and research-oriented sort like me, I
hired her on the spot, and have thanked my lucky stars ever since. She was a
treasure, as much for her office skills as for her caretaking personality and upbeat
attitude.

But she wasn’t a friend, and outside of work, we had little in common. I liked
her but felt no particular rapport with her. And knowing her fondness for gossip, I
found it hard to imagine that she’d keep my secrets private.

“Nothing official,” I said.

She sighed and nodded. “What do you do to turn off the replay?” she asked.

That one was easy to answer truthfully. “I work,” I said.

She tried for a smile and almost made it. “You mean you don’t do laundry first?”

I patted her shoulder as I started for the warehouse door. “Almost never. I've
been known to buy new clothes rather than do laundry.”

She laughed, and as I picked up the preliminary tag-sale financial report, a
memory came to me.

Rick, my ex-boyfriend, had burst into my New York City apartment one evening
about eight or nine years ago, excitement radiating from every pore.

“l got the assignment!” he exclaimed, pulling me away from the stove to do a
fancy pirouette, spin, and dip.

“Oh, that’s great, Rick! Congratulations!”

“Come with me!”

“Where?” I asked, thrilled that he’d want me to join him anywhere.

“Rome.”

“They’re sending you to Rome? For how long?”

“Just for meetings tomorrow and Monday. Which means I get the weekend in
Italy—company-paid! Our flight is at eleven.”



“Our flight? Tonight? You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

From his lopsided grin and eyes blazing with anticipation, I could tell that he
was serious.

“But tomorrow’s Friday. I have work,” I objected.

“Call in sick,” he said, his eyes promising fun and, I thought with a jolt,
something deeper and more intimate, as well.

I felt my pulse race and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He pushed me gently
backward until I reached the wall. His eyes seared into mine with passionate
intensity. He leaned down and kissed me. My heart thudded and I pushed my hips
against him in response. I lost myself in the moment, surrendering to his embrace.

“So, will you come to Rome with me tonight?”

“Yes,” I whispered, my eyes still closed, smiling.

He did a quick jig. “Fantastic! Let’s go!”

“But... I need to pack, and everything I own is dirty. I was going to do laundry
tonight.”

“Who cares? While I'm working tomorrow, you can go clothes shopping.”

And so I went to Italy with a toothbrush and my makeup case, and nothing else.

“I’ll be upstairs,” I called to Gretchen now, shaking off the memory.

I didn’t miss Rick at all, but thinking of him made me miss Ty a lot. Is Aunt
Trina okay? Is he?

Chapter 11

The phone rang. Listening to Gretchen’s side of the conversation, I could tell
that it was Eddie, the caterer, letting her know he was on his way.

“Once Eddie’s finished, call Macon Cleaners, will you? Tell them about the wine
stains and see what they can do.”

“Okay.”

“I'll let Eddie in.”

I left Gretchen to her work and walked through the morning-chilled warehouse
toward my private office. Except for the clomping of my work boots, the quiet was
absolute.

I decided to greet Eddie myself instead of sending Gretchen, so I could reassure
him that I still wanted him to cater our upcoming auction dates. Maybe it wasn’t a
necessary gesture, but I was a little worried about him. Saturday night, after
Detective Rowcliff had supervised the removal of Maisy’s body, I'd spotted Eddie
sitting alone in a far corner of the room, silent and morose. He’d put a lot of eggs
in the Gala basket, and from his demeanor, I concluded that his situation was
bleak. Catering my monthly receptions probably didn’t represent enough business
to save his company if things were as dismal as his manner Saturday night had
suggested, but knowing that he hadn’t lost an account might help him muster the
energy to persevere.



As I walked across the shadowy warehouse en route to my office, I could see the
outlines of hundreds of items in various stages of preparation. While Fred or
Sasha worked on the appraisals, Eric cleaned and polished the pieces, readying
them for sale. Lesser-quality goods went to the weekly tag sale, while better items
were sent to auction. Except that sometimes I tucked a low-priced special piece
into the tag-sale mix to encourage regulars to seek out bargains week after week.

The warehouse was a little more than half-full, and that was great news. Half-
full meant business was good. A little more than half-full meant business was
growing. As I passed by stacked shelves and roped-off areas filled with furniture, I
smiled, proud of my accomplishment.

I sat at my desk and turned on my computer. While it booted up, I gazed at the
old maple outside my window. Its branches swayed gently in the soft morning
breeze and orange leaves fluttered to the ground.

I wondered what people in New York were saying about Trevor’s release. I
reached for my old Rolodex and found the entry for a former colleague named
Shelley. We’d worked together at Frisco’s for years—and she was still there. We’d
never been close friends, but we’d always gotten along, and during my last days
with the firm, she’d remained neutral. She hadn’t rushed to my defense, but
neither had she participated in the witch-hunt. I got her on her cell phone as she
walked to work.

“Josie!” she exclaimed. “How ya doing?”

“Good. Really good. Business is strong up here. All is well.”

“That’s great to hear. Do you have snow yet?”

“Shelley, it’s only October!” I chided, laughing at her chauvinistic view of the
world outside New York City.

“Well, all I know is that you left us and moved to the frozen tundra or
something.”

“Or something is closer than frozen tundra. Listen,” I said, trying for a casual
tone, “I heard that Trevor got out of prison.”

“Yeah, I heard that, too.”

“What do you know?”

“Not much. I haven’t seen him or anything.”

“Have you heard what he’s up to?”

“Just rumors that he’s determined to clear his name and regain his, ahem,
proper place in the antiques world.”

Clear his name? 1 protested silently. He confessed, for God’s sake! I closed my
eyes in an effort to steady my rage-fueled shaking hands. “Really?” I asked, aiming
to convey playful disbelief. “How does he plan to do that?”

“Probably by trashing you,” she said with an embarrassed giggle.

“Jeez,” 1 whispered, stunned at the thought. Her answer was logical, but I
couldn’t help wondering if Shelley knew more than she was telling.

“Especially since you’re not here to defend yourself,” she added.

“Did you hear something in particular?” I asked as if it didn’t matter one way or
the other.

“No. I just know Trevor.”

So do I, I thought. “You’re so right, Shelley. Well, I guess it’s another reason I'm
glad to be out of the City. If I'm not in his face, maybe he’ll ignore me.”



“Maybe,” she said, sounding unconvinced.

“So, how are you?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

We chatted about the new man she was dating and politics at Frisco’s, the
weather in New York and when it really started snowing in New Hampshire, and
who was up for a promotion and who’d been passed over, and by the end of the
conversation, I realized that I was truly thankful to be out of the corporate fray
and on my own.

A truck rumbled into the lot.

Making my way down the spiral stairs, across the warehouse, and into the
desolate auction venue, I turned on lights while avoiding looking at the spot where
Maisy had stood. The vision of her tumbling forward, shrieking, “Ahhh... al...
alahaaa... dah...” in a panicked screech was forever branded in my memory. I
didn’t want to remind myself of the scene. There’d be time enough to look at the
platform again after the place was cleaned up.

I unbolted the double doors and swung them wide, enjoying the rush of autumn
air. Eddie was opening his truck’s back doors. I spotted two helpers.

Eddie was tall, maybe six three or more, and he was big all over, with thick
arms and powerful thighs. His short red hair was turning gray.

“Hi, Eddie. How are you doing?”

“Hey, Josie,” he replied. “I'm holding up pretty well, all things considered. How
about you?”

“Good.” I grimaced. “So-so, if the truth be known.”

“Yeah. It’s a helluva situation.”

“Yeah. Listen, you have our auction schedule, right? We’re still on for those
dates.”

He flashed a grateful grin. “Yeah. Thanks, Josie.”

We weren’t friends exactly, but he was chatty and open. Whenever he set out
the wine and snacks for our monthly auction preview receptions and I was
around, he told me more about himself.

“You never know, Josie, how things work out,” he’d told me with a chuckle as
he set up for the Gala. “Never say never.”

He recounted how, last year, at forty-eight, he had, on a whim, quit his boring
corporate job and signed up for a fancy cooking course. Three months later, with
his certificate of completion in hand, he opened his catering business.

“With my contacts,” he confided to me, “it should have been a snap. But I wasn’t
prepared for the competition.”

We chatted briefly now and I watched as he directed his staff. After a minute, I
said, “I'll be up in my office if you need me. Okay?”

“You bet. Thanks, Josie,” he said, and though his eyes looked worried, he waved
a cheerful good-bye.

I looked back as I reached the door to the warehouse. He stood between two of
the display cases, overseeing his workers.

To one side was a Plexiglas case containing a nineteenth-century “Theatre
Gringalet” clock entitled “This Evening Grand Representation.” The elaborate
scene showed a man playing a drum and a woman playing cymbals. Both figures
stood on a stage, dressed in period costumes. Above them, a monkey looked down,



observing their performance. Fabricated of metal, the clock measured fifteen by
twelve inches and featured a French eight-day movement. The design was both
practical and witty, and for someone who liked its style or who collected rare
timepieces, it was a real find. We estimated that it would sell for around $2,300.

To Eddie’s other side, also under clear Plexiglas, was the gorgeous faience
pottery set I’d described to Detective Rowcliff.

As I stepped into the warehouse, I heard Eddie shouting directions to someone
named Randy. He sounded so in charge, I thought that maybe I was wrong to
worry about him. Perhaps the depression I'd observed on Saturday night was a
natural reaction to the shock and sadness of Maisy’s death, not, as I'd feared, from
worry about his catering business.

Upstairs, as ways and means of discovering information about Trevor and
Maisy simmered on my mental back burner, I reviewed the preliminary tag-sale
numbers. Dolls and dollhouses continued to sell well, which meant I needed more
inventory. Tea sets and porcelain figures were down. So were wooden tools. Quilts
were holding steady. The pursuit of quality goods was unending.

I brought up a search engine and, with some trepidation, entered “Trevor
Woodleigh” and “probation.” Four seconds later, eighty-one links appeared.

The first one took me to the East Side Trumpet, a neighborhood newsletter
serving the area where Trevor lived. The article confirmed what Wes had told me—
Trevor had been released last week and was living with his sister.

A longer article appeared in New York Monthly. I winced as I noted that the
author was Bertie Rose. She’d been one of a dozen reporters who’d made my life
hell during Trevor’s trial, following my every move, posing provocative questions,
and trying hard to find a damning motive to account for my whistle-blowing. She
still called me periodically looking for a quote, and I still refused to take her calls. I
realized, stunned, that Trevor’s imminent release must have been why she’d called
within the last month and left an urgent message.

The phone startled me. It was Gretchen relaying the news that Dora and Britt
would arrive at ten to discuss what to do about notifying the winning bidders. I
glanced at the clock on my computer monitor. I had more than half an hour before
they’d arrive. I turned my attention back to the on-line article.

The so-called exposé alleged that Trevor was determined to salvage his
reputation as the world’s premier expert on authenticating and appraising
Impressionist art by writing a book on the subject. I was skeptical. Trevor’s gift
was his people skills. From what I'd seen over the years I'd worked with him,
neither his scholarship nor his writing ability were in any way remarkable. But as
Shelley had made clear, his actual talent notwithstanding, all that mattered was
whether he could create the perception that he was an expert.

The story was probably colored by Trevor’s wishful thinking—he was promoting
the image he hoped to create. Pretty slick, if he could pull it off. To me, it seemed a
pathetic effort to redeem himself, to reclaim his place in the art world. Surely he
realized that we who knew him would recognize his efforts for what they were:
disingenuous at best and specious at worst, a cynical attempt to sway opinion for
his own ends. Did he think that we were stupid? It galled me beyond words that
Trevor would try to fake his redemption.



I felt my throat tighten as I stifled an unwanted emotional display and I pressed
the heels of my hands against my eyes in an effort to suppress my too-easy tears. I
stepped away from my desk and walked to the nearest window. The maple’s
orange and yellow leaves shimmied in the light breeze. Why, I wondered, am I so
irritated at Trevor?

I knew the answer. He was trying to get what I sought, but without the work. I'd
moved to New Hampshire to start anew, to build a business. He had no such
intentions—he was manipulating the media to boost his status. My efforts at
rejuvenation were sincere—I| worked hard; Trevor’s were false—he wasn’t working
at all.

If redeeming himself was his intention, however, why would he try to kill me? I
quaked at the thought. I knew that answer, too. Killing me would allow him to feel
vindicated. It was irrational—and completely in keeping with what I knew of his
character.

Chapter 12

New Hampshire was the most beautiful place I'd ever seen, filled with
natural wonders. Everywhere you looked was something breathtaking: vivid reds
and yellows in fall and subtle lilacs and cornflower blues in spring, opalescent
whites in winter, and verdant greens in summer. It was a land of color, with every
season representing hope. New Hampshire was my home. That Trevor might
violate my adopted homeland with his presence made me crazy.

Don’t speculate, 1 warned myself. Don’t guess about anything—neither Trevor’s
anger nor his alibi, neither Maisy’s behavior nor her attitudes. Research and
consideration, not conjecture, answered questions.

Back at the computer, I searched for Trevor’s name in conjunction with
Saturday’s date. A man determined to resume his place in the high-end art and
antiques world in New York City might have attended a society event or gallery
opening. And if he had attended something of that nature, his presence might
merit a paragraph—or a sentence—in some publication. If I could confirm his
attendance at the event, I could feel reassured that he hadn’t been in my building
killing Maisy, and forget about him. I tapped the Enter key and was immediately
disappointed. Nothing. No relevant hits. Now what? I asked myself. Should I sit
back and wait for Wes to tell me more, hoping he can discover Trevor’s alibi? Way
too passive for me. As my father repeated over and over again when I engaged in
wishful thinking as a child, Work, not wishing, makes it so. I had to act.

I was certain that Wes would roar like a charging lion if he knew that I was
going to report Trevor’s existence to the police. But from where I stood, I had no
choice. If there was any chance that Trevor was, in fact, out to get me, I had to
protect myself. And unless I hired a New York City private eye to check out his
alibi, I was out of options. I couldn’t even consult Ty. I dialed Max’s office.

“Max,” I said when I had him on the line, choosing my words with care, “I've had
a thought about someone who might actually wish me harm. I mean, I have no



reason to think he is responsible for Maisy’s death, but, well, you asked me to tell
you if anything came to me.”

“I'm glad you called. Tell me.”

“His name is Trevor Woodleigh.” I fought back unwanted tears, angrily brushing
aside the dampness streaking down my cheeks, and forced myself to speak
normally. “I testified against him at a trial a few years ago in New York, and it
seems he’s been released from prison.”

“And he blamed you?”

“Yeah.” I half-laughed. “Pretty much, he hates my guts.”

“Well, this is certainly relevant information. I'll call Detective Rowcliff right
away.”

“I’'m sure it’s nothing.”

After a small pause, Max said, “Probably you’re right. Still, it can’t do any harm
to check it out.”

In for a penny, in for a pound, 1 thought, quoting my mother. If I was going to
check out Trevor, I ought also to see what I could learn about Maisy. I brought up
another window and Googled Maisy’s name.

Of the fifty-seven hits, only three were unrelated to Maisy’s work with the
Portsmouth Women’s Guild. I went through them all, starting with the items
connected to the Guild. I scanned newsletter articles about past years’ Galas,
press releases about awards the Guild had won, photos showing Maisy smiling as
she handed someone a check or shook someone’s hand—looking more stiff than
comfortable—until finally, I came to the three non-Guild references.

The first one was a feature article in the Seacoast Star from two years ago, in
which Maisy was quoted as supporting the arts in Portsmouth. The second
reference was a photograph published in a service organization’s magazine,
showing Maisy, her features relaxed and her behavior buoyant, raising a glass of
what looked to be sparkling wine with someone called Pam Field. And the third
one was an issue of Maisy’s church’s newsletter—apparently, she had baked
chocolate chip cookies for a fund-raiser last July.

I hit the back button until the magazine photograph reappeared. Maisy really
did look lighthearted. The caption read “Maisy Gaylor and Pam Field celebrating
Ms. Field’s new venture, Field Design Studio.” I studied the photograph. Pam Field
looked familiar. Curious, I checked her name against the Gala invitation list—and
there it was. She’d been at the Gala. The memory came back to me—I hadn’t met
her, but I had noticed Maisy and her, laughing. Anyone who was able to get Maisy
to relax and have fun—well, that was someone I wanted to meet.

I found the Field Design Studio contact information in the White Pages and
dialed the number. No answer. After six rings, a machine came on, but I hung up
without leaving a message. I glanced at my computer monitor—maybe they weren'’t
open yet. I jotted the phone number and address down and slipped it into my
pocket.

As I walked downstairs, I wondered whether Pam Field would be able to shed
any light on Maisy’s unexpectedly sprightly performance at the Gala. Were they
friends? I also wondered what Rowcliff would think about Trevor and whether he



would follow up in person, and if so, how he’d react to what, no doubt, would be
Trevor’s vituperative condemnation of all things Josie.

Chapter 13

»,Do you think they’ll get divorced?” I heard Dora, the volunteer chairperson
of the Gala, ask as I crossed the warehouse, heading toward the main office.

“l think so,” Gretchen said. “It’s so sad, isn’t it? Their twins are only seven
months old.”

I wondered whom they were talking about. I didn’t know anyone with seven-
month-old twins.

“What do you think happened?” Dora asked.

“Same old, same old. He fell in love with his costar on the movie set. It happens
all the time,” Gretchen added, lowering her voice as if she were sharing a secret.

To the uninitiated, Gretchen probably sounded like she had inside knowledge,
but I knew that her juicy tidbits came from weekly tabloids and on-line scandal
sheets.

“You’d think that—” Dora said, breaking off abruptly as soon as she saw me.
She slid off the desk where she was perched and walked to meet me, her hands
outstretched. “Josie, how are you? Isn’t this awful? Are you completely
overwrought?”

I smiled in greeting, thinking how much I admired her graciousness. Reed-thin,
Dora always looked like a million bucks. Today, she wore an ivory silk sweater set
with a long gold chain-link necklace and dangling gold earrings. Her knee-length
pencil skirt was rust-colored wool, and she wore high-heeled brown leather boots.
She was stunning.

“It’s no fun, that’s for sure. How are you holding up?” I responded.

She grimaced. “I talked to that detective, Rowcliff, I think his name is. Isn’t he
horrible?”

“He’s intense, I know that,” I replied, avoiding saying anything negative. Never
gossip at work, my father had warned me when I started at Frisco’s. If it would
bother you to read it in tomorrow’s paper, don’t say it.

Dora leaned toward me, her eyes expressing worry. “I got the impression that
the detective thought you might have been the target. Is it true?”

Dora’s question caught me off guard, and for a moment, I froze, aware that both
Gretchen and Dora were awaiting my response.

Of course Rowcliff would have asked Dora if she knew any reason why someone
would want to kill me, just as he’d asked me. In fact, as I thought of it, I realized
that in all probability, he’d asked everyone.

I took in a deep breath and exhaled, trying to decide how I should answer. Turn
the headlights in another direction, 1 thought, my pulse racing. All I wanted was to
take the focus off myself.

In as playful a tone as I could muster, I said, “Nah, he’s just covering all bases.
Unless... Wait a minute. Gretchen, what do you think? Am I that tough a boss?”



I thought it was pretty lame, so I was pleasantly surprised when both Gretchen
and Dora laughed a little.

“You're a great boss!” Gretchen exclaimed, sounding ready to argue with anyone
who said different.

I was touched. “Thanks, Gretchen.”

I turned to Dora. “I'm a simple soul. Who’d want to kill me?” I added, crossing
my fingers behind my back for luck, hoping that what I said was true and that
Trevor Woodleigh was busily plotting his redemption in New York City, not
planning my murder in Portsmouth.

“I still can’t believe it,” Dora said, shaking her head sadly. “Poor Maisy.”

My deflection worked and the discomfort I felt passed. My pounding heart began
to slow and I took another breath. “How about if we head toward the back, Dora,
and wait for Britt there?”

“Sure,” Dora agreed.

She picked up her jumbo-size leather tote bag and together we headed toward
the inner door that gave access to the warehouse.

“Gretchen, when Britt arrives, bring him back, okay?”

“Okay. It was nice talking with you, Dora,” she said.

“Oh, you too! We'll catch up more another time.” Dora gave an airy wave as we
passed into the bone-cold warehouse.

Our footsteps reverberated off the concrete walls. When we were about halfway
across the expanse, Dora asked, “Did you know them well? Maisy and Walter, I
mean...”

I shook my head. “I never met Walter until the Gala. And Maisy, well, I got to
know her a little, since we’d been working together. But nothing personal, you
know? How about you?”

“l only met Walter once before the Gala. It was at a cocktail reception over the
summer, one of those ‘we’re all working together on the Gala, so bring your
significant others and let’s bond,’ things,” she said, casting her eyes heavenward,
a nonverbal commentary about what she thought of that idea. “I took Hank. You
met him, right?”

“The trombone player,” I said, remembering a tall guy with a blond ponytail.
He’d been one of the brass quartet that had played soft music during the cocktail
hour. He was maybe ten years younger than Dora, and cute as all get-out.

“Right. He’s my honey.”

“I didn’t know,” I said.

“He’s a sweetie.”

“That’s great,” I replied, unsure how to respond.

“Anyway,” she said, “Hank is the most patient creature on earth, but after two
minutes talking to Walter, he’s tugging on my shawl and whispering in my ear,
‘Get me away from this jerk before I pound him into the ground.”

“Really? Wow, that’s amazing. I mean, I got the impression that Walter was
upset about something, you know? But I had no idea he’d inspire a patient man to
violence.” As I spoke, I opened the door that led into the auction hall and switched
on the overhead lights. “Well,” I said, “here we are.”

Eddie was long gone, along with everything that wasn’t nailed down or on
display. It was a little creepy. Whereas an hour earlier there had been tables and



chairs, linens, dishes, and candles, now there was nothing except the antiques we
were there to discuss.

Dora glanced around and placed her tote bag against the wall near the display
cases. I couldn’t read her expression, but I sensed she felt as uncomfortable as I
did.

“l wonder if Greg—he was my seatmate at the Gala—I wonder if he won the
sideboard,” I remarked. “Do you remember?”

“No,” Dora answered. “I'm sorry, but I don’t. But I do remember that it sold for
more than its estimate.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“It’s an excellent thing!” Dora agreed. “What was it estimated to go for?”

“Nineteen thousand.”

“That’s a lot of money, isn’t it?”

“Not really. Not for this piece.”

Attributed to Anthony Quervelle from Philadelphia, and dating from 1830, the
mahogany sideboard featured a backsplash that was carved with acanthine scrolls
and a bowl of fruit. There was a central long drawer flanked by a pair of pedestal
cabinets, each with a drawer over a cabinet door, and columns leading to scrolled
paw feet. It was in pristine condition, having been lovingly maintained by the
Hillshaw family for more than 175 years. I knew because Fred, my researcher, had
personally confirmed its provenance.

“l don'’t like it, do you?” Dora asked, her hand on her hip.

“It’s a magnificent example of American craftsmanship,” I replied.

“Fair enough, but do you like it?”

“Well, yeah, I do, actually.”

“Really? I didn’t know anyone—"

Britt Epps stepped into the room. “Thank you, Gretchen, for the escort.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

I heard Gretchen’s French heels tapping as she made her way back through the
warehouse.

Britt spotted us and beamed. “Josie, it’s so good to see you,” he said, walking in
our direction. “How are you holding up during this difficult time? Dora, my dear,
how are you? Not that I need to ask. I can see that you’re looking as beautiful as
always. My, my, I'm a lucky fellow this morning, aren’t I, surrounded by two such
lovely ladies.”

“Oh, Britt, you are such a flatterer!” Dora teased.

“I never flatter, my dear.”

I stood by, removed from their mindless interaction, half of me wishing that I
could joke as deftly as they did and the other half wishing they’d just be done with
it. After five long minutes of small tall, during which I smiled and said the little
sillies that were expected of me, Britt finally got down to business.

He opened a flap of his oversized briefcase, closer to the big square ones used by
pilots than the more traditional kind typically carried by lawyers, and began to
paw through it.

“Here it is!” Britt exclaimed, standing up, waving the manila envelope containing
the bid sheets that I'd handed him at the Gala. He closed the flap and latched it.



Twenty minutes later, we’d tacked Post-it notes with the names of the winners
and the sale price on every piece of furniture and display case, and we’d begun to
write a script for Gretchen to use when making the calls to the winners, when
Gretchen’s voice crackled over the PA system.

“Josie,” she announced, “you have a call on one. It’s Ty.”

Chapter 14

My heart stopped.

I had to resist a white-hot urge to run full speed to the phone. Instead, I forced
myself to smile politely and say, “Excuse me. I'll just be a minute,” and walk at a
normal pace toward the rear, where a telephone was tucked into a cleverly
disguised cubbyhole.

“Hello?” I said into the receiver.

“Josie,” Ty exhaled, “finally. How are you?”

“Fine,” I said, my tone neutral, acutely aware that Britt and Dora were within
earshot. “You?”

“Good. Aunt Trina is still undergoing tests—I have an appointment to review the
results with the doctors later today. I couldn’t believe it when I heard about Maisy.
How are you holding up?”

“I'm okay. Actually, I'm sort of in a meeting right now,” I said, clearing my
throat. “Can we talk later?”

“Sure.”

“How’s six o’clock my time?” I asked.

“That won’t work—I have that doctor’s appointment.” Ty paused, thinking.
“How’s one, your time?”

“That won’t work for me. I have an appraisal.”

“Maybe this evening,” Ty said.

Neither Britt nor Dora spoke. I felt uncomfortably conspicuous. “Sure,” I agreed.
“Let’s give it a try.”

“Sorry about that,” I said as [ walked back.

“No problem,” Dora said, smiling.

“l was just standing here considering something, and you know what?” Britt
said. “I don’t think this process needs to be so complicated. I mean, there’s a lot of
information we need to capture, but instead of writing a script, why don’t we just
explain what we need to Gretchen and let her ask questions?”

“That makes a lot of sense,” I responded, relieved that we wouldn’t have to take
the time to write things out. Gretchen could take whatever notes she needed. And
I could have some time to consider my next step in researching Trevor and Maisy
before heading to my lunchtime appointment in Newington.

“Good idea, Britt, you clever dog, you!” Dora said. “Why don’t you two go on
ahead and talk to Gretchen. I'll just take one last look at the names to be certain
they’re spelled right. I know enough about donors to know that misspelling names
is a surefire way to offend them.”



“Are you sure? We could stay, if you want, and help,” I offered politely while
heading toward the warehouse.

“Nope, I'm all set. You both go on ahead and get started with Gretchen. I'll just
be a minute.”

I gestured that Britt should precede me, and when I glanced back, I saw Dora
looking back and forth between the papers in her hand and the Post-it on the
sideboard, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

Dora slipped into the office a few minutes later and placed a friendly hand on
my shoulder for a moment, smiled, then sat next to Britt.

“So,” Gretchen said, “in addition to gathering payment information—check or
credit card—I also need to confirm how they want the tax-deduction record to
read, is that right?”

“Exactly,” Britt said. “Some people might want their company to be the donor of
record; others might want it to be recorded as an individual donation.”

“What do I say if they ask about the tax rules?”

“Tell them that because every situation is different, they need to consult their
own tax adviser.”

Gretchen nodded as she wrote.

“Also, we need to consider how they want their names to appear in the donor
listings,” Dora added. “John and Amy Smith, for instance, or Mr. and Mrs. John
Smith.”

Gretchen nodded again and jotted the instruction down.

As they continued explaining what Gretchen needed to do, I allowed my mind to
wander, my thoughts drifting from antiques and tracking donations to Ty, then to
Trevor and Maisy, then back to Ty. On the phone just now, Ty had sounded good.
Pleased to be talking to me. My skin warmed at the thought.

Dora and Britt stood up, preparing to leave. I'd missed just about their entire
conversation.

Glancing at the pink Mickey Mouse clock on Gretchen’s desk, I was surprised to
see that it was after eleven thirty. I'd need to get ready to leave soon.

Dora air-kissed me and Britt, chattering all the way out the door. “What a
beautiful day! It’s just gorgeous, isn’t it? Don’t you love this time of year? It’s so
good seeing you both. And you, too, Gretchen. We’ll be in touch soon. Bye-bye. See
you later!”

I stood by the open door and watched as Dora pulled out of the lot in her jazzy
gold Jaguar. Britt shrugged into his trench coat and picked up his briefcase.

“Would it be possible to use the rest room?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said. “Gretchen will show you where it is.”

“This way,” she said, leading him into the warehouse.

When she came back a moment later, I asked, “Are you clear on what you need
to do?”

“Absolutely. There’s a lot of bits and pieces of information Britt and Dora want
me to capture, but it will be easy—I’ll just add fields on the Gala spreadsheet to
track the data.”

I listened with half an ear as she summarized what they’d discussed and how
she planned to approach the task.

“Let me know if you run into any problems, okay?” I told her.



“Sure.”

“Thank you, ladies,” Britt said as he hurried into the office.

“Gretchen will start on the calls today,” I told him, and he thanked her once
again.

I stood by the open door in a rectangle of sun and watched as he wedged
himself into his silver Mercedes and took several minutes fussing with something
or other before starting the engine. A careful man, I thought. Precise and
thorough. No wonder he had the reputation of being one of the top lawyers in
town.

I turned back to Gretchen and told her that I was leaving.

“Anything before I go?” I asked.

Gretchen glanced at her desk and computer screen. “Nope. I think everything’s
under control. I should have the tag-sale figures by the time you’re back.”

“Good. Do you know which day you’re taking off this week?” I asked.

Because we all worked Saturdays, everyone got a weekday off. Eric, my all-
around handyman and assistant tag-sale cashier, usually took Mondays. Gretchen
was charged with reconciling the weekend tag-sale receipts, so she almost always
worked Mondays and coordinated with Sasha and Fred so that there was always
office coverage.

“l don’t know. I have nothing going on this week, so I'll let Sasha and Fred pick
first.”

I nodded. “They were in yesterday, working on the Picasso.”

“Oh yeah?” she said, spinning around to look at me. “What’s the word?”

I raised crossed fingers and flashed a quick grin.

Gretchen smiled. “Great!”

I was halfway to Newington when my cell phone rang, interrupting my
disordered thoughts. Between fanciful anticipation about my upcoming
conversation with Ty and fretting about the implications of Maisy’s murder, I was
agitated and perplexed.

“Hello,” I said, angling my head to keep the phone in place.

“Josie. It’s Max.”

“Hi, Max,” I said, my worry meter spiking.

“I just spoke to Detective Rowcliff. He wants to see us this afternoon.”

“Why?” I asked, not really wanting to know. My heart began to thud.

“Apparently, he has questions about a few things—including some about Trevor
Woodleigh.”

“Do you think there’s a problem?”

“I think he just wants to clarify some things.”

“That doesn’t sound bad.”

Max paused. “Well, Rowcliff isn’t as forthcoming as I might like, so it’s a wait-
and-see situation, I think.”

The studied neutrality of his response added to my anxiety. If Rowcliff had bad
news, he wouldn’t say a word to Max, no matter what Max asked, but if Rowcliff
had good news, either he would have volunteered the information or Max would
have discovered it. I felt a sense of impending doom.

“So,” I said, knowing there was no alternative, “when?”



“How’s three?”

I thought about how long I'd be at the Newington house. Verna, the woman who
had called to schedule the appointment, was on her lunch hour, so I guessed that
an hour was the outside limit. Twelve thirty to one thirty, a quick lunch, yes, I
could get to Portsmouth by three o’clock.

“Sure,” I said, feeling resigned to my fate.

“Rowcliff asked if we’d come to the police station. Are you okay with that?”

“Why? Why does he want to meet there?” | asked, on the edge of panic.

“His convenience. I could refuse, but that might make wus appear
uncooperative.”

I swallowed as I turned onto Woodbury Avenue, pushing the panic aside. You’ve
done nothing wrong, Josie. You’ve done everything right. “Sure,” I said as calmly as
I could. “No problem.”

“Let’s talk for a minute in the parking lot before we go in, okay?”

“Okay. About ten of?”

“Perfect. I'll see you there.”

I tried to recapture the giddy pleasure of fantasizing about Ty, but unease about
my impending interview with Detective Rowcliff had taken hold.

As I turned into Verna’s street and searched for house numbers, I found myself
fighting tears. I winked away the dampness as I pulled into the pockmarked
driveway of 11 Melody Lane.

Chapter 15

I was a few minutes early, so I sat in my car and dialed the number for
Maisy’s apparent friend, Pam Field.
“Field Design Studio,” a woman answered briskly.
“Pam Field, please.”

“This is she.”

“We've never met,” I said. “I'm Josie Prescott. I don’t know if my name is familiar
to you.”

“Oh wow,” she said, suddenly somber. “The Gala.”

“Right.”

“Poor Maisy. It’s just so awful.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed. “I understand you and Maisy were friends.”

“Yes. Very much so.”

“I’'m sorry for your loss,” I said softly.

“Thank you. It was quite a shock.”

I paused, trying to find the words to ask my questions without offending her or
seeming too pushy. I decided to keep things vague. “I didn’t know Maisy well. But
now—well, this whole situation is so confusing—I’'m trying to learn more so I can
understand what happened.”

“How can anyone understand murder?” she asked rhetorically.

“Of course.” I cleared my throat. “Listen, you’re located on Market Street, right?”



“Yes. Near Ceres.”

“Can I buy you a drink later? Maybe we could just talk a little. I don’t want to
impose, but I'd be very grateful.”

I could almost hear Pam thinking it through, and I crossed my fingers, hoping
that she’d agree to meet me.

“Sure. A drink would be good,” Pam said with confidence, her mind made up.
“I'd like to hear about Maisy from your perspective if it wouldn’t upset you to tell
me about it.”

“I’ll tell you anything I can. When’s good for you?”

“I'm finishing up a project—I'm a graphic designer... Ummm... how’s eight? Is
that too late for you?”

“Eight is perfect,” I said, and suggested meeting in the lounge at the Blue
Dolphin. She agreed.

As I got out of the car, I thought again of Ty. It would be good to talk to him. I
was missing him, and missing him felt good. Also, I was looking forward to getting
his professional take on Maisy’s murder. Which made me think of my upcoming
meeting with Rowcliff. All that interview promised was trouble.

One look at Verna’s living room and all thoughts of trouble disappeared.

The room was packed with items that shined and twinkled. In a battered old
curio case, rays of sunlight glinted off of several cutcrystal bowls. Silver
candlesticks sat on a copper tray. And hanging on a rolling coatrack, the kind we
wheeled in on auction days for attendees to hang their wraps, were a dozen or
more sequined and beaded evening gowns.

“What exactly are you interested in selling?” I asked as dispassionately as I
could.

She gestured to include the entire room. “Everything. You want it, it’s yours.”

I nodded. “Is that true of the entire house?”

“Pretty much. I mean, we’re taking our clothes, of course, and some favorite
pieces, but mostly we want it all gone.”

I wondered why. I never get involved in the underlying reasons that drive people
to sell their possessions, but sometimes [ get curious. What would motivate a
thirty-something woman and her husband to sell what seemed to be all of their
possessions? Were Verna and her husband hoping to start fresh in Las Vegas? Or
had they accepted a job that came with a furnished apartment, like managing one
of the hotels on the Strip?

After surveying the house, I made an offer and was turned down flat.

“What?” Verna asked, shocked. “Eight hundred dollars? I would have expected
more than that for the contents of the living room alone!”

“You have some nice pieces,” I said without sounding overly enthusiastic. “But,
with all due respect, most of the goods aren’t special. Don’t get me wrong—I'm not
saying they aren’t special to you and your husband. I'm simply talking from my
business perspective.”

She shook her head impatiently as I spoke. “No, no. I'm not talking about
sentimental value. I'm talking business, too. I had another dealer in here and he
offered me more than twice what you’re offering.”

“Really? Who was that?”



She tilted her head. “I don’t think I should tell you.”

I didn’t believe her. Other than the good stuff on display in the living room,
there wasn’t much else. Amateur oil paintings hung next to chipped gilt-framed
mirrors. There were two sets of flatware, both stainless, not silver or silver plate—
and incomplete. Most of the furniture was painted and had been constructed of
cheap veneer to begin with. She had a lot of stuff, and it would cost a few hundred
dollars out-of-pocket to rent a truck and hire the temporary employees we’d need
to help Eric pack and move everything. In situations like this, where there’s a
mixed bag of good stuff and junk, there are two options: cherry picking the good
stuff or basing your bid on the good items but offering to take it all. Most dealers
want the former and most owners want the latter. My strategy of bidding on
everything has several advantages to Prescott’s—it helps generate inventory for our
tag sales, disguises where my true interest lies, and thus creates a barrier to
competition. Because most dealers don’t want to deal with an entire houseful of
miscellaneous goods, I have a leg up, and almost never overbid.

I shrugged. “I think you should accept that person’s offer. I doubt you’ll do
better.” I headed for the door.

“Wait,” she called after me. “Actually, that offer was contingent on our selling
some of the pieces we decided to keep. You didn’t see them. Eight hundred cash?”

“Yes,” I said.

She looked at me for several seconds. “Okay. What the hell? Sold.”

My offer was fair, but her attitude made our interaction seem somehow sleazy, a
feeling I hated. If a negotiation ends with anyone feeling bad or shortchanged, it’s a
failure, my dad told me when I was first given bargaining responsibility at Frisco’s.
It’s more than win-win, he explained, which sometimes is more a matter of smoke
and mirrors than substance. It’s being fair.

Do the right thing, kiddo, he added, and you’ll never be sorry.

I stood with the sun on my back, straddling the front door threshold, promising
that we’d be there at 12:30 tomorrow, cash in hand, and that we’d pack and move
everything out right away.

As I walked to my car, I dug my cell phone out of my bag and called Gretchen.

“Hey, Gretchen,” I said, “everything under control?”

“Absolutely. How did it go?”

“We got it!”

“Great!”

“Well, sort of. There’s a few good pieces and a lot of junk. Got a pen?”

“I'm ready.”

“Eric will need four guys and a twenty-footer, and they have to be there at
twelve thirty sharp. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“They’ll only have a few hours, but that should be okay, because very little has
to be packed carefully. Mostly, it’s furniture, so simple padding will do.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll talk to Eric, but if you speak to him first, tell him that he should focus on
the living room and let the other guys take the rest of the house.”

“What’s in the living room?”



I took a quick glance at my notes. “Five cut-crystal bowls, two pairs of sterling
silver candlesticks, and thirteen vintage evening gowns.”

“Cool!” Gretchen exclaimed.

“Yeah. Be sure he has proper packing—there’s lots of beading that can fall off.”

“Okay.”

“He’ll need eight hundred in cash.”

“Ill get it ready.”

“Stress that he needs to count the gowns and bowls.”

I wouldn’t have put it past Verna to hold back one or two of those gowns, and if
questioned, claim that they were favorites and weren’t included in the sale. It
happens a lot, sometimes for nefarious reasons, and sometimes out of pure
sentimental attachment. Regardless, it’s why I have a cast-in-concrete rule that
the owner has to sign off on a listing of what we’re buying.

“Will do. Are you on your way back?”

“No,” I told her. “I have some other things to do. I don’t know when I'll be back.”

That’s the truth, I thought as I ended the call. Knowing Rowcliff, I might be
stuck at police headquarters all afternoon, enduring God only knew what
innuendos and abuse at his hand.

Chapter 16

Max was leaning against his car, his eyes closed, a small smile softening his
determined-looking features.

I hated to disturb him and stood several paces away, watching him. Today’s bow
tie was dark green with small yellow polka dots. It went nicely with his cocoa-
brown and green tweed suit and yellow shirt. His sandy hair was cut short and
combed back. After a long minute, I cleared my throat and he opened his eyes.

“Were you six thousand miles away in Hawaii?” I asked.

“No, I was only about ten miles away, in my backyard, smelling the last of my
tomatoes and wondering whether we could bring the basil inside for the winter, or
whether it’s doomed.”

“Yum.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. He stood up and straightened his jacket. “So,” he asked,
“how are you holding up?”

“Good. Better than I would have expected. It helps that I just made a terrific
buy. Most of a houseful of goods.”

“Great!” He looked at me. “Are you ready for Rowcliff?”

“Nope. No one can properly prepare for a jerk.”

He smiled. “I think he’s a good cop, actually. I just think he’s got a lousy
bedside manner.”

“Well, that part’s true enough at least. Why do you say he’s a good cop?”

Max looked over my shoulder, watching the traffic flow for a moment. “He asks
good questions.”



I nodded, remembering some of the pointed questions he’d asked me. “What
should I expect?”

“No way to know. But regardless of what he does, I know what you should do.”

“And that is?”

He shrugged and, with a twisted grin, said, “Tell the truth. Give short,
responsive answers. Don’t volunteer information. Follow my instructions if I tell
you to stay quiet. You know, same old, same old.”

“How scary is it that I'm getting good at handling homicide interrogations? Jeez.
What does that say about me?”

“It says that you picked a good lawyer—one who’s terrific at guiding his
innocent clients.” He lightly tapped my shoulder and I smiled at his attempt to
reassure me.

Three police officers stood talking quietly in the lobby of the old building when
we pushed open the heavy door and entered. One of them greeted Max by name,
and each of them gave me a once-over.

Glancing around the entryway, I spotted a used copy of yesterday’s Seacoast
Star resting on a bench, and nearly choked. I felt hunted, unable to escape its
censure—PRESCOTT INVOLVED IN SECOND MURDER. With a sideways peek to
confirm that no one was watching me, I scooped the section up and folded it in
half, hiding the headline, and stuffed it into my purse. Staring straight ahead,
panic and embarrassment faded, and wrath simmered to the surface.

Detective Rowcliff entered the lobby through a door on the left and waggled his
fingers, indicating that we were to follow him. His expression was severe, his
gesture impatient. I wasn’t intimidated at all. I felt pretty damn severe and
impatient myself and utterly uncooperative. I didn’t want to help anyone learn
anything more about me.

Rowecliff led us down a serpentine corridor to a small conference room. A tiny
window, up near the ceiling, was soot-stained and allowed almost no light to
penetrate. It was austere, devoid of warmth.

I sat on a folding metal chair, facing the window, hoping he’d do something
outrageous so I could justify telling him exactly what I thought of him. Wes wasn’t
handy, but Rowcliff would do.

As Max was extracting a pad of paper from his briefcase, the door opened and
Officer Johnston appeared, notebook in hand. Max said hello and I nodded. We
both watched as he got settled. Once Johnston recorded the date and time and
indicated that he was ready, Rowcliff jumped in.

“Tell me about Trevor Woodleigh,” he said.

“What do you want to know?” I groused.

“l want to know about your relationship,” Rowcliff responded, his tone matching
mine.

“He’s my ex-boss,” I said. “I have no relationship with him.”

Rowecliff rolled his pencil back and forth on the pitted metal table. “Tell me
about the relationship you used to have,” he said, trying to convey patience and
sounding patronizing instead.

“Oh, come on,” I responded, fed up with Rowcliff’s attitude. “That’s so five years

»

ago.



“Well, is there something about your relationship with Woodleigh you don’t want
to talk about?” Rowcliff asked provocatively.

Yes, I shouted silently. Everything. I don’t want you to tramp on the threadbare
remnants of my pathetic hero worship.

“Josie,” Max interjected quietly, gripping my forearm.

I turned to him. His eyes conveyed a warning. Stay cool, they signaled. He
leaned over and whispered, “Answer his questions, Josie. Short answers. Lose the
sarcasm. Play it straight. Got it?”

“Okay, okay,” I whispered back. The pulsating anger I'd felt in the lobby on
seeing the newspaper faded to mere irritation.

Max nodded encouragingly and squeezed my arm before releasing it and
resettling in his chair. I took a deep breath and after a short struggle pushed the
last of my rebellion aside.

“Okay. Where were we? Is there something I don’t want you to know?” I
repeated, turning my attention back to Rowcliff, ready to fib. “Right. No. Ask
away.”

“Okay, then,” he said, tapping his pencil on the table edge. “So?”

“So, I worked for him for a long time. I used to know him well. I've had no
contact with him in over five years. What specifically do you want to know?”

“Has Woodleigh threatened you directly?”

“No.” Unless you count his courtroom stare, a hateful look that would have
enlivened a marble statue to flee a garden perch, I thought.

“You just said that you've had no contact with him since the trial. Is that right?”

“Yes. None.”

“Has he tried to contact you? Left a voice mail, for instance, and you didn’t
return the call? Sent a letter and you didn’t respond?”

“Nothing like that. No.”

Rowrcliff shifted in his chair, staring at me. “Why do you think he might be out
to kill you, then?”

I paused, trying to think of how to express my amorphous concern. “I didn’t. I
don’t. I can’t imagine it. But you asked if I could think of anyone who might have a
reason to kill me.” I shrugged. “On paper, Trevor fits the bill. That’s all.”

Rowecliff nodded, thinking.

“Did you check him out?” Max asked.

“Yes. Two detectives from New York met with him.” He turned to me. “You’re not
his favorite person. But he has no trouble explaining his whereabouts for all day
Saturday.”

“So he’s out of it?” I asked eagerly, relieved.

“Not really. He went for walks, paid cash for entry into a museum and a movie
theater, ate alone in Central Park, et cetera, et cetera. Could he have left New York
at noon, driven to New Hampshire, killed Maisy, and driven back to New York
before someone missed him? Yes. Did he? We’re continuing to investigate.”

“Which means...” Max prodded.

“Which means we have no idea and may never know. On the face of it, his alibi
is perfect. Every minute is accounted for, and we can’t—so far, at least—disprove
anything he’s said.”

“What about the car?” I asked. “Does he own one?”



Rowrcliff shook his head. “No.”

“How about a rental?”

“Not under his own name,” Rowcliff answered begrudgingly.

“What about not under his own name?”

“Who’d rent it for him?” he responded, his question a challenge, not an answer.

“His sister,” I said, remembering how he’d often escorted her to company
parties. “When I knew him, they were close.”

Rowrcliff nodded. “Who else?”

I shut my eyes. I recalled Trevor at work. He never walked from point A to point
B. He’d stop at every cubicle, look at you straight on, without guile, and chat, or
ask how it was going, or share a funny anecdote. And he always smiled. “That one
may smile, and smile, and be a villain.” Shakespeare knew.

“There were three people who were all geared up to testify at his trial on his
behalf—character witnesses. No matter what facts were revealed, they remained
loyal.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised to hear that they still are.”

Detective Rowcliff slid his notebook across the table and handed me a pen.
“Write down their names.”

I glanced at Max and he nodded. Feeling like a tattletale, I did as I was told and
slid the notebook back across the table.

He looked at Max, then back at me, rhythmically tapping his pencil. Reaching a
decision, he slapped the pencil down and leaned back in his chair, folding his
arms behind his head.

“Here’s the situation,” Rowcliff said. “I have no viable theory of the crime. All I
know for sure is that Maisy drank poisoned wine and died on the spot.” He leaned
forward and his chair legs made a sharp slapping noise as they hit the floor. “We’ll
continue checking his alibi, but I'm not holding out much hope. If we find
anything out, it won’t be through running down alibis.” He turned to me. “Have
you remembered anything else about your mystery waiter?”

“He’s not my mystery waiter!” I responded, bristling. “All I said was that I didn’t
notice much about him, that’s all.”

“Did you happen to notice what Maisy said when she collapsed?” he asked
sarcastically.

I wondered what Max would do if I walked out. I wondered what Rowcliff would
do. Barely controlling myself, I answered as calmly as I could. “She screamed,” 1
said.

“Can you describe it?”

“It was kind of a shriek. Is that what you mean?”

“Mimic it.”

I looked at him, confused. “Me? Now?”

“Yeah.”

“You mean I should yell?”

“Did Maisy yell?”

“It was kind of a guttural noise.”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

I shrugged. “Okay. Here goes nothing.” I thought for a minute. “Maisy’s eyes
opened wide and she shrieked, Al-ahhhh! Aurrrruaghhh-alah! Aladah! Dahhh!” 1
trembled, recalling the awful scene. “Something like that.”



“Then what happened?” Rowcliff asked.

“l jumped up and my chair fell. I remember hearing it thud against the carpet. |
couldn’t believe my eyes. It was as if [ were frozen, watching a horror movie.” I
closed my eyes for several seconds. “Maisy sank to her knees, then fell forward
and rolled off the platform onto the floor.” I looked up, to find Rowcliff’s eyes fixed
on mine. “I unfroze and rushed toward her. I heard gasps all around.”

“Maisy didn’t say or scream anything else?”

I shook my head. “No. That was it.”

Rowcliff tapped his pencil and nodded.

“So where does that leave us?” Max asked.

“With a lot of questions but not a lot of answers. But if Josie was the intended
target after all, someone might get impatient and try again. In which case, we’ll
catch him for sure.”

“Gee, thanks. All someone has to do for you to charge him with Maisy’s murder
is kill me. Is that what I just heard you say?”

“No, don’t be so quick to fire up,” Rowcliff responded. “They don’t have to
succeed in killing you. All they have to do is try.”

Chapter 17

About ten minutes after Rowcliff uttered his chilling comment, Max and I left
the station and walked across the parking lot.

“What was up with that display of attitude?” he asked as we approached my car.

“What attitude?” I replied cheerily, hoping that my perkiness would distract him
enough to skip the issue. In my current mood, the last thing I wanted was a
lecture on proper decorum during police interrogations.

“Josie?” Max sounded stern, apparently unimpressed by my assumed
insouciance. “It’s a serious situation, and when you joke around, you sound
defensive, not playful.”

“l was trying for sassy, not playful,” I said brightly, flashing a thousand-watt
smile, still trying to distract him.

He didn’t respond; he didn’t smile back at me, and his eyes conveyed neither
amusement nor reassurance. [ brushed my hair aside, suddenly feeling childish in
the face of his distress. What was I thinking—that I could wish the situation
away? I looked aside again, girding myself to face the music.

“I’'m sorry, Max,” I said, sighing. “I know I shouldn’t let him push my buttons.”

“It’s okay,” he responded. “No permanent damage was done. But you shouldn’t
behave that way again.” I nodded acquiescence, and he reiterated what I knew,
that it was crucial that I stay calm, act professional, and not take anything
Rowrcliff said or did personally.

Listening to the lecture I hadn’t wanted to receive, hearing nothing new, was
tough. Tougher still was facing why I'd acted as I had. The bottom line was that I
was full up with anxiety and worry, and as a result, my exterior toughness was
worn down. It was as if my nerve endings were closer to the surface than usual, so



that Rowcliff’'s normal sarcasm and cynical disdain were not merely irritants, but
felt like sandpaper that had rubbed me raw. Regardless of the why of the
situation, my reaction now struck me as sophomorically self-indulgent, dumb,
and, worse yet, counterproductive.

I looked toward the street, embarrassed that my stupidity and immaturity had
made Max’s job more difficult.

As Max finished his comments, I noticed a woman driving a shiny red sports car
with the top down. She slowed for the stoplight, her head bopping to music I
couldn’t hear, and I wondered what kind of songs she was playing and whether
she felt cold in the brisk October air.

I bought my first car when I was almost seventeen, a used Fiat 850 Spider, and
my dad and I cruised around for more than an hour with the top down even
though it was a frigid, windy December afternoon. Even with the heat blasting on
high, we nearly froze, but it didn’t seem to matter at all. We had a blast. Oh, Dad.

I turned back to Max, who was waiting patiently for my response. “I'm really
sorry. I just kind of lost it.”

“Why?”

I took a deep breath. “I think that what put me over the top was seeing
yesterday’s Seacoast Star. They printed that goddamn article on the front page,” I
said.

He nodded. “Yeah. I saw it.”

I began to cry and turned away from his sympathetic eyes, angrily sweeping
away my tears. After a long minute, I gulped down the last of my emotion and
said, “I'm sorry, Max. I'm just a mess.”

“Don’t keep apologizing, Josie. You’re fine. Really. Youre holding up very well,
all things considered. I'm sorry I upset you.” He patted my shoulder.

“You didn’t. Wes did, writing such drivel.” I sniffed, and when I opened my
purse to find a tissue, I discovered the folded newspaper I'd stuffed in earlier, and I
began to cry again. I wrestled the paper loose and thrust it toward him. “Here. I
don’t want the damn thing.”

“I’ll throw it away for you.” Max accepted it and tucked it under his arm, out of
sight.

“I'm okay now.” I blew my nose and felt better, used the crumpled tissue to pat
away under-eye mascara smudges, and took several deep breaths. “It sounds like
Rowrcliff is convinced that Trevor is out to get me, huh?”

“Rowcliff isn’t giving up on any line of investigation, Josie. He’s very thorough.
Remember, he’s checking on who could have acquired the poison and who could
have put it in Maisy’s wine, in addition to following up on Woodleigh.”

“And he’s still considering whether Maisy was the intended target,” I added,
forcing myself to sound at least a little hopeful. With any luck, I'd know more
tonight, after I spoke to Pam Field.

“Right.”

“Thank you, Max. Not just for your great lawyering but also for being so kind.”

“Aw shucks, I'm blushing, little lady,” he said, switching seamlessly into an old-
style western cowboy dialect, shuffling his feet and looking theatrically ill at ease.

I smiled and felt comforted by his silliness. Competent and gentle. What a guy.



I didn’t get back to Prescott’s until just after 5:00 P.M. I could tell from the
solitary car in the parking lot that only Sasha was still there.

I entered the office, the chimes jingling, and discovered Sasha, her coat in hand,
ready to leave.

“Go on ahead,” I told her. “I'll lock up.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay,” she agreed.

“Will I see you tomorrow?” I asked.

“No, if it’s all right with you, we agreed that I'd take tomorrow off, and Fred
would take Wednesday.”

“And Gretchen, Thursday?”

“Yes.”

“Good. That’s fine. Just one thing before you go.”

Sasha turned to me, suddenly anxious. I had to watch my tone and my words
when I spoke to her. Comments or questions that seemed to me innocuous were to
her fraught with innuendo and danger. Perception, I reminded myself, colors
outlook. Don’t underrate the power of perception.

“What?” she asked.

I smiled. “The Picasso. Any news?”

She grinned, her worry dissipating in a flash. “It’s very exciting, actually. It
looks as if Picasso drew it in exchange for a meal.”

“What?”

She nodded. “He did that sometimes. Not for the money, but as a tribute.
Because his works were so highly regarded, if he favored a café, for example, he
might create the drawing as a favor to the owner.”

“And present it at the end of dinner?”

“Yes. Usually at the end of a big, expensive dinner!” she said with a grin. “In lieu
of cash.”

I laughed. “Smart fellow.”

“Oh, he was. Absolutely.”

I perched against a nearby desk. “And this particular drawing?” I asked.

“We’re pretty sure we know which restaurateur he gave it to. We have some
inquiries out.”

I shook my head in mock amazement. “I can’t believe you tracked it down.
You’re incredible! The best of the best.”

Her smile was huge. “Thank you. Not really. I mean, it’s work, you know. And
Fred is just as good as [ am.”

“Ah, maybe. But you’re my chief researcher, so you have to accept the
accolades.”

“Thank you,” she said shyly, still smiling, unsure of what to do or say next.

“Go home now,” I told her. “I'll see you on Wednesday.”

“Okay. Thanks, Josie,” she said.

As I watched her depart, I noticed that clouds had begun to move in from the
west and the sky was streaked with gray.



I nearly skidded off the road as I realized that Trevor might have been on-
site at the Gala. I slowed and righted my direction, focusing on the road. Trevor
could be my mystery waiter. I pulled over and braked to a stop.

Perception, 1 thought. I’'d never, not in a million years, have expected Trevor to
be a waiter at the Gala, so I'd never have noticed him if he were there in that
guise. He could have poured me wine.

It was hard to believe, yet even as I tried to chase the thought away as absurd, I
realized that it was completely plausible. Not probable, perhaps, but possible.

I needed to talk to Eddie and glanced at the time display on the dashboard. It
was almost five thirty. I found my cell phone at the bottom of my purse and
scrolled through the phone log until I found Eddie’s number and pushed the
connect button.

“Eddie,” I said when I had him. “I have a question.”

“Sure, Josie. Shoot.”

“It’s going to sound stupid, but indulge me, okay?”

He chuckled. “Sure.”

“The waiters for the Gala.”

“Yeah?”

“Any newcomers? Any last-minute subs?”

“Sure. For a big job like the Gala, I always have new guys.”

My heart started beating. “Can I stop by and show you a photo?”

“Of a waiter?”

“Of someone I'm wondering about. I want to know if he was a waiter.”

“Who?”

“Just some guy,” I responded, keeping it loose.

“Can we make it tomorrow, Josie? I'm on my way out the door.”

“Sure,” I replied, disappointed. “What time?”

We settled on nine, a late start for me, but early for a caterer who normally
worked late into the evening. I was impatient for information.

As I stuffed my phone back into my purse and pulled out again, I shivered even
though the heat was on. There was too much I didn’t know for comfort, and in the
face of my frightening realization about Trevor—that he could have been standing
beside me, adding who knows what to my wine, unnoticed by everyone—I realized
that I could no longer assume that I was safe.

Ty, I thought. Now I had another reason to talk to him—beyond missing him, I
was confident that he’d be able to provide direction or suggestions.

When I turned into my driveway, my headlights swept over my new landlady,
Zoe, as she sat alone on the front stoop of her house. She looked harassed.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I got out of the car.

“Am I okay?” she repeated in a musing tone. “Well, the police aren’t here and it’s
been over an hour, so that’s a good thing.”

“Zoe, my God! What happened?”

She rubbed her forehead a couple of times, then said, “Do you know Mrs.
Wilson?”

“Sure. Nice lady. Lives with her husband next to the Frost place.”

“Right. Well, she stopped by to drop off a cherry pie as a welcome gift.”



Zoe must have seen my confused look, because she added, “She saw Emma—
you remember my two-year-old, don’t you? Well, Mrs. Wilson rings the bell, takes
one look at Emma in the cage, drops the pie, and flees!”

Curiosity burned hot. “Why was Emma in a cage?” I asked.

“It’s Lassie’s cage. For transporting her. Since she’s new to the house, I left it in
the front hall, you know, to help her settle in, so she could go inside to a safe,
secure, familiar place if she wanted to. Lassie’s blankie is in it, and some food and
water.” Zoe sighed and rubbed her forehead again. I figured she had a headache.
“And her favorite rawhide bone,” she added.

I nodded. “So what happened?”

“So Emma toddled in and fell asleep. She looked so cute, I didn’t have the heart
to wake her, and I said to myself, Why should I? Let her be.”

“That’s logical. She wasn’t going anywhere, right?” I smiled, hoping to ease the
tension.

“That’s what I figured. But still, given the look of abject horror on Mrs. Wilson’s
face, I wonder why she didn’t call the cops.”

“Maybe when she got home and told her husband what happened, he warned
her to lay off the booze, and they’re still fighting about it.”

“Maybe.” Zoe laughed. “So tell me, how was your day?”

“Oh, special. I had a very special day,” I said. “Are you ready to laugh again?”

“Always,” she replied.

“l spent a chunk of the afternoon with a homicide detective, discussing who
wants to kill me and why.”

“Oh my God. Tell me.”

“It isn’t funny,” I said, “so I don’t know why I feel this overwhelming urge to
laugh.” I sat beside her.

“Me, too. The flip side of crying maybe. Give me an overview so we can really
share a chuckle.”

“Okay. Have you heard how Maisy Gaylor was killed at the Gala this weekend?”
I asked.

“No. All I hear about are nursery issues.”

“Well, you have to be the only person around who’s unaware of what happened.”
I sighed. “She drank some wine spiked with cyanide while hosting an event my
company was sponsoring.” I sighed again. “I was proud to be the sponsor. Can you
imagine? God, it’s been awful.”

“What’s the funny part?”

“They’re not sure whether the poisoned wine was intended for me and poor
Maisy died by accident.”

“You’re right,” she said, turning to look at me. “It’s not funny.”

“No, I guess it really isn’t.”

Zoe reached her arm around me and gave me a quick shoulder squeeze. “We’re
quite a pair, aren’t we?”

I smiled. “In a good way.”

She smiled, too. “I agree.”

We sat in companionable silence for a long minute. I heard soft crackles as
small animals traipsed on fallen leaves across the road, on the other side of the old



stone wall, sharp clicks as insects said their good nights, and, in the distance, the
forlorn, echoing cry of a seagull.

“Josie?” Zoe asked.

“What?”

“Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without this conversation. It’s
really helped lighten the load, you know?”

“Me, too,” I said.

“You know what?” Zoe asked, standing up.

“What?”

“We gotta go inside. It’s fing freezing out here.”

“l can’t. I've got a call. I've got to get ready.”

“You've got to get ready for a phone date? What’s involved? Cheetah-print
lingerie and a Web cam?”

I laughed. “I wish.”

“So-0-0?” she asked, shaking her head a little, trying to draw me out. “Who is
he? Where is he? Fill me in.”

“Oh, just a fellow I've known for a while,” I said evasively, not wanting to share
that part of my life, not yet.

She pushed a little for details, not too much, and finally we hugged good-bye. As
I started across the leaf-strewn lawn that separated our houses, I looked back.
“Zoe,” I called.

“Yeah?” she replied.

“You can use me as a character witness with Children’s Services anytime.”

She laughed, thanked me, and disappeared inside.

Under the dim wattage of the lone bare lightbulb that illuminated Zoe’s porch,
everything was washed with a soft golden glow, the color of joy and contentment.
An omen, I thought, and hoped it wasn’t an illusion.

Chapter 18

I had one message, from Wes.

It was brief and menacing. All he said was that he needed to see me as soon as
possible. He sounded severe. Remembering Sunday’s paper, I felt no inclination to
talk to him, let alone see him, but his message scared me. Calling him seemed the
lesser of two evils. I didn’t want to speak with him ever again. But I was more
afraid not to know what he had to say.

With some trepidation, I dialed his number, and he answered on the first ring,
as if he’d been waiting for my call.

“Wes,” I said. “It’s Josie. What’s up?”

“l have information for you. And a question.’

“What?”

“Not on the phone.”

“God, Wes, you’re so dramatic.”

“l am not. I'm prudent.”

)



Maybe he’s right, 1 thought. “Is it really that urgent?”

“Pretty much so. Can you meet now?”

“Not now. How’s morning?”

“It shouldn’t wait,” he responded, lowering his voice for effect.

I thought through my schedule. I wanted to grab something to eat before I met
Pam at eight o’clock. And I hoped to talk to Ty before that. If his doctor meeting
was brief. “I can meet you for a few minutes around seven thirty.”

He sighed, the sound of Wes disappointed, but capitulating. “Okay-y-y,” he said,
drawing the word out, signaling that he thought delay was a bad idea. “Where?”

I thought for a minute. I wanted someplace easy to get to, where we could talk
without interruption—and somewhere clean, I reminded myself, remembering
Wes’s sticky and litter-filled car.

“How about by the salt pile?” I suggested, thinking of the huge mountain of salt
used to de-ice Portsmouth’s streets throughout the winter. It was located just
outside of downtown, not too far from the Blue Dolphin, where I was meeting Pam
afterward.

“Too public. Let me think for a minute.” After a pause, he asked, “You know Mill
Pond Way?”

“I’'m not sure,” I said, trying to picture the street.

“It’s off Dennett.”

“Oh, right. I know where you mean.”

I’'d bought a lovely Wedgwood teapot from a woman who lived on that street. I
recalled its fancy enamel work in pink, green, black, and yellow, the acanthus-
molded spout, and its scroll handle. Sasha identified the design as “Chintz”
pattern, and she authenticated the pot as a David Rhodes original, produced in
the Wedgwood factory in 1775. It was a beautiful piece.

“It’s a dead-end street, isn’t it?” [ asked Wes to confirm my memory.

“That’s it,” he said, and we finalized our plans.

Ty hadn’t called by the time I needed to leave to meet Wes. I figured he was
still tied up with Aunt Trina’s doctors. Maybe later, 1 thought.

I parked at the very end of Mill Pond Way, near North Mill Pond, and got out of
the car. I stretched. It was cool, and the air was fresh with a smell of rain.

My smile faded as soon as I saw Wes. The creep. I was still mad at him for his
scurrilous writing, but although I'd never admit it to anyone, I secretly admired his
unrelenting determination to dig deep and get the facts.

I wondered if I was smart to meet him. If he wrote another article insinuating
that I had guilty knowledge of a murder, I might just prove the truth of his words
by killing him.

He was standing with his back to me. “Wes,” I called softly as I approached.

He turned and looked at me. I was wearing a black wool cape, warm enough for
the evening cool, yet dressy enough to suit my mood, over clean jeans and high-
heeled green lizard cowboy boots.

“How come you’re all dressed up?” he asked.

Always a reporter, I thought, wanting to know.

“l have plans,” I responded, then turned the subject before he could ask for
details. “So did you get a bonus?”



“For what?” he asked.

“Your article made the lead story in the paper. Your editor must be thrilled.” I
hoped my sarcasm made him feel bad.

“I'm really sorry about it,” he said, looking contrite.

“Ha.”

“Really. I told you already.”

I relented. “Still.”

“Tomorrow’s article focuses on tracking the purchase of the poison. You’re
barely mentioned.”

“What do you mean, ‘barely mentioned’?” I demanded wrathfully. “Why am I
mentioned at all?”

“There’s no record of you having purchased any,” he said, as if he expected me
to be thrilled to get the update.

“Oh my God.”

“What?” he asked, sounding more hurt than ever. “It’s good news for you, isn’t
it?”

“Good news? That’s like the old joke: ‘So how long has it been, Mr. Smith, since
you stopped beating your wife?’ Don’t you get it, Wes? Saying that I didn’t buy
poison is implying that someone had reason to think I might have done so.”

“Well,” he said, annoyingly rational, “they did.”

“Wes,” I said, ready to pull my hair and stamp my foot, “the point is that I don’t
want my name associated with a murder investigation in any way.”

“l understand, Josie,” he said patiently, as if he were talking to a four-year-old.
“But you are associated with a murder investigation. I didn’t involve you; I'm just
reporting the truth.”

I gave up. I understood his point of view, and I knew he was right. But that
knowledge didn’t quiet my angst. “Okay, whatever. Forget about it. Is that what
you wanted to tell me? That I didn’t buy any poison?”

“Not exactly. I have a question, and it’s important.” He looked at me as if
gauging whether I might fire up again, or whether it was safe to proceed.

“What?” I asked, resigned.

“l understand from my sources that the police have found no record of anyone
involved in the case purchasing potassium cyanide. Not a surprise when you think
about it, since only a fool would openly buy poison he or she intended to use for
murder, and there’s no reason to think that the killer is a fool.”

“True,” I agreed.

There are other ways to get cyanide, 1 thought, besides buying it. Do
photographers still use cyanide? I knew they used to years ago. Images of Trevor
supervising photographers came to me. One photographer in particular, Lewis
somebody. Old-school, temperamental, talented.

I remembered walking into Lewis’s photography studio in the Chelsea section of
New York City for the first time. Trevor had introduced me as his bright new star.
Despite all that had passed, recalling the moment when Trevor spoke those words
brought a flush of pride, just as it had when I first received the tribute.

Some photographers probably still used the old way of developing, the one that
called for cyanide. I bet Lewis was one of them. Is Trevor still in touch with Lewis? |
wondered.



“What are you thinking about?” Wes asked, watching me with hawklike
intensity.

“Nothing.” No way was [ sharing information with Wes. “What’s your question?”

“If you wanted to get your hands on cyanide, how would you go about it?”

“l wouldn’t!” I responded, outraged. “What a question!”

“No, no,” he said. “I meant theoretically.”

“What do you want to ask me, Wes? Stop being cagey.”

He sighed, disappointed that I wouldn’t allow him his dramatic lead-in. “Okay,
okay. Here’s the point. Since the police still don’t know whether you or Maisy was
the intended victim, it got me thinking. Potassium cyanide has many industrial
applications. For instance, it’s frequently used in the jewelry business. You know,
gold plating. So I was wondering—do you have a relationship with anyone who
does any gold plating?”

The wind off the pond was biting and [ flipped my cape’s hood up. “No, no one. I
don’t know any jewelers,” I said.

“How about jewelry designers? Anyone you know do amateur designing?
Anything of that nature?”

“No. Not that I know of.”

“What about for your work? Don’t you ever have things plated? You know,
restoration stuff.”

“No. What are you doing? Trying to see if you can find evidence that I'm a
murderer?”

“Of course not!” he assured me, sounding shocked. “I'm thinking maybe
someone set you up. If [ can trace the poison, then we can find out who has it in
for you.”

I was appalled at his calmly expressed suggestion of a diabolical plot against
me. “That’s outrageous, Wes.”

“Maybe. It’s just one line of thinking I’'m investigating.”

“It’ll be a waste of time.”

“Probably. So, how come you don’t use any gold platers in your business?”

I stared at him for a long moment. His idea about seeking out people who used
industrial cyanide had merit. His thought that I was being framed did not. It was
absurd even to think about.

“That’s just not what we do—we don’t restore things. We sell things as is. If
they’re in rough shape, they go to the tag sale. The better items go to auction. But
we don’t do restoration.”

“Think, Josie,” Wes insisted. “It’s important. Any source of metal plating?”

I shook my head. “Nothing comes to mind.”

“No neighbors who are jewelers?”

“Not that I'm aware of.”

“Former neighbors?”

I shook my head again.

“Do you know Frank Connors?”

“No, why?”

“How about Michelle Piper?”

“No. Who are they?”



“Gold platers in the area. Maybe you know someone and just don’t know what
they do for a living. The last one is named Labelle Brown. Do you know her?”

“No. Truly, I have no idea of anyone who has access to cyanide,” I stated firmly,
pushing thoughts of Lewis aside.

“Except that someone did, in fact, acquire and use cyanide.”

“Good point,” I acknowledged.

And if I can identify the source of the cyanide, I might get a clue about who
obtained it—but I can’t believe someone got cyanide, and used it to kill Maisy, in
order to frame me.

“How’s your research coming?” I asked him, changing the subject.

“Pretty good,” he said, sounding unconvinced. “I'm trying to follow the same
logic as the police. That’s the foundation of the article I'm writing—you know,
‘Anatomy of a Homicide Investigation.””

“Uh-huh. And?”

“So I've gone back to the basics, just like they have.”

“Wes, it’s cold. Do you have anything else to tell me or ask me?”

He looked hurt, as if he would be happy to spend hours standing in the dark on
a cold October night discussing the ways and means of conducting journalistic
research. He sighed. “I was hoping to fill you in and solicit your opinion about
what I've learned. Not because you’re involved,” he added quickly, “but because
you know the situation from a close-up perspective.”

I wasn'’t flattered. Plain and simple, Wes was an opportunist and I represented
access to information he wanted. But I decided to play along both because I was
curious and because I thought there was a good chance I might learn something
that would help me cope with my increasingly frightening situation. “Okay,” I said,
resigned to the inevitable. “Talk to me.”

“So,” Wes said, putting his notebook away and clearing his throat. “You told the
police about Trevor Woodleigh. How come?”

I nodded and pulled the cape close as a gust of wind whipped off the water. Wes
hunched his shoulders as it hit.

“I had to tell them.”

“I figured it was you. You should have talked to me first.”

“Why? So you could argue with me about it?”

“No, so I'd know what was going on. I wasted time trying to track how they
found out about him.”

I nodded, acknowledging his point. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I understand why you told them. You were scared.”

He made it sound like I was a sissy. “It’s reasonable for me to be scared, Wes.
There’d be something wrong with me if I wasn’t.”

“So you’re now thinking that you were the target after all?” he asked, poised to
strike.

“No. I'm saying it was only prudent to learn more. You should have reported it
to the police yourself.”

“l didn’t have any reason to think he was a suspect,” he responded, sounding
righteous.

“Whatever,” I said, dismissing the discussion as pointless.

“What did they tell you about Woodleigh?”



I thought for a moment about how much I should reveal, and decided to tell him
nothing. I would use Wes to help me find answers to specific questions, but I'd
confide in him not at all. “Nothing. Just that they were investigating.”

“I hear he has no alibi,” Wes said.

“That’s not what I hear,” I responded, my curiosity piqued.

“What do you mean?”

“Apparently, Trevor can account for all of his time on Saturday.”

“Right, but nothing is verifiable.”

“I guess,” I acknowledged, not wanting it to be true.

Wes nodded. “I'm thinking of going to New York and talking to him.”

“Lucky you.”

“If I do, I'll let you know what he says, okay?”

“No, don’t. He hates me and I don’t need to hear about it again.”

“I’ll keep you posted in a big-picture way, okay?”

I shrugged acquiescence and we said good-bye. I hurried toward my -car,
anxious to get out of the cold and to get away from Wes. He was thorough, I
thought as I drove, and very good about following up every lead. He was also good
about staying in touch and making me feel important. Which, considering my
uncontrollable rage at seeing his damnable article plastered across the front page
of the Seacoast Star, was quite an accomplishment.

I turned the heat on high. A raw dampness had gotten into my bones from
standing outside so long. From the feel of it, I knew there’d be rain before long. I
was looking forward to the crackling fire I knew would be burning in the old
fieldstone fireplace in the Blue Dolphin’s lounge.

I turned onto Market Street and began the search for a parking space, keeping
one eye on the rearview mirror. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if Wes followed me,
eager to learn more about my plans.

Chapter 19

The Blue Dolphin was located at the intersection of Bow and Ceres streets,
in the heart of town and about two blocks away from where I parked on Market
Street, the closest spot I could find. Its position at the end of a gentrified little road
added to its charm. Ceres Street was filled with trendy restaurants, ocean-themed
bars, and froufrou gift shops.

Shivering, I sped up as much as my boots—whose heels were made for
strutting, not running—allowed.

I rushed past a row of old wooden and stone four-story buildings with shops
and stores at street level and offices and apartments on the upper floors.
Everything was closed—the beauty parlor with wigs on faceless white foam heads
in the window; the hardware store with signage from the forties; two women’s
clothing stores; a shop that sold hand-dipped candles and aromatic oils; and a
tanning salon with part of its neon lighting on the blink.



I crossed a narrow driveway that gave access to the backs of the buildings, and
then the Blue Dolphin came into view. A copper overhang shielded the entrance
and bow windows gave an unobstructed view of Portsmouth Harbor.

Eager to get there and warm up, I increased my pace a little. I passed another
block of shops, including a real estate broker with listings taped to the front
window; a café; a bookstore with pyramids of books on display; and a gift shop
offering goods as varied as picture frames and Christmas ornaments, linen
napkins and teapots, and pewter vases and wooden trunks.

There was no foot traffic, and all at once I became extra aware of the darkened
stores and shops around me. A quiver of fear flew up my spine. I looked over my
shoulder. Nothing. I didn’t understand what had startled me. Maybe it was just
being alone on such a dark night. I heard faint bursts of laughter and the hint of
music from the establishments on Ceres and farther up Market, but on this
section of the street, there was no sign of life.

Reaching the restaurant, I pushed open the heavy wooden door and gave a sigh
of relief as heat enveloped me. I told Karla, the hostess who offered to take my
cape, that I'd keep it, then entered the lounge just after eight o’clock.

Pam Field looked just like her picture. She sat at a window seat with what
looked to be a Cosmopolitan on the copper-topped table in front of her, facing the
fire. I had trouble picturing her and Maisy as friends. They were about the same
age, I guessed, somewhere in their forties, but whereas Maisy had looked like a
dowdy matron most of the time, Pam seemed way more hip. Her dark hair hung in
angular layers to her chin, her jewelry was big and shiny, and she wore all black.

“Hi,” I said, introducing myself. “I’'m Josie Prescott.”

“Hi,” she replied.

I ordered my usual—Bombay Sapphire on the rocks, with a twist—and settled
into an armchair across from her.

“Thanks for meeting me,” I said.

She nodded and gazed at the fire. “Maisy spoke about you a lot.”

“Really? I'm surprised.”

“How come?”

I shrugged. “We didn’t know each other all that well. What did she say?”

“She admired you. She thought you worked really hard.”

“That’s nice to hear. I admired her dedication to the Guild, too.”

We ran out of small talk. Suddenly, I felt awkward and silly being there, being in
this place with this woman I didn’t know, preparing to ask questions I hadn’t
framed, trying to learn I couldn’t imagine what.

“Anything I can do to help,” she said, sparing me the necessity of finding a way
to start. “I want to. I want to help find my friend’s killer.”

“I understand that and I appreciate it.”

“What do you want to know?”

“It’s complicated. I don’t know—no one, it seems, knows whether Maisy was
killed by misadventure and whether, well, I was the intended victim. If whoever
poisoned Maisy wanted her dead—then that’s a tragedy and the police can work to
find the murderer. But if not, well, I need to do something to protect myself—
although I'm not sure what.”

Pam nodded but didn’t speak.



“So I was hoping you’d tell me about her... give me some insight into her life, so
maybe I can figure out what’s going on,” I explained.

She leaned in and picked up her drink, her hair swooping forward. “It’s pretty
hard to imagine someone killing Maisy on purpose.”

“Why?” I asked.

Pam finished her drink and signaled Jimmy, the bartender, for another.

“Maisy was awfully self-contained, you know? Not so easy to get to know. Pretty
reserved. It’s hard to picture anyone hating her enough to kill her.”

“It doesn’t need to be hate,” I said. “It could be envy. Fear. Money. Love.”

Pam grunted a little, a disdainful sound. “No envy. No fear. Money? No. Love?
Did you know Walter?”

“Not really,” I replied. “I met him only once, at the Gala.”

“Once is enough.”

“Yeah,” I acknowledged, recalling his unpleasant attitude. “Were they happy?”

Pam sipped the drink that Jimmy slid across the table. She met my gaze, but I
couldn’t read her expression.

“Maisy expected Walter to walk out on her,” she said after a long pause. “She
was planning on leaving him first.”

“Really?” I asked, stunned. “I had no idea. Why would Walter leave her?”

“Cause he’d fallen like a ton of bricks for a bookkeeper in his office.”

I couldn’t see how his infidelity provided a motive—unless Walter wasn’t going
to leave Maisy. That would provide a pretty solid reason for the bookkeeper
girlfriend to want Maisy dead.

“What are the chances he was stringing the bookkeeper along?”

Pam shook her head. “Not according to Maisy. She told me it was for real. He
had a lawyer’s appointment and everything.”

“What was Maisy’s attitude toward her marriage ending? Was she going to
contest the divorce?”

Pam half-smiled and said, “No, she was okay with it. She was a little hurt, but
she was prideful, too.”

“What was Walter doing at the Gala?” I asked. “Do you know?”

“Maisy asked him to show up to put a good face on things. They intended to file
for divorce right after the Gala.”

I nodded. Envy. Fear. Money. Love. What I had originally perceived as Maisy’s
over-the-top enthusiasm was, it seemed, a studied reaction to her troubles with
Walter. I'm fine, she was signaling the Gala crowd. Maybe her euphoria hadn’t
been a sign of insipidity, but a mark of bravado.

Perception can be wrong, and often is.

If that was what had been going on. I had only Pam’s word for it, and I
wondered how deep in Maisy’s confidence she’d really been. Maybe Maisy had
been seeing someone herself. Hard to imagine, but she wouldn’t have been the
first middle-aged woman to succumb to the lure of illicit love. That also might
explain her giddiness. Maybe her animation hadn’t been intended to camouflage
her hurt. Perhaps the answer was one of cause and effect—if she had been caught
in a tidal wave of passion, it was possible that she simply could no longer keep her
exhilaration under wraps. Would Pam know? And if she knew, would she tell me?



“l hope you don’t mind my asking... but is there any chance that Maisy was
having an affair?”

“No way.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“You didn’t know her or you wouldn’t ask. That kind of deception just wasn’t in
Maisy’s makeup.”

I nodded, noting that Pam didn’t say that Maisy wouldn’t have an affair, just
that she wouldn’t lie about it. Which could be true—or Maisy could have been a
better liar than her good friend Pam knew. I felt utterly out of my depth. I was
gathering miscellaneous information, but I didn’t know what was meaningful and
what wasn’t. I began to feel frustrated.

“How about money? Were she and Walter comfortable?” I asked, thinking that it
might have been cheaper for Walter to kill Maisy than to divorce her.

“Yeah, I guess. But they weren’t more than comfortable, if you know what I
mean. She told me once that she needed to work.”

I nodded. “If she’d gotten divorced, what would she have done? Do you think
she planned to stay in the area? Keep working at the Guild?”

“She talked about taking a trip. She was so excited when her passport arrived!
Her first one ever. She described it to me. You know, telling me it was dark blue
with pretty gold printing.” Pam looked away, shaking her head a little, a sad smile
on her face.

“Where was she going? Did she say?”

“A cruise. One of those around-the-world cruises.”

“That isn’t cheap,” I commented.

“No,” Pam agreed.

“How could she afford it?”

“l don’t know. I guess I figured she was going to take part of her divorce
settlement and kick up her heels a little. She asked me to join her.”

“What did you say?”

“ ‘No can do, 'm afraid.” ” She half-laughed. “I told her I didn’t have the money
and couldn’t take the time. We toyed around with my joining her somewhere at
one of her ports of call.”

“That sounds good,” I said, smiling. “Where were you thinking?”

“We were debating between Cannes and Hong Kong.”

“When Maisy said ‘around the world,’ I guess she meant it!”

“She sure did,” Pam agreed.

“Do you know which ship she was thinking of?”

“Yeah. What was its name?” she asked herself. After a sip of her drink, she
shook her head. “I don’t remember the name, but I have the brochure somewhere.
I could give it to you if you want.”

“Thank you. That would be great.” I dug out a business card and wrote my
home address and phone number on it. “Would you send it to me at home?” I
asked, thinking that Gretchen, who opened my mail at work, would have a field
day if an expensive travel brochure arrived in the mail.

“I'll look for it first thing in the morning. I'm pretty sure I know exactly where it
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is.



I nodded, then turned to look out the window. Gazing into the deep darkness of
the moonless night, I couldn’t see anything but my shimmering reflection. I didn’t
know what else to ask.

“Would you tell me something?” Pam asked softly.

“Sure.”

“Do you think Maisy was putting on an act for Walter, or do you think she really
had fun at the Gala?”

I had no idea, but I inferred that Pam would find some comfort in believing that
Maisy had had fun. “Given that there’s no way of knowing for sure, I can tell you
my strong impression.”

“Okay,” she said.

“Did Maisy have fun? Absolutely. She had a balll She genuinely seemed to be
having a good time. Right up until the end.”

“That’s great to hear. Really great. I thought so, too.” Pam picked up her purse
and said, “I've got to go. Did anything we talked about help?”

“l don’t know. It’s all pretty confusing.”

She nodded, pushed her half-full drink aside, and fixed me with her eyes.
“Maisy was a good woman. Strong and kind. She was a good friend to me.”

I nodded. “She was lucky to have you as a friend.”

“Thank you.” Pam blinked away a tear.

I insisted on paying the check, and after Pam left, I sat alone, watching the
flames consume crackling apple wood, thinking about Maisy until my drink was
gone. Envy. Fear. Money. Love. 1 felt as if | knew less about Maisy’s murder than
when I'd walked into the Blue Dolphin, and that uncertainty was terrifying.

Outside, I swung my cape over my shoulders, extracted my car key from the
pocket, and ran. It had begun to sprinkle. “Great,” I said aloud, “I get to run in
heels in the rain. A fitting end to a stressful day.”

The rain grew steadier and I ran faster and tripped on a crack in the sidewalk,
almost going down, but righting myself at the last moment. Just as I reached to
open the driver’s-side door, I heard a car motor gunning. When I looked up, I was
blinded by headlights on bright and froze until I realized that a car was heading
straight at me.

I reacted in the only way I could think of. I slapped the palms of both hands on
my car and catapulted myself over the hood, landing on the grassy edge of the
sidewalk and rolling away from the curb just as the oncoming vehicle slammed
into mine.

I screamed, covering my head with my arms, and curled up in a ball.

Chapter 20

First a man arrived, then the police, then an ambulance. Then I stopped
screaming.



I struggled to sit up, but before I could, I was lifted onto a stretcher and whisked
away. When we arrived at the emergency room in a frenzied rush, with lights
flashing and the siren shattering the night, I thought I saw Ty, but since I knew
that was impossible, I wondered if the man I saw was a look-alike or if I was
hallucinating.

Every part of me ached or throbbed and the noisy pandemonium added to my
anxiety. The commotion didn’t stop until X-rays were taken and I was wheeled
back to the ER. An aide left me alone in a big room with an opaque white curtain
pulled halfway around my bed, explaining that someone would be in after the
radiologist reviewed the X-rays. Apparently, the examining physician thought
there was a chance that my left ankle had broken when I landed on it.

Broken or not, I felt thoroughly battered, as if I'd strained every muscle and
scraped every inch of flesh. I felt emotionally beaten, too, worn and weary and
without the internal fortitude to fight on. Tears seeped out of the corners of my
eyes and I didn’t have the strength to stop the flow. The terror that had electrified
me the moment that I realized the car intended to hit me was with me still. I
closed my eyes.

I was a believer now—someone wanted to kill me, but I had no idea who or why,
and that was almost as scary as the mere fact itself.

My father would have agreed. I remembered the warning he issued the day he
told me to find out immediately who was telling malicious tales about Trevor and
me—untrue innuendos alleging an affair. An unknown enemy is more dangerous
than one you know, he declared. Once you know who you’re up against, you can
outmaneuver the son of a bitch.

Taking my dad’s counsel to heart that day, I asked around and quickly
discovered the source of the gossip, a vile woman named Hattie, an assistant in
the restoration department, with big hair and disapproving eyes. I'd taken her
aside and with a bright smile—my thousand-watter—I’d threatened her with
mayhem if she didn’t cease and desist, and she did.

I never learned what drove her to try to sabotage my career and ruin my
reputation. Jealousy that I, and not she, was Trevor’s golden-haired girl, perhaps.
The experience taught me that the why of things rarely mattered, and that my
focus needed to be on the what. What she did was diabolical; why she did it was
irrelevant.

Lying on the too-hard hospital bed, raw and weak and frightened, I had no idea
what I could do to stop whoever wanted to kill me from succeeding.

“Are you asleep?” Detective Rowcliff asked briskly.

“Yes,” I replied, recognizing his voice. I kept my eyes closed.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“A car aimed at me and tried to hit me. I don’t know how I did it, but I flipped
myself over the hood of my car to get away, and the other car smashed into mine.”

“How do you know the car was aiming at you?”

“What do you mean? Look at me.”

“Maybe it was an accident.”

I turned to him, cringing at the pain. I groaned a little. My neck didn’t want to
rotate. Max’s words warning me to take Rowcliff’s questions seriously echoed my



father’s instructions to ignore sarcasm and deal only with the content, and
remembering both admonitions helped me control my impulse to address him
derisively. Instead, I spoke in a serious, calm tone.

“Someone tried to run me down, to kill me,” I said. “First, they got me full in
their headlights and then I heard the car’s motor roar. It wasn’t an accident. It was
on purpose.”

“Did you see the car or driver?”

“Not really. He or she—or they—had the car’s brights on. It was blinding.”

“Were you able to see its shape? Was it a car or a pickup truck, for example? A
van? An SUV?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, thinking. “I can tell you that the car was
medium-sized and dark. Black or deep green or blue. Now that you mention it, I
do seem to recall the shape of the car. I'm pretty sure it was a sedan. Ordinary.”

“We’ll get some illustrations in here and maybe you can narrow it down further.”

I nodded and stopped halfway when my neck objected—again.

“What else do you remember?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Rowcliff persisted in questioning me. His growing impatience with my short
answers and lack of information was obvious, and his agitation irritated me. It was
as if he were an insect buzzing in my ear, not actually biting or stinging me, but
annoying enough that I had to respond. An hour later, Rowcliff had left and the
doctor gave me the good news that my ankle wasn’t broken, merely badly
sprained. She assured me that it was common for a person to pull ligaments and
muscles when executing a fly-over-the-car move.

“You'll begin to feel better in a few days,” she explained, “but don’t be surprised
if you’re still experiencing some discomfort a month from now—and it may take as
long as three months, or even a little longer, before youre a hundred percent
better. Also, you shouldn’t be alone tonight. Just in case. Who can we call for
you?”

Oh Dad. I wish you were here to care for me, 1 thought. The doctor looked up
from the chart, surprised, it seemed, by my silence. My mind was blank. Who
would stay with me tonight?

Ty was a continent away. One of my staff—either Sasha or Gretchen—would
rush to help. But I couldn’t bear the thought of my employees seeing me in this
miserable state. I just couldn’t bear it. I began to cry because I was all alone and
had no friends and my dad was dead, and then I thought of Zoe.

With painkillers in hand, and with my boots in my lap, I was processed out
of the ER and cleared to go home.

Zoe pulled up in her old car and I saw the kids strapped into their car seats in
the back. Apologizing for taking so long, she held my arm as I struggled out of the
wheelchair that the ER insisted had to be used to transport me to the exit door,
then guided me gently into the passenger seat.

“I’'m sorry to get you out at this time of night,” I told her.

“Don’t be silly. I'm glad to help.” As she closed the door, she added, “I put the
seat all the way back, but the car’s pretty small. Here, let me latch the seat belt for
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you.



I didn’t argue. I didn’t care. The painkiller and sedative had begun to work, and
as my fear and pain dulled, I just wanted to go home and go to sleep. I dozed as
she drove, lulled by the motion of the vehicle and the hum of the motor.

I awoke with a start at the sound of her door closing and looked around. The
kids were asleep. We were home.

“Wait here,” Zoe said, and got the kids out of the car, running them inside one
at a time.

I dozed again.

“Come on, Josie,” Zoe said. “I pulled out the sofa bed. You’ll be warm and
toasty.”

“No,” I semi-whined. “I want to go home.”

“In the morning,” she said.

I didn’t have the strength to refuse. Zoe settled me in the living room, where I'd
never before set foot, and handed me a steaming mug of tea. It might have felt
awkward if | hadn’t been three parts asleep. She encouraged me to keep sipping
the tea, and when I was done, she helped me get situated under a thick down
comforter.

After she had gone, I closed my eyes and listened to the night noises for what
seemed like a long time.

I awoke at 8:00 A.M. and struggled up and out of bed, groaning and
wincing.
Zoe had placed a fresh toothbrush on the sink and taped a note to the mirror:

Josie, I hate to leave you, but I've got to take Jake to pre-school. I'll be back
in a flash. Call me on my cell when you wake up. There’s some food in the
fridge and coffee on the burner.

Zoe

Standing in front of the full-length mirror, I took stock of my condition. I didn’t
look as bad as I'd expected. I couldn’t put much weight on my left ankle, but I
could hobble with no problem. My muscles had stiffened, my scrapes hurt to the
touch, and my joints ached. A yellowish purple bruise circled my left eye. But I
was vertical and mobile, and as I swallowed a painkiller, I felt ready to get on with
business.

As I entered the kitchen, my ankle throbbing, I realized that the house was
oddly dark. All of the curtains and shades were pulled. Zoe thinks that whoever
wants to kill me might try shooting through a window next, | realized with a rush of
panic.

I didn’t feel up to a shower, but I used a washcloth to clean up, folded the
comforter, and, with a groan, horsed the sleeper sofa closed. Borrowing a pair of
Zoe’s sneakers that I found in the hall by the door, I peered deep into the sun-
streaked trees across the street. Go, I told myself. Don’t think about it. Just go. |
saw nothing that shouldn’t be there and, with my heart thudding, limped outside.
I felt vulnerable and exposed.

Leaning heavily on the banister, I wobbled down the porch steps and staggered
across the small patch of lawn that separated our houses. Inside my own place, I



sank into a kitchen chair and tried to quiet my still-pounding pulse. As the wave
of dread receded, I took stock: My ankle throbbed. My neck was stiff. I didn’t know
what to do. I felt terrified and overwhelmed and alone. Part of me wanted to do
nothing but sink into a hot, bubbly bath, then go back to bed. But a bigger part of
me knew that if I stayed home, all I'd do was fret, my reasonable fear mounting
into paralyzing panic. Plus which, I reminded myself, the doctor told me to keep
moving or I'd stiffen up. I decided to go in to work.

I called Zoe. She answered on the first ring.

“Hi,” I said. “It’s your houseguest. Thank you for the rescue.”

“Hi. My God, you’re up early for someone who looked as battered as you did.
How are you doing?”

“Not as bad as I expected.”

“Good. Where are you?”

“Home—my home. Why?” I asked.

“Keep the blinds down, okay?”

Feathery shivers ran up my spine, and instinctively, I looked out the back
window. The rain had stopped during the night, and the morning was bright and
sunny. Golden meadow stretched into distant woods.

“l noticed they were drawn in your place,” I said, trying for a light tone. “You
think there might be a sniper, huh?”

“No way to tell,” Zoe replied crisply. “Better to be careful.”

Her words were unnerving. “Right. Good point.” I thanked her again for her
help, and as soon as I hung up, I lowered the shades and drew the curtains in all
the ground-floor windows. My heart was racing. When [ was done, I stood in the
kitchen, leaning heavily against the counter, and waited for my pulse to slow.

“Okay, then,” I said aloud.

I stared at the staircase. Clean clothes and my answering machine were up
there, but from where I stood, it looked like a mountain. Taking a deep breath, I
started up. After only three steps, I had to sit for a while and rest. After another
few steps, I rested again, taking the last several steps in one final push.

Triumphant, I reached the top landing and struggled into my bedroom. The little
lamp next to the bed that was always on as a welcome-home greeting burned
brightly. I sank onto my bed and collapsed, allowing myself a few minutes to
regroup. When I felt able to sit up again, I turned toward my answering machine. I
had seven messages. | leaned over and pushed the Play button, my muscles
protesting the motion. Mental note to self, I thought, don’t lean.

Wes had called twice, both times wanting a quote for the article he was working
on about the newest attempt on my life. His tone was pantingly curious. I deleted
both messages.

Max had called and wanted to know where I was and asked that I call him and
tell him that I was all right.

Britt, the honorary chair of the Gala, had called to express concern. Thoughtful.

Eddie, the caterer, had called, saying he was shocked to hear from Britt that I
was the intended target after all and to let him know if he could do anything—and
let him know if I wanted to reschedule our meeting.



Ty had called, saying he was sorry he missed me and he’d call me later and that
I should try him, too, though he said that in the hospital he had to keep his cell
phone off.

Gretchen had called, crying, but trying to pretend she wasn’t. I dialed her
number and got her at home.

“Oh, Josie, thank God. Are you all right?”

I was touched by her emotionalism and a little embarrassed. “You bet,
Gretchen. I'm fine. Well, almost fine. When you see me, don’t faint. I'm very
colorful.”

“Are you in the hospital?”

“No, no, I'm home. I'll be in to work in a while.”

“You’re able to come to work? Oh, that’s wonderful!”

“I'm a little shook up, but you know me—I'd always rather work than sit
around.”

Once we got down to details, I told her to call Eddie and ask if he could come by
in the early afternoon.

“Of course,” she said, jotting notes.

I explained that she was to go over everything about the pickup at Verna’s with
Eric. “Stress that he needs to tick off the items on the list one by one.”

Eric was young, barely out of his teens. He was a willing worker, but I'd
discovered the hard way that he was literal, not imaginative. If I gave him specific
and detailed instructions, he did a meticulous job. But if my instructions were
broad, he’d miss things and skip steps that, to a more experienced person, were
self-evident.

I reached Max at his office and told him what I knew, and he said he would call
Rowcliff for an update and get back to me.

I lay down again, wondering whether I had the strength to persevere in the face
of my physical wounds and emotional distress. Apparently, Trevor was determined
to kill me, and I felt utterly unable to stop him.

Chapter 21

Max called back and told me that Rowcliff would be talking to me later. “No

news so far,” he said.

“Do you know where my car is?”

“The police have it.”

“When will they be releasing it? Did Rowcliff say?” I asked.

After a pause, Max said, “I think it’s pretty much totaled, Josie.”

“Oh, wow, I hadn’t realized. I guess that means I should call my insurance
agent.”

“Yeah.”

“And get a rental car,” | added, thinking aloud.

“Are you able to drive?” Max asked, sounding doubtful.



“If my right ankle was the one that had gotten messed up, it would be more
problematic,” I said, brushing off his concern.

“Before we hang up,” he said, “there’s something you need to think about.”

“What’s that?” | asked warily.

“I think you need someone with you,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Some security—someone to keep an eye out.”

I paused before I responded, trying to think logically. “Can’t I just be super
careful or something?”

“It’s not so simple,” he explained, his voice even and unemotional. “You've never
been trained to know what to be careful about.”

His words were terrifying. “Detective Rowcliff said he’d have someone around,” I
offered.

“No doubt he’ll do what he can,” Max said, “but the truth is that he can’t do
much. He doesn’t have the manpower. And you don’t live in Portsmouth proper, so
he’s got to ask another department to increase its patrol when you’re at home.
Don’t get me wrong. He will ask. And so will I. And they will help out as best they
can. But it’s not enough.”

How do you find a bodyguard? I wondered. Do I look in the Yellow Pages under B
for “body guard” or G for “guard, body”?

“What should I do?” I asked.

“l can call someone I know.”

“Okay,” I agreed, the burden of fear weighing me down.

“I’ll let you know when I hear from him,” he added. “If he’s not available, I know
other good men I can contact.”

“How much will it cost?” I asked.

He gave me a range and I did a quick calculation. It wouldn’t take many days
before the fees added up to many thousands and made quite a dent in my savings.
But what choice did I have? If there was a realistic alternative, I couldn’t think of
it.

I redialed Gretchen’s number and asked her to arrange for a rental car and
then pick me up ASAP. Twenty minutes later, she pulled up in front of my house,
leaped out of her car, and ran up the pathway. I stepped out of my front door. I'd
expected her to do something like clutch her heart and scream when she saw me,
but I was wrong. She took one look at me and zipped into high-octane caretaker
mode.

“Take my hand,” she offered when she reached me.

“I'm okay, Gretchen,” I responded, waving her away. “Just moving a little slowly.
Please don’t fuss.”

“l put a pillow on the front seat so it would be more comfortable. Sorry the car’s
so small. You’re going to be pretty scrunched. I saw you limping. If you'd like, I
can move the pillow to the floor and you can use it to support your leg. What do
you think? Would that be better? Is anything broken? No, of course not, because if
it was, you’d have a cast on. Can you see out of that eye? It’s swollen. I can’t
believe this happened to you. I'll be quiet now because I can tell that you’re in pain
and are just being strong the way you always are.”



She didn’t stop chattering until we reached the rental-car location on Route 1 in
Hampton. I had her wait outside while I limped into the small office alone. The
clerk sneaked apprehensive looks at me as she hurried to complete the paperwork,
and having seen myself in the mirror, I understood completely. My face looked
bad.

Out on the lot, I found my car and sat for a moment familiarizing myself with its
gauges and setting the mirrors, and then I headed off to work. It felt odd to drive a
strange vehicle and odder still to look into the rearview mirror and see Gretchen
following me.

When we got to Prescott’s, I parked close to the front door and used the rearview
mirror to scan the lot. Nothing. I stepped out and walked in the warming sun to
the door, holding it so Gretchen could enter first.

Unlike Gretchen, who calmly accepted my bruised and battered appearance,
Fred took one look at me and almost fainted. He bounced up from his desk, then
froze, his mouth agape, the color fading from his face.

“Sit here,” Gretchen told me, swooping down on the guest chair, sliding it out,
and holding it in place until I sat, then hovering nearby. “I'll make tea. What else
can I do? I could move up this other chair for your ankle. I can’t believe you
decided to come in today, but you’re in good hands. I'll make sure that everything
you need is close by, okay? Fred, do you see? Josie is doing fine and—"

I held my hand up to stop her stream of blabber. “Thank you, Gretchen. I'll take
the tea, but as to the rest, as you can see, I'm okay.”

I turned to Fred, whose mouth was still hanging open. He was about Gretchen’s
height, taller than I, but short for a man, and slight. I knew that he was young, in
his mid-twenties, but his demeanor was serious and he looked and acted older. He
pushed his glasses up on his nose and asked, “Are you really okay?”

I smiled as best I could and said, “You bet.”

Fred was a terrific researcher, methodical and cautious, but interpersonal skills
were not his strong suit. He gawked.

I tried another smile and said as casually as I could, “You can stop staring
now.”

He closed his mouth and sat down.

I wanted to shift our conversation to work-related issues. I didn’t want to review
my injuries or discuss how I was feeling. Talking about work would distract me
from pain and worry, and confidently directing a technical discussion would
succor me.

“How are you doing, Fred? Is everything under control?” I asked, hoping he’d
follow my lead.

“Absolutely,” he replied quickly, probably as relieved as I was to move the
conversation to more familiar ground.

“Where are you with the Picasso?” I asked, shifting a little, trying to find a more
comfortable way to position my ankle.

“l have an inquiry out to the grandson of the restaurateur about the Picasso
sketch.”

“Really? What did you ask him?”

“Well, we’re having trouble following the print across the ocean.”

“Tell me,” I instructed.



“We know that Mrs. Finn—you remember, the lady we got the sketch from—
well, we know that her mother bought the print from a Little Rock dealer in
1973—we spoke to the gallery owner himself, and he was able to verify the sale by
looking through his old ledgers. But the boxes with the records of purchases were
lost in a fire twenty years ago. And he doesn’t remember how he acquired it.” He
shrugged. “It’s a complete dead end.”

“So then what?” I asked.

“We start at the other end. We've verified that the Picasso was, in fact, given to
the owner of the café, M. Roi, as payment for a meal.”

I smiled. “That’s terrific. How did you do that?”

“Sasha found a photo of the sketch in an old Paris newspaper.”

“Terrific. When from?”

“Nineteen fifty-two. It was in a restaurant review. M. Roi was standing next to it,
gesturing toward it proudly.”

“That’s great work,” | commented admiringly.

“Yeah. But from that newspaper photograph in 1952 until the sale in Little Rock
in 1973, we have no information. That’s a gap of twenty-one years.”

That was bad.

I nodded, and my head began to throb painfully. In order to sell fine art for top
dollar, we needed to be able to document an object’s provenance. Without
demonstrating an unbroken chain of ownership, we couldn’t offer a guarantee of
authenticity. And without that warranty, we couldn’t expect big money. I bit my lip
and closed my eyes for a moment until the dull ache faded.

“What else do you know?” I asked, trying to ignore my discomfort, hoping for at
least a glimmer of good news.

“The restaurateur, M. Roi, died that same year, just a few months after the
review appeared. We located his death certificate, and his will. According to the
will, his estate was divided equally among his three children, but we don’t know
which one got the Picasso or whether it was sold upon his death. The worst part is
that all three of the children are dead, too.” He paused and thumbed through a
manila file on his desk, looking for something. “Two of them died in a car wreck in
1980, along with their spouses. The other one never married and died of a heart
attack in 2000.”

“How many grandchildren are there?”

“Four. We've heard back from one, who says she knows nothing, but she put me
in touch with her cousin—the grandson I mentioned contacting.”

I nodded. “And the other two?”

He sighed. “One is a missionary in the Philippines. The other is traveling in a
caravan in Scotland—I gather a caravan is like an RV.”

“Egad. I don’t suppose they have e-mail.”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Well, I'll keep my fingers crossed,” I said, shifting position again as more
muscles made their presence felt. “What else are you working on?”

“I’'m dating Mrs. McCarthy’s silver.”

Rosie McCarthy had called one day and asked me to come and take her silver
away. “I want it all gone,” she explained with a self-conscious laugh. “I haven’t



used it in years—decades, if the truth be told. My kids don’t care about it. At
eighty-four, it’s time for me to lighten the load.”

“These are beautiful things,” I said, lifting a sugar bowl, appreciating its heft.

“Well, it used to be beautiful when I kept it looking good.” Another embarrassed
laugh. “Now everything needs polishing. After my husband died, I tried to keep it
up, but after a while, well, it was just too much for me.”

I nodded. “Where did they come from?”

“My husband’s aunt. Augusta Mayberry. She was from Londonderry, you know,
never married, and her passion was collecting silver. We were very fond of her.”

“Did she buy it all locally?” I asked, knowing that Londonderry, like many small
New Hampshire towns, was home to several excellent antique shops.

“No. Well, some she did, but she bought most of the pieces in England. She
traveled there every June with her friend Hazel Waters.”

“Well, they’re wonderful pieces and I'm sure whoever owns them next will love
them.”

She smiled warmly and patted my hand. “That’s very thoughtful of you to say
so, dear. Thank you.”

Eric, my jack-of-all-trades, had inventoried the thirty-seven tarnished items—
eighteen bowls, five pitchers, and fourteen serving pieces—and polished every one
to a mirrorlike shine. And now, one unit at a time, Fred was authenticating their
pedigrees and estimating their values. His desk was covered with files and notes
and Mrs. McCarthy'’s silver.

“Are you having any trouble identifying hallmarks?” I asked Fred, referring to
the small symbols stamped or engraved on items to designate various attributes,
usually the town and date of manufacture, the quality of the material, the maker,
and, sometimes, that taxes had been paid.

“Not yet. So far, every mark is on the date chart,” Fred said, pointing to the
guides we kept on our reference shelves, books that displayed every symbol ever
used by silversmiths to identify their wares.

I wasn’t surprised at his answer, since Augusta Mayberry had collected English
silver, and authenticating it is almost always a straightforward process.

“Where’s that one from?” I asked Fred, pointing to a mediumsize pitcher with
fruit swags and paw feet.

“Chester,” he replied without hesitation. “Eighteen ten. Gregory Winslow,
maker.”

“That’s just great,” I said as I stood up, my motions a little rickety.

I turned to Gretchen, who’d begun fussing with the tea. “Is Eric here?” I asked.

“Yes. He’s getting packing stuff together,” she told me.

“Good. I'm going to make my way—slowly, I admit—to my office. Give me half an
hour, then send him up, okay?”

“Sure,” Gretchen replied. “I told him what you said,” she added, “about checking
things off on the list and packing each cut-glass bowl separately.” I pictured
Verna’s living room. The vintage evening gowns would be snapped up early on
Saturday at the tag sale, but the glassware needed appraising to determine
whether it was worthy of going to auction. Whether it was rare and valuable or
merely pretty, it wouldn’t be worth anything if it was chipped.

“Excellent,” I said. “Good job.”



She smiled and her pretty features lit up.

“Would you take the tea upstairs?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“And order pizza for us all to be delivered around eleven thirty. Eric needs to
leave around noon, and I want him to be sure and get a slice or three before he
goes.”

She nodded and wrote a note.

All T wanted to do was crawl into a fetal position and suck my thumb, but I
knew from experience the positive effect of work. During the months when I was
shunned by my coworkers at Frisco’s, before I was let go, it was only the hands-on
work with antiques that enabled me to maintain my equilibrium. And in the weeks
after Rick and I broke up and the dark days after my father died, it was my ability
to concentrate in the midst of turmoil and heartbreak that got me through.

I hobbled toward the warehouse and the spiral staircase that led to my private
office.

Chapter 22

Sitting at my desk upstairs, waiting for my computer to boot up, I reached
for a pad of notepaper and a pen. Even that small motion hurt.

“Lewis,” I wrote, followed by “cruise money,” and “Trevor’s alibi.”

I wanted to know whether Trevor’s favorite photographer, Lewis, was still in
business; if Maisy had had the money to go on a long cruise—and if so, how she’d
acquired it; and whether Trevor had been at the Gala disguised as a waiter. I could
research Lewis’s current whereabouts and I had some thoughts about how to
discover more about Maisy’s cruise plans, but investigating Trevor’s alibi had me
stymied. Wes might uncover something, especially if he went to New York. So
might Rowcliff, if he took the threat seriously. All I could think of to do was
approach the question about Trevor’s whereabouts from the other angle—not
whether he could have traveled from New York to New Hampshire, but whether he
had, in fact, been at the Gala disguised as a waiter.

I knew it was a far-fetched idea, but having had the thought, it was like an itch I
couldn’t scratch. Until Eddie confirmed that he hadn’t hired a waiter who looked
just like Trevor, or a stranger who appeared out of the blue on his doorstep, I
couldn’t relax.

I turned toward the maple outside my window. The opalescent leaves fluttered
in the soft breeze, glowing in pink and gold, orange and red, and bright, glossy
yellow. I marveled at their colors and satin smoothness, and as I watched, a small
brown bird landed on the tree branch closest to my window. It dipped its head,
seeming to listen to some private message. After a moment, with a head bob and a
ruffling of its tail feathers, it flew away. I turned back to watch the leaves sparkling
in the sun. The quiet, restful moment was interrupted when Gretchen buzzed up
that Max was on the line.



I thanked her and picked up the receiver. “Hey, Max,” I said, trying to sound
perky.

“Josie. You sound pretty good for a woman who was nearly run over.”

“Painkillers and grit.”

“Especially grit, I suspect. Well, let me tell you. I just got off the phone with
Detective Rowcliff.”

My heart began to pound against my bruised chest. “And?” I asked.

“l called him to find out if he had any news before I called you. I knew you’d
want to know.”

“Right. Thank you.” And? So tell me! What did he say? I nudged silently.

“Unfortunately, it looks like there were no witnesses. You know how little traffic
there is that time of night.”

“But what about the man who came to help me?”

“He came on the scene after you were already on the ground. He heard your
screams, but the car that hit you was long gone.”

“Oh,” I remarked, disappointed.

“There’s a little good news, though. The forensic evidence is significant. It seems
that they’ll be able to pinpoint the make and model of the automobile that ran into
your car from paint scrapings and glass particles. The car broke a headlight.”

“That’s great! Did he give you specifics?”

“No, but he said to tell you that he’ll probably be calling later to ask you some
questions. Do you remember that he wanted you to look at illustrations of
vehicles?”

“Yes. I remember.”

“Well, apparently they expect to be able to narrow their search by measuring the
height of the impact.”

“That makes sense.”

“So between the color of the paint and the height of the car, the number of
options is limited. Based on that, Rowcliff wants you to look at some automobile
shapes.”

“Sure. When?” I asked.

“Later today, probably. I told him to call you directly. I don’t need to be there
unless you want me to.”

“You’re making me face Rowcliff alone in my battered condition? That’s cold,” I
said in a determinedly playful tone.

“You know what to do. Don’t rise to his bait. And if he asks you about anything
other than the hit-and-run, or if you feel uncomfortable at any time, call me.”

“Okay.” I paused. I turned to look out the window and forced myself to focus on
the sun-dappled maple tree instead of my embarrassment at discussing personal
issues.

“One more thing,” Max said. “I asked Rowcliff about security. He said he
thought that police protection would be adequate but that if you’d feel better
having private coverage, he wouldn’t discourage you.”

“Okay, then. It’s better to be extra safe, I guess, until we know what’s going on.”
I noted how calm I sounded, when the truth was that I was agitated and upset.

“l agree. Just to be sure, I checked up on that guy I mentioned, Chi.”

“What’s his name?” I asked, uncertain I'd heard right.



“Chi.” He spelled it.

“Chi?” I confirmed.

“Yeah.”

“That’s an unusual name, isn’t it?”

“He’s Asian. Chinese, I think. He told me once that the word chi means energy.”

I cleared my throat. “So, how did you check up on him?”

“One of my clients, a woman whose ex wouldn’t leave her alone, used him last
summer. I wanted to hear her views, so I called her.”

“Well, the fact that she’s still alive to talk to you is a good sign.”

“Good point.”

“And?” I asked.

“And she was very encouraging. So I called Chi. He’s available and can start
today. I'll ask him to check in with you, introduce himself, take a look around,
okay?”

“Sure.”

“You won’t necessarily see him, his associates, or the police patrols, but
someone will be keeping an eye on you.”

I trembled at the thought that I needed watching out for. But I acknowledged
that no matter what was going on, it was reassuring to think that the good guys
were keeping an eye on me. “Thank you,” I said quietly.

As I hung up the phone, Gretchen appeared at the door with a steaming mug in
her hand.

“You are so good to me,” I said.

“Wait ’til you taste the tea,” she said with a giggle, her titian-colored hair
glinting with mahogany highlights as she passed through the rays of sun that
stippled the carpet. “I think I made it too strong.”

She placed the mug on my desk and said, “You remember that Mitch Strauss
and his wife, Rochelle, won the Qing dynasty soup tureen?”

“Right.”

“He’s picking it up today, coming with someone named Dr. Kimball, an expert
from Boston, I think it was, to authenticate it. They should be here around three.”

“Good. The quicker we can move stuff out, the happier I'll be.”

The phone rang and Gretchen answered it at my desk. “Prescott’s,” she said, as
cheery as ever. “I'll check. Please hold.” Turning to me, she said, “It’s Detective
Rowrcliff. He says it’s important.”

She handed me the receiver, and as I accepted it, I told her she could go. “Don’t
forget,” I said, “get Dr. Kimball’s card. You never know when we might need an
outside expert on Chinese porcelain.”

She said she would, and headed out slowly.

I could tell that she didn’t want to go, no doubt hoping that she could pick up a
spicy nugget of gossip if only she were allowed to stay. I waited until I heard the
click-clack of her heels against the concrete flooring at the bottom of the stairs
before pushing the button that took Rowcliff off hold.

As I girded myself for the interrogation I was certain would follow, I crossed my
fingers. Please, God, 1 said to myself, let him tell me I'm safe. It was probably a
futile hope, I knew, but still, it could do no harm to pray that he was calling with
answers, not questions.



Chapter 23

Detective?” I said. “This is Josie.”

“I was thinking I got cut off,” he complained.

Ignore the tone, I reminded myself. Deal only with the content.

“Sorry you were on hold,” I said, keeping my apology simple.

“How’s the ankle?” he demanded without compassion.

“Okay, I guess.”

“You’re able to get to work, I see,” he said in a tone I took to mean that if I was
really hurt, I wouldn’t have been able to do so.

“Thank you for your concern,” I replied, my voice neutral. If he couldn’t tell I
was being sarcastic, did it count?

He cleared his throat and said, “So. I have a question.”

“Okay.”

“Have you spoken to Bixby?”

“Max? Yes. Just now. Why?”

“Then you know that the forensic evidence looks good. We’re probably going to
be able to ID the model of automobile by the paint and the kind of glass that was
used in the headlight—you know, the one that shattered. Plus, we've got good
information about the size of the car by analyzing the point of impact.”

“Yes, Max told me. That’s great.”

“While the lab does its thing, I thought I'd try a shortcut. That’s why I'm
asking.”

“Okay.”

“Who do you know who drives a black sedan?” he asked.

A black sedan. Nothing came to mind. “No one.”

“Your staff?”

“No.”

“What kind of cars do they drive?”

“Why are you asking about my staff?”

“Just covering all bases,” he said. “It’s not personal.”

“But why?”

He sighed. “I want to see what kind of automobile memory you've got.”

I knew if Max were here, he’d tell me that Rowcliff’s reasoning was clever, not
insulting. “Sasha’s car is a red compact. Eric drives a tan truck, an old four by
four. Gretchen has a blue Mini Cooper. And Fred’s car is white. I don’t know about
the part-timers or temps.”

“How many of them do you have?”

“It varies. We have a couple of regular part-timers and we add on as needed.”

“I'll need their names.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to be sure their cars weren’t involved,” he stated, sounding
irritated at my question.



So it wasn’t just a test of my automobile memory, 1 thought. “I'll have Gretchen
prepare a list for you.”

“Go back a year, okay?”

“Sure.”

“What about neighbors? What kind of cars do they drive?”

I tried to picture Zoe’s car, but nothing came to mind. When I was in her vehicle
last evening, I was drugged and weak. “I don’t know. I've never noticed.”

“Business associates?”

“Like who?” I asked.

“l don’t know,” he snapped. “That’s why I'm asking.”

I took a breath and forced myself to refrain from snapping back. Instead, I said,
“Nothing comes to mind.”

“l want to show you some automobile shapes anyway. If you think of anything
else, you can tell me then. What time this afternoon is good for you?”

My heart rate increased at the thought of having to interact in person with
Detective Rowcliff without Max by my side. I tried to think when it would be best
to meet him.

“Four o’clock,” I said. “Could you come at four?”

He agreed and I hung up the phone, relieved that the call was over. I wondered
if everyone he questioned had the same reaction to him that I did. I called
Gretchen and told her to prepare the employee listing for Detective Rowcliff and to
send a copy to Max. Was it possible that one of my own employees was out to kill
me? No. Rowcliff was just being thorough.

To calm myself, I sipped some tea, and after a few moments, I was hit by a
sudden wave of exhaustion. I leaned back and closed my eyes.

I slept.

I awakened about fifteen minutes later when Eric cleared his throat. I opened
my eyes and saw him standing at the threshold, looking concerned and unsure
whether he should enter the office.

“Come on in,” I said, sitting forward, brushing hair out of my eyes, smiling.

He walked in, still troubled. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Absolutely. Better than I look, for sure.”

He nodded, and when I told him to have a seat, he did so.

Eric was the second person I hired when I started Prescott’s; he’d started only
days after Gretchen. At first, he worked a few hours during the week and all day
on Saturdays. When he graduated from high school, I offered him a full-time job,
and with a shy smile, he accepted, confessing that he’d never been much good at
school and was glad to be done with it and get going with “real life.”

Today, he seemed girded for bad news, signaling through his body language that
he was expecting to hear criticism, a lifelong C student’s best-learned lesson—low
expectations. Poor Eric.

I wondered if his self-image would improve. I wasn’t optimistic. It hadn’t budged
yet, and he’d had ample opportunity to feel good about himself, since 1 was
generous with praise as well as money.

Looking at him anxiously waiting for me to explain why I'd called him in, I
realized for the hundredth time how young and vulnerable he was. He was very



tall and boyishly thin, with a wisp of peach fuzz mustache and a sallow
complexion. I hoped he’d be pleased with my announcement. I didn’t think he had
a lot of joy in his life, and maybe this reward would give him a boost.

He lived in Dover, a small town a dozen miles northwest of Portsmouth, with his
crabby widowed mother and two big dogs. There weren’t a lot of young men just
out of their teens who’d be content with such a circumscribed life, but if he was
dissatisfied, it didn’t show at all. He expressed only kindness and patience.

One time when I’'d answered the phone and his mother asked for him, I told her
what a valuable employee he was, what a hard worker. He stood nearby, listening,
embarrassed, but obviously pleased. She didn’t respond, not a word, and after a
moment, [ said I'd get him for her. I gathered from listening to his side of the
conversation that she wanted him to stop and pick up something from the grocery
store on his way home. When he hung up the phone, he paused before heading
out of the office.

“I'm sure she appreciates it, you know, the nice things you said. She just
doesn’t show a lot because, well, life has been pretty hard on her, you know?”

I didn’t know what to say, so I'd patted his shoulder and half-smiled. A shoulder
pat can mean anything.

Over the years, I'd come to realize that he had no hidden agenda. He was just
what he seemed to be, a thoughtful and loyal son, a young man who took
responsibility seriously and loved his dogs, and a humble and uncomplaining
employee who followed rules and always did his best.

I considered delaying the conversation I was about to initiate, then decided it
was important to proceed with as much normal day-to-day business as I could. It
felt good to put my aches, and my fear, aside and work to keep my company
running smoothly, but meeting with Eric wasn’t simply a way to distract myself
from pain and worry. It was crucial. “Time waits for no man.” If I didn’t keep up
with the demands of business, I’'d give my competitors an edge.

“l have good news, Eric,” I said, jumping in. “You’re getting a promotion and a
raise.”

His eyes cleared and his focus shifted from resignation to hope. “Really?” he
asked.

“Yup. We’re growing, and at this point, there’s too much work for you to do
alone.”

“I could work more hours.”

“No, that’s not the answer.” I paused, thinking how best to explain. “One metric
I use to keep a handle on how we’re doing is how long it takes us to get new
inventory to auction or out to the tag sale, not counting the items we’re keeping
back on purpose, of course.”

He nodded, listening hard, and I understood why. Managing inventory was one
of the most complex aspects of the business, and he wanted to learn.

No matter what we acquired, or when, where, how, or how much we paid for it,
as soon as it arrived on-site, Eric entered it into our computerized inventory-
control system. Then it was up to Fred and Sasha to conduct a quick-and-dirty
assessment. The best items were set aside for a more exacting appraisal, while
everything else went to the tag sale.



“And it’s not just the inventory management. You’re also responsible for
cleaning items and stocking shelves. Plus, you do all the moving, help set up
displays, oversee pickups and deliveries, and—whew—you’re also the assistant
cashier at the tag sale!”

“You're right,” he said with a grin. “I need a raise.”

I laughed. “Hey! Not so quick! You’re well paid for your current job. It’s your
new responsibility I want to reward.”

“What’s that?”

“Supervisor.”

“Supervisor? Me? Who will I supervise?”

“The new person we hire. Or the two new part-timers.”

“To do what?”

“To help you with various things. Your job is too big for one person, Eric. | want
to identify what other people can do, and train you to supervise them while they
do it.”

“l don’t know...” he began, his eyes clouding over again.

I recognized his reaction and held up a hand to stop him. His visceral fear when
faced with learning new things was ingrained after years of struggling in school
and achieving only a mediocre academic record.

“You’re going to be a good supervisor,” I said. “I'm sure of it because I know you.
You’re smart, hardworking, and fair. I'm guessing that you’re hesitating because
you’re aware of how much you don’t know. Am I right?”

He nodded.

“That’s okay. I promise I'll teach you everything you need. And I guarantee that
you can learn it. Really.”

He didn’t say anything.

“I’ll prove it to you. The first thing I want you to do is write down everything you
do and how long it takes you to do it. Okay?”

“Everything?” he asked, startled.

“Yup. Once we know where your time is going now, we can figure out who we
should bring in to help.”

“But how do I do that?”

“Work with Gretchen to identify broad categories. Here,” I said, handing him a
pad of paper, “jot these down.” He took the pad, selected a pen from the holder on
my desk, and waited for me to talk. “Entering new items into inventory. Moving
furniture. Cleaning and polishing antiques. Driving to pickups and deliveries.” |
waited for him to finish. “Do you see what I mean?”

He nodded.

“Tell Gretchen what we’re doing and ask her to help you brainstorm category
titles and then create a spreadsheet so you can track your time in, oh, let’s say
fifteen-minute increments. We’ll do it for a week or so, until we feel like we really
have a sense of how long it takes to do various tasks.”

“Okay.”

“During this time, while you’re working on this log, when you do something
that’s not on the list, write it down and tell Gretchen so she can add it in.”

He nodded again.

“Can you do that?” I asked him.



“Yes. Absolutely.”

“See,” I said, smiling, “I told you I'd prove it to you. You can learn what you need
to be a supervisor.”

“I'll do my best, Josie. Thank you.”

“l know you will,” I said, and when I told him the raise I had in mind, he smiled
again, a big grin that went from ear to ear and lit up his eyes.

Chapter 24

About twelve thirty, just as I was finishing reviewing Sasha’s first draft of
next month’s auction catalog, which featured an unusual collection of American
weather vanes, Eddie called on my cell phone and asked how I was doing.

After expressing conventional words of concern, he said, “Josie, I wanted you to
be the first to know—well, almost the first,” he said, chuckling.

“Know what?”

“I'm closing the catering business and moving.”

“You're kidding! Eddie, when? And why?”

He chuckled again. “When? Now. I'm on the road already. Why? What the hell,
Josie, you know I was having a hard time. I told you.”

“Yeah, but—"

“Nah, it’s good. Nothing like failing at business to help you get over a midlife
crisis.”

“Oh, Eddie, I'm sorry.”

“Don’t be, kiddo. You’re the best. My favorite client, so I wanted to tell you
directly. You'll be getting an announcement.”

“Did you sell out?”

“Sell what? Who’d want to buy a lot of nothing? I just closed the doors.”

“I can’t believe it, Eddie! What about the investigation? You know, Maisy. Is it all
right for you to leave?”

“Hell, Josie, I'm not disappearing. I'm just moving. Sure, I told the cops. I'm
keeping the same cell phone—they’ve got the number.”

“Where are you going? What are you going to do?”

“I got a job out west. Can you believe it? Me and the cowboys.”

“Are you okay, Eddie?”

“Relieved as all get-out, Josie. I guess I don’t have what it takes to be an
entrepreneur after all.” He chuckled again. “I’'m looking forward to getting back to
being a working stiff and letting the other guy take the headaches home.”

“I'm so surprised and sorry, Eddie. I've really liked working with you.”

“Me, too, Josie.”

I sat forward and closed my eyes to help me concentrate. “So you won’t be
stopping by today?”

“Sorry, Josie. It was time to head out, you know? We were going to leave later
this week, but then I said to my wife, ‘What the hell? Let’s get outta here.” So we
did.”



“Wow. I’'m just stunned.”

“Never mind that. Tell me how you’re doing?”

“Okay, all things considered,” I said, ignoring the daggerlike stabs in my ankle
and my achy, stiff muscles.

“That’s good. It’s a helluva thing. I couldn’t believe it when Britt told me about
it.”

“Britt?” I said, surprised. That’s right, I thought, remembering Eddie’s mention
of Britt in his voice-mail message, the one waiting for me when I’'d returned home
from Zoe’s.

“Britt. You know Britt. Britt Epps. He’s my lawyer.” Eddie chuckled. “I cleared
my quick getaway with him.”

How had Britt learned of my injuries? 1 pondered. At the time, in my battered
and weary condition, I’d considered their calls thoughtful gestures, nothing more.
Now they seemed ominous.

“How did he hear about what happened?” I wondered aloud.

“Who knows? Bad news spreads fast, that’s for damn sure.”

“I guess,” | responded, just to say something. “Eddie, can I ask you something?”

“Sure. What?”

“About the waiters—”

“You bet. What can I tell you?”

“I'm interested in anything you can tell me about the new ones. The ones who
started just before the Gala.”

“I think I might have given you a wrong impression about that,” Eddie said.

“What do you mean?”

“l told you there were new guys—and there were. But everyone was either
known to me or recommended by someone. You know, a friend of a friend,
someone’s cousin, that sort of thing. No strangers.”

“Really?” I asked, a groundswell of relief beginning to grow. The odds that Trevor
was a waiter at the Gala just lowered—a lot.

“Absolutely.”

We chatted another couple of minutes about the details of his move, the job
itself as manager of someone else’s catering business, and how he and his wife
had heard only good things about his new home, Tulsa.

“l wouldn’t have thought of Tulsa as ‘out west,”” | remarked.

“What do I know? I'm an Easterner—it sure seems ‘out west’ to me!”

With a final exchange of good-luck wishes, we hung up. I called Gretchen on the
intercom.

“Eddie just called me,” I said when she picked up. “Guess what? He’s moving
away. He closed the business and took a job in Tulsa.”

“You’re kidding!” she exclaimed.

“Nope. Can you believe it? Anyway, he sounds fine. You know what that
means?”

“We need a new caterer.”

“Exactly. Get me some possibilities, okay?”

The reality sank in: In all likelihood, Trevor Woodleigh hadn’t disguised himself
as a waiter during the Gala. Unless Eddie’s lying. I didn’t think that Eddie would
deliberately mislead an investigator if he thought he had information that would



help find a killer. But I could easily imagine that he would take a more flexible
view of truth telling when it came to discussing an idea he’d probably see as far-
fetched, and that occurred during an event that was, to him, old news. In the
hours before he drove off to start a new life, he might have decided that it would
be easier to fib and say he knew the entire wait staff—at least a little—than it
would be to get more deeply involved in an ongoing murder investigation.

I shook my head, aware of feeling unreasonably sad and apprehensive. I liked
Eddie okay, but it wasn’t that. What was upsetting was having to endure more
unwanted change. Nothing stayed stable, it seemed. Nothing.

Gretchen buzzed to say that Wes was on hold, and on a whim, I decided to
take his call.

“Josie,” he complained when I was on the line, “you didn’t call me back.”

“l wasn’t really up for chatting.”

“Why not?”

“I'm in kind of tough shape right now.”

“What do you mean, tough shape? According to the reports, you’re okay.”

“What reports?” I asked.

“The official statement from the police.”

“What official statement? What did it say?”

“Just what I told you,” he replied impatiently. “Why? Is it wrong? Did they
exaggerate?”

This was the Wes I knew, wanting to acquire new information, not share that
which he already possessed.

“No, no, I guess it’s fair to say, all things considered, that I'm okay.”

“Fill me in. Specifically, what’s your condition?”

His wording made me feel as if he wanted a report on the status of a specimen
in a jar, not an update on a woman who’d been attacked.

“I hurt, what do you think?” I responded petulantly.

“How bad?”

“Wes, you'’re flipping me out here. Why do you want to know?”

“For tomorrow’s paper.”

“Wes, I swear to God, if you print one word, I'll... I'll steal your pencil and snap
it in two. Off the record, remember?”

“Even about your condition?” he asked, sounding shocked.

“Yes,” I said firmly.

He sighed, the sorrowful sound of Wes expressing acute disappointment. “All
right,” he said, sighing a second time, “no problem. Let’s start again. Are you okay,
really?”

“More or less, I guess. I'm a little shaky, a little scraped, and, to tell you the
truth, a lot frightened.”

“Could be worse, right?”

“Oh God, Wes, you smooth talker, you.”

“Huh?”

“l hardly know the words to tell you how touched I am by your concern.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.



Getting Wes to understand that he sounded like an insensitive jerk would be
like asking a squirrel to bark. I gave up. “What do you want, Wes?”

“We need to meet.”

“Why?”

“l have news.” His lowered tone implied importance.

“Good or bad?”

“l don’t know. Interesting.”

Wes using the word “interesting” reminded me of that ancient curse: “May you
have an interesting life.”

“l can’t.”

“Josie—” he whined.

“Wes, give me a break. I'm battered, bruised, and exhausted.”

“l understand,” he said, apparently trying to placate me, as if he were doing me
a favor by being so flexible. “Let’s meet later this afternoon, then. You pick the
time. We can meet at our regular place—the dune, okay?”

“l can’t,” I said again.

“Why not?”

“l can’t exactly scramble up a sandy hill right now. My ankle’s pretty badly
sprained.”

“Just at the edge, then. You can sit in your car if you want,” he said, sounding
as if he were making a great concession.

“No,” 1 said slowly, trying to gather my thoughts before I spoke, “that won’t
work. It’s not going to be so easy speaking to you privately.”

“How come?” he asked.

“The police are sort of, you know, protecting me,” I said.

“Oh, wow, yeah, I hadn’t thought of that. I get it. So for you and me to get
together, you've got to figure out how to slip away from them.”

“No, Wes. I don’t want to get away from them. | want their protection.”

“Then how are we going to meet?” he asked.

I shook my head in mute amazement at Wes. For someone as smart as I knew
him to be, he sure could sound dumb. It was one thing to be focused, but it was
another to lose sight of important side issues. I decided to ignore the implication
that my safety was secondary to his nailing a story, thinking instead about the
issue at hand—I wanted to hear his news.

“Maybe,” I ventured, “we can cover everything on the phone. Anyone checking
the records knows we’re talking anyway.”

“They’d learn that calls were made, but not the content of those calls. What if
your phone is tapped? We can’t assume it’s not.”

True enough, I thought. “If you come here,” I said, “I'll arrange it so we can talk
privately.”

I could meet Wes at the edge of the paved parking lot, out of sight and hearing
of the office, near a cluster of birch trees at the rear of my property. I glanced at
the spot. The white-barked trees were spectacular with their lush gold and
smooth, soft yellow leaves shimmering in the sun. Too open, I realized. It would be
more private to meet in the deserted tag-sale area. I told him to park down the
street and walk through the woods to the tag-sale entrance on the far side of the
warehouse. “I'll be at the door,” I said. He agreed to be there at one fifteen, but



only after a little more give-and-take, and his impatience made me wonder what he
had up his sleeve. Wes was tactless to the point of rudeness, but he usually had
the goods.

Chapter 25

I must have fallen asleep again, because I woke up dis-oriented and upset.
Hairs prickled on my arms and my heart pounded as if I'd awakened from a
nightmare—but if I'd had a bad dream, I couldn’t remember it.

I looked around fretfull