
        
            
                
            
        

    KILLER PANCAKE
DIANE MOTT DAVIDSON
FALL INTO COLOR WITH MIGNON COSMETICS!
Lowfat Luncheon Banquet Wednesday, July 1 Hot Tin Roof Club, Westside Mall, Furman County, Colorado
Crudites with lowfat dips Turkey with hoison sauce and pine nuts in lettuce cups Creamed cold asparagus soup Steamed sole with spa-style hollandaise sauce Grilled mushroom and Japanese eggplant on field greens with red pepper sherry miso dressing Corn rolls, breads ticks, and Grand Marnier cranberry muffins Nonfat chocolate torte
1 I was in caterers' hell. I groaned and surveyed the spread of crudites on my kitchen counter. If looks could kill, I asked myself, would this tray of cauliflower do the trick? Actually, the crisp cauliflowerets, delicate buds of broccoli, slender asparagus spears, and bias-cut squash, celery, and carrots looked appealing enough. So did rows of crunchy brussels sprouts, bright-red cherry tomatoes, and small, musky-tasting mushrooms. But there wasn't a drop of rich, homemade mayonnaise, not a puff of whipped cream, not a slice of tangy cheese in sight. And forget dimpled pats of sweet, unsalted butter or luscious dollops of sour cream. Behind the vegetables stood imposing jars of low-calorie dips with horrid colors like pink (raspberry) and orange (carrot). I dipped a spoon into the raspberry, tasted it, and shuddered. Made according to the client's recipe, it was too thin and had the metallic taste of saccharine. A similar foray into the carrot spread revealed a chunky concoction that kindergartners might make for a project on vitamin A.. In other words: hell. I steeled myself as I washed the last flecks of broccoli off my fingers. Sometimes the proprietor of a catering business has to give herself a pep talk. As the owner of Goldilocks' Catering, Where Everything Is Just Right! I was no exception. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, I observed as I wiped my hands on my apron. I'd seen enough clients drool over six-layer fudge cake to know that folks eat with their eyes before the food ever reaches their tongues. But eating with the eyes was a concept I associated with chocolatey, creamy, and calories. Or perhaps flaky, fudgy, and fattening. Disheartened, I stepped away from the sink and cast another look at the entire first course to be served at that afternoon's banquet. "It looks great," I reassured myself aloud, ". . . if: you're a rabbit." So much for the pep talk. Why on earth had I agreed to cater the July banquet introducing the fall line of Mignon Cosmetics? My irritation blossomed to frustration, a frequent occurrence when the rationale for taking a job melted away. The weather – cool in the beginning of June, when I'd agreed to cater the banquet – was now, at the beginning of July, unbearably hot. In the flat stretch of land that abutted the foothills west of Denver, the thermometer had topped 105 for the past three days. Although the mercury in our mountain town of Aspen Meadow, forty miles west of Denver, had fluctuated only in the upper nineties, that was still unseasonably warm. Definitely too hot, I had discovered, to be mucking around in the kitchen taste-testing food made with buttermilk and nonfat sour cream. Not only that, but I had my doubts about the Mignon Cosmetics people, the same people who had provided the dip recipes. I mean, did they really think the cowboy-worshipping folk of Furman County, Colorado, longed for a lipstick named Fudge Royale? A blush named Lust? Could people truly be enticed to spend a hundred dollars an ounce for anti-aging cream fortified with kelp and placenta? Whose placenta, I wanted to ask rod-thin, pale-haired Harriet Wells, the senior sales associate who'd hired me to do the banquet. I agreed with Harriet that the more; sophisticated, well-heeled customers would enjoy making their purchases in the magnificently refurbished department store of a remodeled mall, where the effects of aging, at least on a building, had been painstakingly eradicated. But structures, I pointed out to Harriet, could be restored. People are another matter. On the other hand, maybe I was wrong. Women, Harriet Wells told me, crave the idea of fudge on their lips. And, she went on, the word lust makes them at least think of blushing. What was worse, my thirteen-year-old son Arch had recently watched a television special on advertising. To my dismay, he had dutifully reported back an ad maven's statement: Make a woman insecure enough, and you can sell her anything. Well. I must have made Harriet Wells and the Mignon Cosmetics Company feel pretty insecure, because I was catering their banquet at an enormous premium over my cost. The high compensation I would receive had been a compromise over their strict lowfat requirement, and the fact that, over my objections, they'd supplied half the recipes for what they wanted, including the two horrid dips. For their requests for an unusual appetizer, an array of breads, and a chocolate dessert, I'd developed new recipes. At that, however, I'd put my foot down: No mashed lentils, no margarine, no egg substitute. To my delight, the appetizer and the muffin recipes I'd come up with were quite delicious, especially if no one mentioned they were lowfat. But the dessert effort had demanded a serious undermining of my cooking standards. I'd gone through seven dozen egg whites trying to develop a recipe for chocolate torte with no butter. Perhaps hell was not strong enough. "Goldy, it does look great," said Julian Teller, my assistant. Wallowing in fat-free self-pity, I had been oblivious of his entrance. Julian marched briskly toward the counter, dipped a spatula into the shocking-pink dip, leaned his broad shoulders and blond, sides-shaven head downward, and sniffed. The "mmm-mmm" noise he made deep in his throat was unconvincingly ecstatic. Compact and muscled from a stint on his school swimming team, nineteen-year-old Julian did not look like someone with his heart set on becoming a vegetarian caterer. Yet he was. Luckily for Goldilocks' Catering, he wasn't one of those fanatics who give you a dirty look if you don't put grated carrots and soy flour in everything. Julian loved cheese, butter, and eggs as much as any traditional chef. I let out an agonized sigh. "It's going to be fabulous," Julian reassured me with mischievous eyes and an enthusiastic lift of the dark eyebrows that he had not bleached to match the hair on his scalp. He'd recently had his bright hair trimmed in a bowl shape to replace his old mohawk-style haircut. Now, instead of resembling a Native American albino, he looked like an ad for Dutch Boy paints. Ready to fulfill his function as server today, Julian wore a neat white collarless shirt and baggy black pants. The shirt had been a gift from me. The bagginess of the pants might have been thought stylish by those who did not know Julian had haggled for them, as usual, at Aspen Meadow's secondhand store. "Goldy," he declared, “the Mignon salespeople are going to love you." He grinned. "And better yet, they're going to love me. Correction: One of them is going to love me." "Yeah, yeah, yeah. Let's sauté the turkey." As mounds of ground turkey began to sizzle in wide frying pans, the scent of Thanksgiving filled my summery kitchen. I opened the first jar of hoisin sauce and took a greedy whiff. Like most people, I'd first encountered the dark, pungent stuff in a Chinese restaurant and fallen in love with it. Hoisin served a double purpose in the recipe I'd developed for the banquet appetizer: Its spicy taste and velvety texture would add richness without fat. I handed the jar to Julian, who energetically ladled it along with the contents of the other sauce jars and a mountain of cooked wild rice into a mixing bowl. I opened the oven and shook the large pan of roasting, golden pine nuts that was inside. At least this was food, I thought grimly. "Hey, boss?" Julian's blue eyes sparkled. "If lowfat is what these folks want" – he gestured at the dips – "then give it to them! Claire says the diet stuff will be a huge hit. And it looks fabulous. Be happy. You're going to make money! Go buy a vat of bittersweet chocolate! Buy ten pounds of macadamia nuts! Buy six kilos of – " "Lie, lie, lie," I replied. "You said these saleswomen subsist on a steady diet of caffeine, nicotine, and chocolate." Which didn't sound too bad, actually, if you took out the nicotine. Julian shrugged dramatically and drained the turkey, then deftly stirred it into the hoisin and wild rice. Although he had been living with Arch and me for just over a year, I never tired of watching Julian cook. He was attentive without being fussy, and his ardor in food preparation was unmatched. "Okay, okay," he admitted as he stirred. Now the sharp smell of hoisin mingled appetizingly with the scent of sautéed turkey and buttery roasted pine nuts. "So say, today, the saleswomen slug down coffee with their chocolate torte, then step outside for a smoke. You still get paid, don't you? Aren't you always saying to me, what's the bottom line here?" "Chocolate torte? Chocolate torte?" I cried, gesturing in the direction of the desserts. "Who are you kidding? Ninety-nine percent fat-free chocolate-flavored air is more like it. I mean, what's the point? I'm going to pack up the grilled vegetables. Want to start on the muffins?" Julian's high-top black sneakers squeaked across the vinyl as he energetically nipped past the counters and clattered in the cooler for the cranberries we'd chopped the night before. Unlike me, Julian was in a very good mood. And it wasn't because he – again unlike me – enjoyed the challenge of preparing a lowfat menu. It was not even remotely likely that Julian's good humor came from working with roughage and ricotta; he was hardly conversant with nonfat milk solids. As he folded the cranberries into the delectable Grand Marnier-flavored muffin batter, I recalled how he generally lavished dollops of creamy – anything on every dish he prepared. No, it wasn't the food. This budding vegetarian cook, now ladling spoonfuls of cranberry-studded dough into muffin cups, would have been excited today if we'd been serving steak tartare. Julian was in love. The current object of Julian's affection, Claire Satterfield, Mignon sales associate extraordinaire, was due at our door any minute. Julian had assured me that Claire would have no trouble finding her way from Denver to our place off Main Street in Aspen Meadow. Claire was intelligent, Julian maintained, in unnecessary defense of this woman who was three years his senior and who had opted out of a university education to work for Mignon Cosmetics. I certainly hoped her intelligence extended to geography. Claire had arrived from Australia with her work visa only nine months before, and during that time she'd lived in downtown Denver. The mile-high city was probably not that different from Sydney, as large urban environments go. But once you get off the interstate and head for Aspen Meadow, the roads become curvy and complicated. So much so, in fact, that the best- selling map book of our area is entitled You Use'ta Couldn't Get There from Here. Did they have mountains in Australia? I couldn't remember. There was a muffled banging on the front door. "It's me, it's me! Hallo! I got here! Where am I, the Himalayas? Let me in, I gotta use the facilities!" Julian heaved the muffin tins into the oven, flipped on the full wattage of his smile, and strode in the direction of the banging. Leaving him to play host, I closed the box of vegetables and turned back to the dieters' delight. There is a reason why weight-loss cookbooks have you serve everything dripping with hot mustard, streaked with Tabasco sauce, or speckled with chopped peppers or red pepper flakes. They want to convince you you're actually eating something. Forget your appetite, see if this doesn't make fire come out of your ears! Of course no one can consume much of these spicy lowcal concoctions. Why willingly engage in electroshock therapy for the mouth? In any event, I had my own Macho Jalapeno Theory of Lowfat. Men heartily dislike diet food, but will eagerly engage in I- can-eat-hotter-stuff-than-you contests. No wonder diet experts recommend spicy foodstuffs when women are trying to wean their menfolk from their beloved meat and potatoes. On the other hand, nobody cared about my philosophy, and I was defying my own jalapeño theory today by offering classic cuisine to the Mignon Cosmetics people. But the recipes they had supplied left much to be desired. So now I was having second thoughts. I groaned again. I decided to stash two dozen individual peach cobblers and an equivalent number of chocolate-chip-dotted brownies into zippered bags underneath the com rolls made with – forgive me, Escoffier – nonfat sour cream. After giving me instructions about the banquet, Harriet Wells had had the guts – skinny, washboard-ab guts – to give me her lowfat muffin recipe. I had ignored it because it called for okra. The emergency supply of brownies and cobblers was an insurance policy, I reflected, in case someone came up to me today and demanded real, honest-to-goodness comfort food. "This is Goldy!" a smiling Julian announced as he held the door open for Claire Satterfield to step haltingly into my kitchen. For someone who had thumped so vigorously to herald her arrival, Claire, suddenly demure, sidestepped uncertainly toward the counter. Although I'd heard a great deal about her, I'd never actually met this wonder. So I was unprepared for what I saw. Claire Satterfield was surely the most gorgeous creature on the planet. Or at least, she was the loveliest female I had ever seen. About four inches taller than Julian, the girl was svelte yet shapely, in a way reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe. Her black hair was arranged in long, shiny ringlets that brushed her tanned shoulders. Bangs framed a striking face that featured breathtaking cheekbones. With her dewy skin, irresistible face, and
HOISIN TURKEY WITH ROASTED PINE NUTS IN LETTUCE CUPS
½ cup pine nuts 1 pound ground turkey 1 teaspoon cornstarch 7 ounces hoisin sauce 2 ½ cups cooked wild rice 8 iceberg lettuce leaves
Preheat the oven to 400.. On a rimmed cookie sheet, toast the pine nuts for 5 to 10 minutes or until golden brown. Set aside.
In a large skillet, sauté the ground turkey over medium-high heat, stirring, until it changes color and is cooked through. Drain well and return to the pan. Stir in the cornstarch and hoisin sauce. Heat and stir over medium heat until bubbly. Add the pine nuts and the rice and stir until heated through.
Spoon 1/3 cup of the hot turkey mixture onto each lettuce leaf. Serves 8 as an appetizer
GRAND MARNIER CRANBERRY MUFFINS
1 ¼ cups orange juice ¼ cup Grand Marnier liqueur ¾ cup canola oil 2 cups chopped cranberries 2 ½ cups all-purpose flour 1 cup whole-wheat flour 1 ½ cups sugar 2 tablespoons baking powder ½ teaspoon salt 1 ½ tablespoons chopped orange zest 4 egg whites
Preheat the oven to 400 . Combine the orange juice, the Grand Marnier, and the oil; set aside while you prepare the batter. In a large bowl, combine the all-purpose flour, whole-wheat flour, sugar, baking powder, salt, and orange zest. In another large bowl, beat the egg whites until frothy. Combine the juice mixture with the beaten egg whites. Add the egg mixture and the cranberries to the flour mixture, stirring just until moist. Using a ¼-cup measure, divide the batter among 24 muffin cups that have been fitted with paper liners. Bake for 25 minutes or until golden brown and puffed.
Makes 24
She gave me a frightened glance and mutely opened her mouth. "And this is Claire," added Julian, blushing. Blushing, I imagined, with lust. "Pleased to meet you," I said, and meant it. Claire had been the one who had recommended me to the Mignon folks as their banquet caterer. Even though the food preparation for the event had been a mixed blessing, I very much wanted Julian to be happy. My young friend had made several false starts in the social-life department, including one with a Mignon sales associate who lived down the street. But now he had settled on Claire. Actually, he had not so much settled as fallen for her, the way a Rocky Mountain skier can plummet into an oncoming avalanche and try to swim with the wave. And I had enjoyed watching this loveswept delirium. Despite Julian's planned departure this fall for Cornell, I fantasized about becoming the catering-trainer- landlady-of-the-groom after he got his degree. To my amazement, I had become something of a marriage booster. Maybe I’d even cater their reception. "Pleased t'meet you," Claire said demurely. The Australian accent hung heavily over her high, babyish voice, a voice that did not go with her sophisticated image. While Julian and Claire conversed in low tones, I whisked together the sherry and miso for the grilled vegetable dressing. Sometimes you can put unusual ingredients together, and they work. That was certainly true for me. At age thirty-two, I had remarried just over two months ago. My new relationship was as good as my first marriage – begun at age nineteen and ended at twenty-seven – had been dreadful. So r d decided the first time around had been an aberration. Marriage was great, I’d proclaimed. Just like stopping smoking, everyone should do it. This analogy had not gone over in a big way with my new husband, Tom Schulz. In fact, while he was trying to refurbish my hopeless garden, Tom wore a custom-made T-shirt that read: BETTER THAN A CIGARETTE. I set aside the salad and smiled. Now that Tom and I were wed and Julian and Claire were enjoying each other's company, the idea of romantic harmony sweeping our little household was extremely appealing. Certainly more attractive than an endless buffet table of food without fat. . . . "I need to talk to you about parking," Claire announced loudly and without preamble. It took me a second to realize she was talking to me. "Parking?" I echoed. I heaved a vat of chilled asparagus soup out of the walk-in refrigerator. "I'll be parking by the nightclub." "The nightclub?" Julian sounded confused. While he was good with the cooking for these affairs, and he was a whiz in the classroom, the logistic details of catered events frequently escaped him. I said, "This luncheon buffet is at the Hot Tin Roof Club." Julian frowned, still not understanding. I explained, "It's unusual to have a nightclub in a mall, but that was the only bid the mall owners got for the old Xerxes' Magic Shop. Anyway, the Hot Tin Roof Club is geared to upper- crust single types. Since it's not nighttime," I continued with unswerving logic as I turned to Claire, "there shouldn't be a parking problem." "Sorry." Claire's frowning lips were colored a purplish-tan. I wondered what color the Mignon folks had christened it: Passion Plum? or Torrid Tan? "Expecting a bit of trouble, I'm afraid." "A bit of trouble?" I shifted the vat uncomfortably. "Parking trouble? Or some other kind of trouble? And who exactly is doing the expecting?" Claire closed her eyes. Her lids were shaded in a pure powdery wave of purple and brown. I was in awe. One moment she looked and sounded like a girl, the next she was a sensuous woman. "Right. See this color?" She pointed. "Yes." I shot a glance at Julian. He wrinkled his nose and shook his head. The connection between parking problems and eyeshadow eluded him too. Claire opened her eyes wide. Her irises were dark violet. I wondered how many males besides Julian had gotten lost in their mesmerizing depths. "Right. According to the most recent Beastly Bulletin, Mignon Cosmetics blinded albino rabbits testing Sensual Midnight eyeshadow." "Beastly Bulletin?" I said faintly. "Animal rights newsletter," Claire announced crisply. "So the way we heard it, the BB folks have organized a task force. They're starting a protest against Mignon." She shrugged. A shiver went down her exposed shoulders and through her short- skirted black sheath, the kind of dress not usually seen at luncheons, the kind of dress I haven't had the figure for since I was sixteen. "Word from store security is they might be causing problems at the banquet. Sorry 'bout that," she added with a nod at all the vegetables. "Causing problems? Demonstrators? Because of albino rabbits?" I was still trying to get my footing in the cosmetics universe. "These people are protesting at today's banquet?" "Yeh, we think so. Their campaign's called Spare the Hares." As this came out speh the hehs, it took me a few beats to translate. "Yesterday," she went on, "the animal rights people were outside the department store. Demonstrating. Y'know, Prince & Grogan carries Mignon exclusively in the Denver area. So we're the target." We'h the ta-get. "The demonstrators even had a picket line. Today we heard they might be made up as freaks. They could be swinging rabbit carcasses at each person who comes in – " "Oh, for crying out loud!" I shrieked. I banged the vat down on the counter. "I give to the Sierra Club! I give to the National Wildlife Federation! I don't even wear eyeshadow! Can't I get some kind of safe passage or something?" "Y'don't know the kind of person y'dealin' with here," Claire observed. Her slender body slid over in the direction 'of the steamer. "They see you carrying in that fish over there? They'll mark you as the enemy. A fish murderess. They'll scatter your food trays from here to kingdom come. All for rabbits." She giggled. "Rabbits – the scourge of Australia! My folks wouldn't believe this one, I can tell you that." "Just tell us where to park," Julian interjected placatingly before I could erupt again. "We're not into carcasses." "Okay." She puckered her painted lips. "You know where the entrance to the garage is?" We nodded. "The mall has that aboveground parking garage," Claire explained, "and the entrance to the Hot Tin Roof Club is on the first level. There's a glass door at the entrance, but we're supposed to ignore that. The club's service entrance is an unmarked door inside, next to Stephen's Shoes. You walk through the shoe store, then come into the club." I had the sinking feeling I should be writing all this down. The Beastly Bulletin. The service entrance by the shoe store. A picket line. Carcasses. "Prince & Grogan's head of security," Claire was saying, "has told all the Mignon people not to park by the department store or the nightclub, because of the demonstrators. We're supposed to scatter our vehicles, but not to use the garage roof, because they're getting ready for the food fair. Y'know. What's it called?" "A Taste of Furman County," I replied dully. Starting day after tomorrow, I was supposed to be at that food fair. Starting day after tomorrow, I prayed the demonstrators would not be at that food fair. "We just park and come into the club through the service entrance next to the shoe store," Claire concluded triumphantly. The maneuvers in this particular war appeared to please her immensely. "The head of security will be in the garage. Name's Nick. He told us they've called the police in. Just in case things get messy." So that was where Tom was going today. Although his official title was Homicide Investigator, there weren't enough homicides in Furman County to occupy my new husband full-time. So he was kept more than busy analyzing robberies and assaults and going out on special assignments, like today. When I'd asked what today's assignment was, he'd answered mischievously, "Shopping." And more than that he wouldn't say. He didn't want me to worry, and I didn't want to be intrusive. In the two months of figuring out what it meant to be married after extended periods of being single, we were both treading carefully around each other's privacy. But honestly, the man was impossible. We could have planned a late lunch. Real lunch too, with vichyssoise and pate, maybe a little hasenpfeffer. . . "Goldy?" queried Julian. "Are you going to steam that sole up here or down there?" "I'm going to start it here and finish it there," I said. "It's the last thing I have to do." The steamer was full of water. I flipped on the burners, lowered the vat of asparagus soup into a box, and packed up the crudites. Within moments, steam bloomed plentifully and I laid the sole fillets close together on a rack above the bubbling water. When I turned around, Julian and Claire had disappeared. "What the – " I knew Julian couldn't, wouldn't leave without helping me pack the supplies into the van. Buffet for forty was still just that, and it was not possible for one caterer to do all the hauling, setting up, and serving. But, I reminded myself as I vaulted out the back door to check the van, love had made Julian forgetful in the past few weeks. First he'd neglected to bring two out of three desserts to a fund-raising picnic for the ACLU. As a result, I'd survived endless jokes about no freedom of choice and had given the ACLU a hefty discount on their final tab. Julian, embarrassed, had offered to take the docked pay off his own. Of course I wasn't heartless enough to do that. The kid was saving money to take to college. But I did promise him the next time he screwed up for the ACLU, I'd punish him with a John Birch Society barbecue. I checked inside my detached garage. Julian's Range Rover – inherited from former employers – sat stolidly next to my van, but neither Julian nor Claire was in evidence. I peeked around the back of the garage and remembered another example of Julian's recent spaciness. Just last week he had managed to get into a car accident with a new client, Babs Braithwaite. Three days after Babs had booked me for her Fourth of July party, she and Julian had crashed into each other. Usually a careful driver, Julian had man- aged to be rear-ended by Babs in her Mercedes 560SEC. Babs said he'd stopped in the middle of an intersection. Julian said he thought he had his turn signal on. He admitted he'd been only half watching though, because moments before the collision, a giggling Claire had tried to cool off by putting her shapely feet out the window of the Rover. But it had been no joke when Julian had been judged at fault. The Mercedes had sustained a thousand dollars worth of damage, and Julian's savings would be sorely depleted paying the deductible. It seemed that even when I tried to save him money, he ended up losing it anyway. I touched the Rover's bruised bumper, left the garage, and stepped onto a new flagstone path laid down by Tom. Even if finances were a little tight for proud, independent Julian, he would manage. He was rich in love, I reflected as I walked down the path. It led through a lush garden of perennials that Tom was somehow managing to coax out of what had been my barren yard. Julian had enthusiastically helped Tom compost, rototill, and plant. And owing to relentless spring snow, we were having a one-in- ten growing season. The magnificent show of yellow columbine, tiny blossoms of white arabis, and sky-blue bellflower campanula were Tom's pride. But at the moment it was a floral display empty of Claire and Julian. I pushed through my back door and ran upstairs. Julian really wouldn't have brought Claire to his room, would he? I knocked gently and then peeked into the boys' bedroom. Empty. Where in the world were they? I felt sweat bead my brow. Julian was becoming so forgetful that I was considering reneging on my promise to let him take over the catering business for the next few days while I prepared for and ran the booth at the food fair. But if Julian continued to mess up bookings, the catering business would be kaput. And I'd worked too hard for financial autonomy to allow my business to be threatened. No matter how blissful we were as newlyweds, I was not about to start depending on Tom's paycheck. I clattered back down the staircase, removed the steamer cover, and turned off the burners. The sole had just begun to change color, but was not yet done. I headed down the front hall. Julian and Claire were entwined on the living room couch. They were wrapped in a deep, silent kiss. Longer and leggier than Julian, Claire did not so much hug him as drape herself around his body. Embarrassed to be witnessing such passion, I hastily retreated to the kitchen. "Okay!" I hollered diplomatically once I'd lifted out the steamer basket filled with sole fillets. "Let's get this stuff into the van and see if we can avoid Speh the Hehs!" After a moment the lovelorn pair sheepishly reappeared. Claire's makeup, I observed, was miraculously intact, although Julian looked a trifle rumpled. He handed Claire a covered bowl of (lowfat) hollandaise, then hoisted the first box containing the soup. I suppressed a grin and picked up the container of turkey with hoisin. Ten minutes later the three of us started out for the forty- minute trip to glorious, newly refurbished Westside Mall, still nestled, as the recent advertisements relentlessly screamed, at the foot of the Rockies! Children were already out riding their mountain bikes and kicking soccer balls against the curbs when our vehicles chugged out of my driveway. When we reached Aspen Meadow's Main Street, windblown dust shimmered in the morning light, forming a translucent veil between the town and the peaks of the Aspen Meadow Wildlife Preserve. The snow on the mountaintops had shrunk to uneven gray caps that would not completely melt over the summer. As Julian and I followed Claire's white Peugeot in the direction of Interstate 70, we passed stores whose entrances were clogged with summer tourists seeking Aspen Meadow's higher altitude, cooler temperatures, and claim to quaintness. Enterprising merchants had landscaped the area between the sidewalks and the street with a tangle of dianthus, daylilies, and bleeding heart. Below the stores' intentionally rustic signs swayed hanging baskets of white petunias, red ivy geranium, and delicate asparagus fern. Nearby Vail had used this Garden-in-Disneyland-type decoration to great effect in attracting tourists, and our little burg was following suit. The Chamber of Commerce seemed to feel that the less our place looked like a real town, the less tourists would feel they were spending real money. Still, it was home, and I loved it. I usually do not enjoy heading "down the mountain," which is how Aspen Meadow folk refer to the physical and spiritual descent into Denver and environs. As the van lumbered eastward behind Claire's little Peugeot, a Flight-for-Life helicopter thundered overhead going west, toward Aspen Meadow. I braked automatically and pulled into the right lane in front of a pickup truck. The driver had to swerve to avoid me. Julian and I exchanged a glance. Paranoid, overprotective mother that I was, I felt my heart race as I mentally placed Arch. My son had spent the night at a friend's house. He was due back home this morning. As soon as we arrived I would call from Hot Tin Roof and make certain he was all right. Forcing my mind off the helicopter and its rescue mission, I sped up again and imagined all the gorgeous women who would be attending the day's banquet. The nightclub would be filled to bursting with blondes, brunettes, and redheads. All would be impossibly thin, impeccably made up, and fashionably dressed in suits with skirts shorter than what I used to wear when I played tennis, back when I was a doctor's wife. Thinking of my caterer's uniform and scrubbed face, I had a sudden attack of feeling inappropriate. Was that the real reason I resented doing this banquet – there would be all those stunning women, and then there would be me? Disheartened, I glanced in the van mirror and gave myself another pep talk. The helicopter had droned away and was no longer visible. The pickup driver had changed lanes. My own face looked the same as always, my uniform, equally drab but serviceable. Later, I realized I'd made a mistake by not checking my reflection more closely. But at the time I was saying to myself: Relax. Nobody ever notices the caterer. Also a mistaken assumption.
2 So are we supposed to follow her, or not?" I asked Julian as Claire's car spewed a cloud of inky exhaust while passing the silvery- gray marble exterior of the Prince & Grogan store building. No demonstrators stood outside the entrance to the upscale department store. I hoped this was a good sign. The Peugeot darted into Westside Mall's parking garage. Julian craned his neck to see where Claire had gone. "Let's stay separated, the way she said. In case the activists are waiting at anyone place. The salespeople aren't even supposed to wear their Mignon Cosmetics uniforms. Claire's going to park by the crepe place because she has some stuff to bring in. She told us to go on over by Stephen's Shoes. She'll take her things in while we start to unload." I wheeled the van past the majestic hemlocks and short, lush aspens that formed the mainstay of the expensive new mall landscaping. After a moment of confusion, I headed into the far end of bottom-level parking spaces. Hopefully we were going in the direction of empty parking spots near the chrome-and-glass garage entrance to the mall near Prince & Grogan. The space inhabited by the department store, as opulent and inviting a shopping environment as one could ever hope for, had formerly housed a Montgomery Ward. r d come to know Montgomery Ward well during my lean divorce; years, but the refurbishment and enlargement of Westside Mall had been so ambitiously undertaken that at the moment I felt completely turned around. Not so Julian, who pointed to the garage entrance to the mall. I strained to catch a glimpse of police cars or activists waving signs, rabbits, or Lord knew what-all. I saw only gaggles of gorgeous women, presumably the sales associates and top customers who'd been invited. They threaded through the rows of cars on their way to the Hot Tin Roof Club. Near us, a stunning hermaphroditic blonde dressed in blistering lemon yellow strutted alongside a Porsche with an empty parking place on the row just behind it. Beyond that line of cars glowed the neon sign for Stephen's Shoes. I waited for the woman in yellow to move away, then quickly swung the van past Prince & Grogan, around the end of the row, and into the vacated spot. I checked my watch. So far we were exactly on schedule. Guarding the doors to this level's impressive glass prismed mall entrance was an older-looking man in the process of instructing a couple of muscular fellows sporting slicked-back hair, matching charcoal suits, and gleaming black shoes with pointed toes. The muscular two stood nervously, feet braced, hands clasped behind their backs. As the older fellow addressed them, they rolled their massive shoulders and tilted their heads overattentively. I was pretty sure the three weren't policemen. For the threat of riots, the Furman County Sheriff's Department would certainly send officers in plainclothes as well as uniforms. But no matter what they were wearing, sheriff's department deputies; never acted so obviously like hired goons. I glanced at my watch again: ten-thirty. "The mall's'open, right?" Julian's cap of blond hair fell sideways as he tilted his head to get a better look at the suits. "Actually, yeah. It opens at ten usually, but earlier day after tomorrow because of the food fair. Most of the stores don't get busy until the afternoon, Claire says. Those dudes look like they're from Mignon Cosmetics or Prince & Grogan. Or maybe they're from some private security company." "I guess they're supposed to look tough." I turned off the ignition and pulled up the parking brake. "Maybe they figure they'll be a deterrent if they act like they're wearing shoulder holsters. That ought to tick off the Beastly Bulletin folks." I couldn't remember what the law regarding carrying a concealed weapon was in this gun-loving part of the country. Coloradans don't like to conceal their weapons. In fact, they seize every opportunity to be exhibitionistic about them. Outside the van, the foul, overheated garage air hit us like a slap. We'd have to hustle to get the food into a cool spot. In this heat, anything could wilt or grow bacteria. I opened the van doors, surveyed the undisturbed array of spa dishes, and wondered if the muscle-bound security men in the matching suits would go for the roast hot pepper, If I laid a few Jalapenos on top and Sprinkled them with cayenne. As we began to unload the vegetables, shouts erupted from near the garage entrance to the mall. Julian and I exchanged a worried glance, hoisted our loads, and began to walk rapidly toward Stephen's Shoes. Twenty feet away, the security guys were hollering at several demonstrators who had suddenly appeared, waving large placards. Laden with trays of broccoli, I couldn't see if the activists were carrying anything else. From my vantage point, the demonstrators' ages and gender were indeterminate. They uniformly sported long, unkempt nests of hair above their logo'd T-shirts, torn blue jeans, and sandals. I couldn't hear what everyone was yelling, but I could guess it had to do with preserving small gnawing mammals with cute tails. "Feel all right?" Julian murmured as he whacked open the service-entrance door with his sneaker and held it for me to pass through. "Yes," I said uncertainly. The shouts had increased in volume. "Maybe the security guys, or whoever they are, can run interference while we bring in the supplies." I tried to sound more confident than I felt. Julian moved to the shoe-store door and opened it wide. We quickly carried our culinary burdens past rows of brightly colored pumps and air-cushioned cross-trainers. Curious customers and gaping store employees allowed boxes of sandals and sailboat shoes to drop from their hands as we hustled past. They acted as if they'd never seen a catering duo lugging eighty pounds of food past them before. The store manager, a tall fellow with sandy-red hair, came to our side quickly and murmured conspiratorially, '1 know about the routing for the banquet." I wondered if he was going to ask for the password to cross enemy lines. "Sorry," I whispered from behind the broccoli. "This'll just take a few minutes." As the manager moved across the store's carpeted floor to reassure his customers, Julian said, “I don't know if those security guys will be able to protect us going back and forth." He glanced back at the garage. "Just for safety, we'd better make all our runs in tandem instead of alternating." He nodded knowingly to show how much he was learning about food service. I didn't return the nod. It looked as if more people had joined the altercation outside. Julian was right, though. When two caterers work an event, one usually hovers over the delivered food while the other brings in the rest of the supplies. If you leave platters out anywhere before serving time, people will take the mere presence of edibles as a sign it's time to start consuming them, no matter how impenetrably the food is wrapped. Perhaps there would be a bar at the nightclub where we could stash all the courses below eye level. We came out the main entrance of the shoe store and turned to enter the august beauty of the renovated main hall of Westside Mall. In the late sixties, when it opened, Westside had been a splashy, hugely successful shopping center. But Westside Mall had gone bankrupt like an F. Scott Fitzgerald hero: gradually and then suddenly. The Denver papers had been full of accounts about stores going out of business during the first phase of the oil recession. It wasn't long before the whole mall ended up repossessed as part of the savings-and-loan mess. After several years of vacancy, the management of Prince & Grogan, a department store chain with its headquarters in Albuquerque, had agreed to provide the anchor for a redone, upscale mall. A complete face-lift of the old shopping center and construction of the multilayered garage had transformed the former shopping haven into a glitzy series of fancy stores and chic boutiques. But Arch had mourned the loss of the old Xerxes' Magic Shop. As I stepped across the threshold of the Hot Tin Roof Club, I imagined my son would be awed at the unquestionably magical transformation of the old store he'd loved so much. Gone were the rows of masks, the shelves of top hats, the glass counters filled with tricks. The walls of the enlarged space were painted silver and black. Under high-intensity spotlights, chrome buttons and table edges glistened. An array of overstuffed furniture had been upholstered in black leather. A slender woman with elaborately teased hair and a sheath as diminutive as Claire's nodded in our direction and motioned us past the hostess stand. We moved uncertainly out of the service entry and through the new foyer. Despite the fact that it wasn't quite eleven in the morning, a palpable air of excitement filled the place. Lively music pumped out of overhead speakers. About thirty women had already arrived and were bustling about. One was setting up a slide projector. Another pulled down a screen. Two more checked on the audio system and the podium. Whether the high-pitched voices and feverish rushing around were the result of nervousness over the upcoming event – the unveiling of their fall line – or the presence of the demonstrators outside was impossible to determine. I saw Claire briefly. She seemed to have forgotten us as she giggled and squealed and moved from group to group of chattering females. On one long table, three rows of brightly colored corsages were arrayed. Some women already had them on. Others were in the act of pinning them to their stylish outfits. My guess was that the flowers had something to do with the fall colors we were about to see. I wouldn't have minded having a corsage, I thought absentmindedly as I moved toward the bar with the heavy tray of broccoli. On the other hand, was there such a thing as a bittersweet-chocolate-colored orchid? With raspberry- colored roses to complement it? Probably not. A sudden banging and shouting outside caused a momentary hush to fall on the bevy of scattered women. Launching into a new song, the music from the speakers blasted into the silence, overwhelming any sounds of a disturbance. I cursed silently when I thought of all the food Julian and I still needed to bring in past whatever had erupted outside. Julian read my mind. "Stay put," he ordered firmly. "I'm making another trip." "No, let me do it. I'm used to moving around with heavy containers of food." "No, no, I'm much faster than you," he replied without apology. "If some demonstrator started yelling at you, you'd get into a big argument, the way you always do. You want the food in here fast? Let me get it." "Well," I said reluctantly, "why don't you see if you can get those security guys to help you?" But Julian was already moving away. "If they're not busy," he replied over his shoulder. If he heard my call to be careful, he gave no sign. I used the phone at the bar to call Arch's friend, Todd Druckman. Todd's mother told me the two of them were sitting in front of the television eating Cocoa Puffs and Pop-Tarts. Did I want to talk to Arch? I laughed and declined, then hung up and washed my hands in the bar sink, grateful that my concerns about my son were needless. And Arch loved eating at Todd's; it meant he didn't have to taste-test a single nonfat roll or experimental curry. I poured the dips into the hollowed-out cabbages, then checked the trays. The rows of vegetables had become only slightly disheveled. I lifted the plastic wrap and reached in to straighten them. "Oh my God, Harriet, they're stunning!" exclaimed a low, fruity voice from the other side of the oblong granite bar. "Diamond-cluster earrings? That must have set Mignon back a pretty penny!" It was a voice I recognized. I looked up to see big- bodied, big-haired, big-moneyed Babs Braithwaite standing next to Harriet Wells. "Top producer for May," Harriet announced smugly. "Wait a minute," commanded Babs as she put a hand on Harriet's forearm. Then she steered Harriet in my direction, and addressed me. "Goldy? You're doing this banquet too? Are you ready for Charles's and my party?" Without waiting for a reply, she rushed on. "Harriet, do you know Goldy of Goldilocks' Catering in Aspen Meadow? Isn't that a cute little name? She didn't always do catering. She used to be married to a gorgeous doctor." Well, now, wasn't this nice. I stared at Babs Meredith Braithwaite and tried to think of something to say. Babs was about fifty, although the heavy makeup she wore over pockmarked skin made her look older. Charles Braithwaite, her reclusive microbiologist husband, was younger than his wife and reportedly quite handsome, but he hadn't inherited a fortune from the family butter company. With her bags of bucks, Babs spared no expense on decking herself out. Her large features were accented with masklike foundation and powder, dark smears of blush, black eyeliner, and long, false eyelashes. Her elaborately frosted hair was wildly poufed, and her expensive-looking dark silk dress was adorned with a fat corsage of pink roses and baby's breath. She looked like the mother of a Barbie doll. I was again conscious of my plain apron and unstylishly curly hair, worn Shirley Temple- style. "What was his name," Babs continued, tapping her bottom lip with a plump finger. "Well, of course. Korman! Doctor Korman." "No," said Harriet sadly. "I didn't know." Incredible, really. Someone, it always seemed, was still dying to share the news now five years old. It had been that long since I divorced John Richard Korman, whose initials made up his oh-so-appropriate nickname, the Jerk. People could never understand why I'd let such a good-looking and wealthy guy get away. They just didn't know about the violence. My descent into food service was observed with a pitying sneer. I was already working for Harriet's company. I'd be doing Babs's party in three days. Wasn't that enough? Why bother with the history? Because people can't resist being bitchy, Marla Korman, my best friend and the other ex-wife of Dr. Gorgeous, was fond of pointing out. Marla had recommended my business to Babs, so I kept mum and summoned a flat smile. "Goldy has garnered quite a reputation in Aspen Meadow," said Babs with a wide, explanatory sweep of her bejeweled hand, "for the success of her little business." "Yes." Harriet's saccharine tone was hard to decipher. Also around fifty, Harriet was as slender, petite, and understated as Babs was expansive. Her beehive of golden hair, impeccable makeup, and short, slender fingers with their manicured nails paired perfectly with her flared Chinese-style royal blue silk pants and matching sleeveless top. "Goldy and I have had many discussions about the lowfat food for our banquet. She was the one who pointed out that when people have fish for a main course, they always want chocolate for dessert! We're lucky she was able to come all the way down here." "I come to Denver all the time," I said, trying not to sound defensive. "I'm doing the food fair too." "You're doing the food fair? You shouldn't," Babs reprimanded. "You might just be overburdening yourself." Did I look as if I wanted advice from Babs Braithwaite? I scanned the room for Julian. Maybe if I appeared busy, these women would leave me alone. "Of course," Babs continued, "all the major food people in Denver will be here. The food fair is one of our benefits. Playhouse Southwest, do you know the group? We used to be called the Furman County Dramatic Auxiliary. We just did The Taming of the Shrew. Sound familiar? Didn't I tell you about it?" I nodded vapidly. Actually, I'd talked to Babs Braithwaite on the phone only about the Fourth. We'd seen each other briefly after her car hit Julian's. I bit my lip. Don't say anything, I reminded myself. At least not anything nasty. The Taming of the Shrew. Sound familiar? Actually, no. Knee-deep in nonfat ingredients, I hadn't caught any plays lately. Then again, her little auxiliary might want to have a catered function sometime in the future. If I could do John Birch Beef, I could do Shakespeare shashlik. I gave Babs what I hoped was an ingratiating grin. "Yes. Let's see, Dr. John Richard Korman," she mused throatily as she touched a sapphire necklace. "Up and Coming in Denver did an article on our most recent production. You must have seen that issue, there was also an article on Dr. John Richard Korman. So – " "I'm sorry, Babs," I interrupted. Anything to get off the subject of the Jerk. "What's your connection to Mignon Cosmetics?" "Ooh!" She chuckled and gave Harriet a flirtatious look. "I'm such a good customer, they invited me. Oh, there's Tiffany Barnes. . ." And off she sailed. Man, I couldn't wait to ask Marla about that piece of work. I put Babs Braithwaite out of my mind and set about carefully unwrapping the lettuce leaves that would form the containers for the hoisin turkey. Claire trotted over to me. Her comely brow was wrinkled with frustration. But before she could explain, something across the room caught her attention. I looked in that direction and saw only a group of beautifully groomed chattering women, all wearing corsages. "Oh my God," Claire groaned. "What?" "Nothing. . . Look, Goldy, I'm in trouble," she announced. "I . . . forgot the damn decorations. They're Mignon bags we stuff with colored tissue paper. We call them exploding bags. y'know? I need to go to my car and get them. Come with me? I don't want to go out there alone." She looked desperate. Considering the swelling group of protesters I'd seen outside, I felt a pang of sympathy for her. I wasn't too eager to face that indignant group alone either. "Of course I'll come with you," I assured her. "I might as well bring in the sole and get the steamer going, anyway. We need to make it quick, though," I added. I lifted the trays of vegetables and hid them on a shelf under the bar. I had the feeling we were being watched, so I grabbed a spare tablecloth, unfurled it, and placed it over the wrapped food while Claire tapped her foot. I ignored her impatience. I would be damned before I came back to picked-over trays. At the service door we met Julian. He was laden down with Nonfat Chocolate Tortes. "Where do you two think you're going?" he demanded as soon as he saw us approaching. "It's a zoo out there. I couldn't find one of those suits to help me – " "We'll be fine," Claire cooed as she kissed her index finger and planted it on his nose. She swept past him in a flurry of dark ringlets and black sheath. "Just going to pick up some bags. Back in a jif." Mimicking her touch on the nose, I followed on her heels. The demonstrators had become a jeering, sign-waving; horde. A few uniformed members of the Furman County Sheriff's Department were attempting crowd control. I didn't see Tom. Claire and I decided to pick up our respective bundles and meet at the column nearest the mall entrance. I made off for the van, fumbled with the keys, and rummaged around in the dark interior, looking for the steamer. At last I found it underneath the container of roasted vegetables. If I loaded myself up, this would be the last trip out to the van. Another roar went up from the angry demonstrators. I quickly surveyed all the remaining food and decided it was worth the hassle. Balancing the bowl of vegetables on top of the plastic container of greens, I picked up the steamer, then carefully made my way toward the appointed column. With the hubbub all around, I desperately wanted to look inconspicuous. Or as inconspicuous as a woman toting forty pounds of fish and vegetables can be. Over the rumble of the demonstrators, I heard a revving engine. It was closer to me than to the cops and the crowd, and getting closer by the moment. I craned my neck around. There was no car in sight. Neither the crowd nor the cops seemed to take any notice of me, so I continued to meander through vehicles on my way to the entrance, my attention on the triple deck of supplies I was balancing. There was another shout from the crowd and behind me, a squeal of tires. I heard the scream first, then a horrid, sickening thud. The scream echoed from the concrete walls all around. Then the engine roared again and the tires screeched. Far over at the entrance, two uniformed cops started running in the direction of the scream. I willed myself to start breathing again, and looked around for Claire. Where was she? Had she seen what happened? My skin prickled. After being momentarily stilled, the demonstrators started up again with their "hoo-ha!" shouts that sounded like an ominous pep rally. When Claire did not appear I whacked the steamer, the bowl, and the vegetables down on the hood of a nearby Jeep. Unencumbered, I started briskly off in the area where I thought Claire had parked her Peugeot. I saw the policemen first. One was talking into his radio. The other knelt on the pavement. A woman was lying at his feet. Had she passed out? As I came closer, I realized the body could not have landed in that contorted way from a faint. The kneeling policeman looked up and saw me. "Get back!" he yelled. "We need to clear this area!" But I took no heed. Blood pooled on the cement near the inert body. The woman on the pavement was Claire.
3 I'm going to be ill. My mouth opened but no sound emerged. A car drove slowly by behind me. In one of its windows, children's faces gawked at the policemen. I lurched forward through a shock wave of car exhaust. Had Claire been struck by a car? But of course, that was the only explanation. There has to be some way I can help. Where was that vehicle I'd heard screeching through the garage? What were the two cops doing? Why wasn't someone else coming? I knew I would regret walking closer, but I kept moving forward anyway. My footsteps gritted loudly. Please let her be all right. "Go back," said the policeman again, this time in my face. His wide shoulders and deeply lined face loomed in front of me. He was not someone I knew. I murmured Claire's name and felt my knees buckle. Then the policeman seemed to change his mind. "Wait." His powerful hand gripped my elbow. "Did you see what happened? Do you know this woman? Were you with her?" "No. I mean, yes." It came out a croak. "I only. . ." What? My face was wet. Tears. When had I started to cry? The policeman's gruff voice insisted: "The woman who was hit-you knew her or not?" So Claire had been hit. Of course. The policeman's eyes bored into mine. Surely he didn't think I was responsible? "Her name?" he demanded. My mouth fumbled around Claire's name. I did not know her address. Julian would. Oh, God. Julian. Behind us people began to gather. The policeman sharply ordered them to stay back, then continued with curt questions: What exactly had I seen? Had I observed any vehicles before I heard the scream? Why was Claire in the garage? Not far away, the other uniformed cop continued to speak urgently into his radio. There was no movement from the twisted body on the pavement. The man questioning me took his fierce eyes off my face and looked over my shoulder. "Oh, good. Schulz," he murmured. I turned to see my husband walking swiftly toward us between parked cars. Relief rushed through me. Over his street clothes, Tom wore a raid jacket, a gray windbreaker with the Furman County Sheriff's Department logo emblazoned on the left pocket. The jacket was what the plainclothes police put on when they needed to distinguish themselves from regular folks. But distinguishing Tom Schulz from regular folks was not now, nor had it ever been, difficult. He did not see me at first. I wiped my cheeks hard and watched him stride toward the uniformed officer with the radio, who was again kneeling on the garage floor. Tom wore his purposeful, commanding look, a look that I knew both comforted and cowed those who worked for him. It was also an expression that cut like a cleaver into a suspect's babbling. Tom dropped to one knee to talk to the cop with the radio. The officer motioned in our direction. Tom glanced over, gave a brief, puzzled shake of the head when he saw me, then turned back to Claire. I shivered, coughed again, and clasped my arms. I felt ridiculous in the double-breasted chefs jacket and apron. The blood in my ears pounded as worries about Claire and Julian crowded my mind. Tom took the radio and talked into it. The policeman beside me seemed to sense there was no point in continuing his interrogation. Tom would join us momentarily and take over. An approaching siren wailed. Too soon, I thought. But of course – the new hospital was right across the street from the mall. Suddenly the red, white, and gold EMS truck careened around a cement column, then screeched to a halt and disgorged two paramedics. They ran over to Claire's dreadfully inert body. Tom straightened and walked over to us. His face was grim. "This is – " began the uniformed cop. "Yeah, okay, I know who she is. Go help Rick with those demonstrators." The uniformed cop trotted away. Tom gave me the full benefit of his green eyes. To my dismay, I began to cry again. "It's Julian's girlfriend. . . you know. . . Claire. Is she alive? Is she going to be okay?" "No, she isn't." He put his arms around me. "I swear, Goldy, what are you doing out here in the garage?" When I didn't answer, he held me closer and murmured, "She probably didn't suffer much. Looks like she died on impact." He released me and narrowed his eyes. They were filled with seriousness and pain. "Goldy, try to pull yourself together for a minute. Did you see it?" I brushed the tears from my cheeks and took a shuddery breath. "No." "Where's Julian?" "Inside that nightclub. Hot Tin. . . you know, where they're having. . . he was catering with me." I tried to think. "What should we do, tell him? Or wait? Did the person who hit her not stop?" "Hit-and-run. State patrol will handle it. You know, they do traffic. And yes, you and I should go find Julian. Let's not tell anybody else, though, we don't want a general panic. Plus we need to follow procedure here, find the next of kin. . . . How long have you been here? You said you didn't see this accident. What did you hear, anything?" Haltingly, I told Tom that Claire and I had come out to get supplies from our vehicles about ten minutes before. I had not seen Claire after I got to the van. I'd loaded up and only moments later heard the growl of an engine, squealing, and the horrible thump as metal hit flesh. I pointed in the direction of the van, then remembered slapping down the fish and vegetables on the hood of a nearby car. "I guess I better go get my stuff," I said lamely. "Hold on." He brought his bushy eyebrows down into a V. "The car you heard, did it honk? This squealing, was it like tires or brakes? Was it the sound of a car going around a corner?" I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to clear what felt like cotton in my head. "No horn. The sound was like someone going around a corner. I guess." Two light beige Colorado state trooper patrol cars pulled up. Tom held up a hand for them to wait. Then he pointed at the shoe-store entrance. "Get your stuff and meet me over there, would you?" "Get my stuff?" I was incredulous. "You mean you think I still should do this stupid banquet when one of the company employees has just been killed?" "Please. Goldy, we can't tell her employers or coworkers yet. We're going to have to take care of Julian. If you don't do the banquet, the word will get out and then the journalists will make a mess – " "Okay, okay." "We'll go in to see Julian together. Avoid the demonstrators." Then he strode off to deal with the troopers while I struggled to get my bearings. After a few shaky breaths, I turned to backtrack toward the Jeep, then turned back. Tom and the two troopers were crouched near the garage" floor. Beyond them, the paramedics had hooked Claire's body up to their telemetric equipment. Tom and the troopers were pointing at something on the asphalt. I surveyed the garage and shivered. Could Claire really be dead? I had just talked to her, been with her, less than half an hour ago. I started to walk, then suddenly felt dizzy and reached out for one of the cement columns. How am I ever going to break this to Julian? What could I have done differently? What? Get a grip, I ordered myself. I stepped on something and stared down at the asphalt. Under my foot was the stem of a rose. At first I thought the fluorescent light of the garage must be playing tricks on me, or maybe stress arising from what I'd just witnessed clouded my vision. The rose seemed to be blue. Its closed petals were blue as a robin's egg, blue as the color of the Colorado sky in the early days of autumn. Without thinking I reached down for the blossom I'd crushed beneath my heel. Immediately I was rewarded with a thorn in my right index finger. Well, Tom the garden man would be interested in seeing it anyway, I thought absurdly. I held the flower up to my eyes, still unable to determine how its unique color had been applied. I turned back to see what Tom was doing. He was deep in conversation with the troopers. Twenty feet away, the ambulance, its sirens off, moved slowly out of the garage. I walked holding the rose by its stem until my steamer and bowls were in front of me, on the Jeep hood. I put the rose on top of the salad greens, picked up the food, and started walking toward Stephen's Shoes. Where had Tom said to meet him? Oh yes, by the entrance. Well, he'd have to come find me. He was remarkably good at that. As I lugged the food toward the shoe store, a voice screeched. "Hey! You! You're one of them! You're serving the animal-killer fascists!" The man who accosted me was short, with a thin face framed by tightly curled black hair tucked into a small ponytail, and a wiry beard. A gold earring adorned one ear. He put his hands on his waist, cocked one hip, and glared. I made him out to be in his late twenties. He was very attractive in addition to being diminutive, but neither quality quite went with the fury emanating in my direction. Crossing his arms, he yelled, "You're either for us or against us, you know!" His black eyes blazed. "Do you care if innocent albino rabbits are tortured for makeup? Do you? Do you think you could see if you'd had a Draize test?" He folded his arms and pushed his body forward. Taking another step, he chest-bumped the steamer and bowls I carried. "Do you care about animals or not?" he demanded. My skin prickled hot with rage. After all I'd seen today, I was in no mood for this. "So do you care about animals or not, bitch?" he shrilled. I announced loudly: "I'm going to pour forty pounds of vegetables on the ass in front of me if he doesn't move." The demonstrator's mouth dropped open. Unfortunately, he quickly recovered. "You don't know about the rabbit body- count, then? Is that why you're serving the fascists?" I began, "You don't know what I've just seen – " "Hey, lady! Do you think I care – " "Excuse me," said a familiar voice behind me. The demonstrator's Adam's apple bobbed as he fell silent and looked Tom over. His glance stopped on Tom's jacket logo. "What's this? The storm troopers protecting capitalists?" He turned his glare back to me. "You got a vested interest in being a fascist? You think eyeshadow's going to help your looks, Ms. Plump? Take the attention away from your blond afro?" He rolled his shoulders in a muscular, he-man sort of way. Then he reared back and once again chest-bumped the food in my hands. "Guess what?" he yelled. "I'm not going to let you go in there!" I hauled back and thrust the full weight of myself, the vegetables, and the steamed fish into him. Too late, Tom realized what I was doing and launched himself at us. Tom's wide hands managed to catch the steamer, a heavy metal rectangle with a rigid plastic top. The covered bowl of salad greens skittered across the garage floor. No such luck with the container of vegetables. My ponytailed irritant lay at my feet decorated with roasted red peppers, "Man, lady, what is your problem?" he shrieked from the floor. "Did you see that, Officer? Wasn't that assault? I'm going to press charges!" Tom handed me the steamer. His face was impassive. "Do not let go of this," he ordered in that voice of his. "Get up, you," he commanded the demonstrator. "Go on over there with your anti-fascist friends. Don't let me see your face by this door again. Hear?" "You pig!" the demonstrator screamed as he scrambled to his feet and brushed off vegetables. I noticed with satisfaction that the tomatoes had left long red smears on his SPARE THE HARES T-shirt. "I'll show my face by any door I want!" Tom Schulz loomed over him. "You want to go to jail, Jack? Try blocking public entrances again." "What the hell do I pay taxes for?" the demonstrator barked over his shoulder as he scurried back to his buddies. Tom Schulz retrieved the covered bowl of greens from the garage floor and shot me a look. "You just can't help yourself, can you?" he asked. He didn't wait for an answer. "Where'd this come from?" He was staring at the rose that had miraculously stayed with the bowl of greens on its bounce across the asphalt. "From the floor near where Claire" – I gestured – "over by that column. It's probably been sprayed – " "What column?" I pointed. "You found this fifteen, twenty feet from the body? And you picked it up?" he said, trying to clarify. "I'm sorry. She was hit by . . . a vehicle, and I just saw the flower there on the floor – " "Okay, wait a minute, let me go put it in an evidence bag." He strode away holding the flower delicately by its stem. When he returned, he said, "Goldy – no more violent encounters with the demonstrators, okay?" "Look, I hit that guy with the food only because he was threatening me and he wouldn't get out of my way. That's justified, isn't it? Oh, Lord." I teetered backward. What did I care about some demonstrator? Tom took hold of my shoulders, steadied me, and shook his head. "Goldy, I know you've taken a lot of crap in your life and now you don't take crap anymore. Good for you. But don't make more work for me than I already have. Next time hit the guy with your pepper spray, not an entire meal. Please? We've got big problems here, and we need to go take care of Julian. Let me get the door." Inside the club, rock music still throbbed against the black walls. People were gathering, expecting food. After what we'd just gone through, the shock of business as usual felt disorienting. In my absence, Julian had laid out the crudites and dips next to a stack of glass plates, and served up glass bowls of asparagus soup. The buffet line was progressing smoothly; it looked as if about half of the forty women had moved through and were seated. Julian was managing to keep the platters filled and neat as he served, smiled, and answered questions. The women giggled coyly at him, and I could guess at their whispered questions: Isn't he cute? How long do you suppose he's been doing this? As we entered, Julian's eye darted toward us. I knew we weren't who he was looking for. Tom took the bowl and steamer from my hands. "Just let's put the food down. Tell him to come outside," he murmured. "If these folks see me, they might know something's wrong. I don't want to start or to deal with a general frenzy." I moved across to the bar. Julian's face creased in alarm when I asked him to come outside. As we moved toward the door, the women seemed to take no notice of us leaving. Outside, Julian immediately demanded, "Where's Claire?" For a moment, neither Tom nor I spoke. Then Tom sighed. He said bluntly, "There's been a hit-and-run accident. Claire was hit. I'm sorry, Julian, but she's. . . she's dead." Julian clutched Tom's jacket. He cried, "What? What? What are you telling me? I don't get it. You're wrong. You must be wrong." I felt my throat tighten as I put my arms around him. His hands dropped from Tom's jacket and his muscled body started to shake. One hand slammed the wall. "Huh?" he cried. "What?" Sweat glistened over his pale skin. His eyes were wild. Shoppers from the mall stopped and stared. "Oh, bad sign. He's going into shock," Tom told me. "He needs medical attention right away." As Tom barked into the walkie-talkie that we needed another ambulance, I fumbled to undo the top button of Julian's shirt so he could breathe more easily. I'd graduated from Med Wives 101 and knew all about shock. At that moment the service entrance to the nightclub opened and the woman in yellow poked her head out. Her blond hair looked oily under the fluorescent lights of the hallway, and her thick makeup seemed to add years to her age. Her jet-black eyebrows gave her a menacing aspect, like Tallulah Bankhead on a bad day. "What the hell is going on out here?" she demanded in a throaty falsetto. The mall shoppers turned their stare on her. "Where are the exploding bags? Where is Claire Satterfield?" Tom Schulz ignored her barrage of questions. "Get back, please, ma'am. Leave us alone." "Oh, gawd . . . I suppose." With a huge sigh and bang of the door, she disappeared. Julian slumped against the wall. "Takes all kinds," observed Tom as he lifted one of Julian's eyelids to check on his state of consciousness. Thirty seconds later the door opened again, this time revealing Harriet Wells. We were a long way from our conversation about muffins with okra and how much Mignon would pay for the banquet. Harriet looked with genuine alarm at Julian. "Can I help?" she asked us. Her intelligent blue eyes were full of concern. She looked from Tom to me, trying to ascertain who was in charge. "Can you tell me what's going on? Will we be one server short for the banquet?" Julian slumped forward and began to sob. "I'll be there to serve the food in just a minute," I snapped as I clutched him. Harriet Wells tilted her head at me skeptically. Clearly, my tear-streaked face and smeared apron did not inspire confidence. Tom once again talked into his radio. The smell of cooking hamburgers from a mall restaurant unexpectedly wafted over us. Julian, Julian, I prayed, pull yourself together. Please. "Can you tell me what is going on out here?" Harriet asked. My throat closed in panic. I coughed and began to say, "You see, there's been – " Tom put away his radio and interrupted. "We have a crisis. Thanks for your patience. Your caterer will be there momentarily." "I certainly hope so," was Harriet Wells's parting comment as she quietly closed the nightclub door. Julian's face was distorted, as if he'd swallowed something and then choked on it. He pulled himself away from me, gasping for breath. "Where should we take him?" I asked Tom. "Couldn't you even tell that woman what happened to Claire?" Unexpectedly, Julian reeled in Tom's direction. Tom snagged him as the group of spectators shrieked. "Lower him to the floor," Tom ordered tersely. "Slowly, very slowly. Don't hurt yourself." Together, we grasped Julian and helped him down. Before we had him stretched out on the floor, a shaggy-haired policeman rushed up to tell Tom a second ambulance had arrived from the hospital across the street. "I'm okay, I'm okay," gagged a still-shivering Julian. "I want to get up. Don't make me stay down here." Tom ordered the cop to get a stretcher in. Two more paramedics appeared and lifted Julian, moaning, to a stretcher. As they moved off, I felt suddenly bereft. "Where are you going?" I called after them. "When will I hear if he's okay?" Tom was at their heels. "Across the street, Southwest Hospital. Don't tell anybody what happened. I'll call you later." And he was gone. The next two hours passed in a fog. I barely noticed the women I served. I found I could block out the days events by focusing, focusing, and focusing again on the food, on the job at hand. Mercifully, the steamer had stayed closed when I'd heaved it at the angry demonstrator. The bowl of greens was also intact. Without the roast vegetables to garnish and dress the salad, I thinned out the carrot dip with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. The resulting dressing was delicious. I had the ridiculous thought that I should have written down how I'd done it. It was such a trivial thing after what had happened to Claire. Hit-and-run. I wondered who would contact her parents in Australia. I knew Tom was right, that he could not make a public announcement of Claire's death to her coworkers at Mignon. Since Julian was the closest American to Claire, Tom was duty-bound to inform him. But Tom had to keep news of the death under wraps in the hope that Claire's family could be notified by the authorities rather than a journalist in search of a juicy story. The sheriffs department had a hierarchy of people to notify in the event of sudden death, and they stuck to it. The only folks who managed to screw this up were from the media. One of Arch's young friends had heard over the radio of his father's death in a plane crash. The poor child had immediately gone into shock. Speaking of which, I couldn't bear recalling Julian's disbelieving face and his stricken What? What? I felt his absence by the extra amount of work I had to do: clearing dishes, refilling platters, wiping spills off the granite bar. Sometimes engaging in a load of work heals the heart. In this case, it didn't.
4 The lunch took an eternity. When it was almost over, a slender, elegant woman with long raven-black hair that contrasted with her sleek beige dress and pale orchid corsage got to her feet. Sending a twinkly smile in the direction of the guests, she announced breathlessly that Mignon was going to show slides of the new line of cosmetics for autumn, and then we would have dessert. The spotlights dimmed, and soon we were looking at the luminous, enlarged faces of stunning women. Then we saw the same lovely females with their fingers caressing suggestively shaped plastic bottles. The bottles were filled with stuff you were supposed to put on your face: Magic Pore-closing Toner with Mediterranean Sea Kelp. Extra-rich Alpine Nighttime Replacement Moisturizer with Goat Placenta. Ultragentle Eye Cream Smoother with Swiss Herbs. It sounded like makeup by Heidi. Then we saw the same dramatically made-up women modeling colors of foundation, blush, lipstick, eyeshadow, and mascara. Strawberry Sundae lipstick. Hot Date blush. Foreplay eyeshadow. S'More mascara. The models' eyes were half closed and their lips were pursed, as if they were trying to kiss the air, or at least seduce it. When it came time for the lipstick, out came the models' tongues, just touching the tops of their mouths. The message wasn't exactly subliminal: Buy these cosmetics and you will get sex. When the slides were over and the lights came up, there was so much clapping, you would have thought they'd just announced the Nobel for Makeup. I wondered how Julian was doing. I wondered what phase of the investigation the police were in now. Tom had said the state patrol handled traffic, which included hit-and-run. I wondered if the driver who had struck Claire had turned himself in. I tried to imagine where Tom was, what he was dealing with. . . . "Okay, girls," announced the black-haired woman, who had left her table and was standing in front of the slide screen, "that was for you!" She put her hands on her hips and wiggled them provocatively. There was more uproarious clapping. She quieted the group with a restrained Queen Elizabeth-style wave. "We've got the best products and the hottest line," she continued authoritatively. "Everyone is going to be copying us – but we've got the jump on them because we've got the best sales associates and the best customers!" More thunderous applause. "And you're going to take us into the future!" From her jacket pocket she whipped out a pair of sunglasses and put them on. This was some kind of cue, because from her table, half a dozen other women quickly donned sunglasses. "So look out, everybody!" she cried. "The future of Mignon Cosmetics is so bright you're going to have to pull out those shades!" And then there was final, furious clapping from the audience as the black-haired woman strutted back to her seat. Wearing sunglasses, she had a hard time finding it, but someone finally took her hand and guided her back to her spot. Out of place. That was what Tom always said he looked for, something out of place. And that was what appeared at exactly that moment: a person who didn't fit. Someone who was usually a slob. Someone who didn't wear lipstick or blush or face powder – ever. Someone who, as far as I knew, owned nothing but an ancient, too-large black trench coat and a ratty pair of sneakers held together with duct tape. "Frances?" I asked tentatively as I doled out pieces of Nonfat Chocolate Torte to the women in line. "Frances Markasian?" She smiled broadly at me and winked, then put her finger to her lips. But I was having none of it. "Why are you here?" I demanded of Frances Markasian, a reporter from Aspen Meadow's small weekly newspaper, the Mountain Journal. Had the Mountain Journal even run one article on fashion and makeup? The only piece I remembered seeing was on hunters wearing camouflage blackface when they went looking for elk. Frances Markasian arched one freshly plucked eyebrow at the superbly groomed women who surrounded her, and grinned broadly. She patted her dark dreadlocked hair, now pinned into a thick, frizzy bun, then wiggled fingers at the women as they surveyed her. I itched to tell them that Frances Markasian wearing sling-back heels and a spangled St. John's knit dress was about as rare a sight as a red-tailed fox at a country club tea. But I kept mum. As the women wandered back to their tables bearing their plates of Nonfat Chocolate Torte, I hissed, "How could you possibly have heard already?" Frances picked at crumbs on the torte plate at the bar. "Heard what?" Doggone it. When she finally raised her trying-to-look-innocent black eyes at me, I said evenly, "About the demonstrators. One of them tried to block the door and I whacked him." "You whacked him? With what? A knife or a chocolate torte pan?" "A tray of vegetables." The sleek black-haired woman had taken off her sun- glasses and was making a concluding announcement. The Mignon luncheon was finally breaking up. I tried to make my tone to Frances conciliatory. "Why don't you tell me why you're here? In fact, why don't you help me pack up my stuff while you're spilling your guts?" "Do you have any real food? I'm still hungry." I sighed. "Peach cobbler or brownies?" Before Frances could reply, a short, slightly plump young woman with dyed orange-blond hair cut in a brushed-forward pixie style appeared at the bar. Dusty Routt, unlike journalist Frances Markasian, was not out of place at this perfumed, stylish lunch. Dusty lived just down the street from us in a house built by Aspen Meadow's branch of the charitable group Habitat for Humanity. For a time she'd gone to prep school with Julian, but had been mysteriously expelled before graduation. She and Julian shared the bond of being scholarship students, and they'd started going out before Dusty was expelled. But a month ago Dusty had made the mistake of introducing Julian to her fellow sales associate in her new job. The fellow sales associate had been Claire Satterfield. Now Dusty's usually cheery face was mournful and her cornflower-blue eyes pleading. "Hi, Goldy," she said in her singsong voice. "Where's Julian?" "Busy. Dusty, do you know Frances Markasian? Frances works in Aspen Meadow, at the Journal. Frances is a friend of mine," I said. I did not add sort of a friend. Not a friend I would ever call when I had to confide something. They nodded at each other. "You work for Mignon, Dusty?" Frances asked in such an innocent voice that it was clear to me she already knew precisely what Dusty's job was. "Don't say anything," I warned Dusty as I covered up the food trays. "Frances' thinks she's the premier investigative reporter in our little burg." The shorn quality of Dusty's Dreamsicle-colored hair made her look younger than eighteen. In fact, I always thought she resembled a plump Peter Pan. "Wow! I mean, you don't look like a reporter. You must be successful. I saw that St. John's suit in Lord & Taylor. It looks great on you. I Really! Great." I Frances shot me a spiteful look and announced she wanted a couple of brownies. Dusty said yes please, she wouldn't mind a couple herself. I doled the baked goods out, then asked if they could help me get my equipment into the boxes. Thankfully, the nightclub staff was responsible for cleaning the tables and washing the dishes. The cosmetics crowd thinned out. When they'd swiftly polished off their brownies, Frances, in her usual trying-unsuccessfulIy-to-be-delicate manner, pumped Dusty for information about Mignon's animal-testing practices as they helped me pack. Dusty shrugged. Frances reflected, frowning, as she rinsed and wrapped the steamer. Then she cleared her throat and asked how security was at Prince & Grogan. Dusty folded up the last box, said she didn't know much about security, and moved off. Frances, disappointed, hoisted up a box and tottered on the sling-back shoes. "Did that girl flunk verbal skills, or what? Do saleswomen talk just about what they sell?" Now it was my turn to feign ignorance. She went on: "I really shouldn't help you, Goldy, but I need a cigarette. The anti- smoking cops in this mall will throw me in handcuffs if I light up anywhere but in the garage. You blew my cover. I can't walk in these damn heels. And I'm going to wreck this frigging expensive dress if I carry this box anywhere. A couple of your brownies aren't worth the aggravation – " "Sorry about that, Frances," I interrupted. "You are such a dear. Not only that, but you're the only person I know who uses the phrase 'blew my cover.' And anyway, I'll bet you got the paper to pay for your outfit and your lunch. What did you tell the Mignon cosmetics people, that you were from Cosmopolitan?" "Vogue." "Fabulous." We lifted our boxes and walked out to the garage. The temperature had risen. Heat seemed to shimmer above the pavement. Three hours had passed since the accident, and everything appeared back to normal. There was no sign of either the demonstrators or the police. In another attempt at nonchalance, Frances glanced furtively in all directions. If she thought I was going to tell her anything about the day's tragic events, she was very mistaken. "How's married life treating you?" she asked mildly after she'd pushed her box into my van. I noticed someone had inexpertly applied bright red polish to her stubby. much-gnawed fingernails. Part of her cover, no doubt. "Just great," I told her. Frances nodded without interest and unceremoniously unzipped her dress from the collar to the chest and pulled a squashed pack of cigarettes out of her bra. She leaned against the van, lit up, and inhaled greedily, then grinned at me as she blew out smoke rings. I asked, "So how do you cover demonstrators outside a building from inside, when you're at a banquet? And why were you asking about security? The security guys were all out here." “Oh, they were, were they?" "Frances, don't jive me." "And you, Goldy, are the only one I know who'd use the phrase 'don't jive me.' " She drew lavishly on the cigarette. "That department store has a lot of problems," she said with an arched eyebrow. She blew out smoke, stuck the cigarette back between her lips, and used both hands to rezip her dress. "Or haven't you heard?" When I shook my head, she shrugged. "I've heard some rumors. You know, got to follow everything up, check everything out. Let's just say I thought the cosmetics place was a good place to start." I decided to ponder that in silence. When she'd finished her smoke we walked back to the nightclub, picked up the last batch of boxes, and took them to the van. We chatted about the heat and how we would never in a million years spend the money Mignon was asking for all that night cream, day cream, outside- and inside- and in-between cream. Once the boxes were stacked and secured, I hopped behind the steering wheel, turned on the motor, and thanked Frances again for helping me. As I drove away, I watched her oddly stylish silhouette in my rearview mirror. Just checking out rumors, my feijoada. A new dress, high-heeled shoes, nail polish, and no cigarette for two hours of banquet and presentation? Lucky for me, I knew when she was jiving me.
Sometimes I think my van returns to Aspen Meadow by rote. And it's a good thing too, since I was in no shape to be analytical about anything, least of all driving. I rolled down the windows and filled my lungs with hot air. It wasn't much of a relief after the putrid-smelling warmth of the mall garage. Heat shuddered off the windows and pressed down on the van's roof. My elbow burned the second I accidentally rested it on the fiery chrome. When I started out in the catering business, most of my jobs had' been in Aspen Meadow. So of course I hadn't bothered to get air-conditioning in my vehicle. Occasionally, like today, I regretted making that small saving. The van wheezed up westbound Interstate 70 and soon the sultry wind flooding the car cooled. Thirty minutes later I pulled over to take a few deep breaths under a pylon of what Aspen Meadow folks call the Ooh-Ah Bridge, nicknamed for its spectacular panoramic view of the Continental Divide. A small herd of buffalo grazed in a fenced meadow near the bridge. I stared dejectedly at them and felt a fresh surge of remorse. Why hadn't I accompanied Claire to her vehicle? Why hadn't I insisted Julian go with her? No, that wouldn't have been a good idea. In his loves- truck state of mind, Julian could have been hit as well. But a contingent of the sheriff's department had been stationed nearby. Why hadn't I insisted a policeman walk with Claire? Why? Afternoon clouds billowed above the horizon like mutant cauliflower. Below them, the sweep of mountains were deeply shadowed in purple. My ears started to buzz. Tom would be calling. Three dark, stolid-looking buffalo eyed me, blinked, and then shuffled away. I had a sudden memory of Julian reeling out of control as his eyes fluttered shut. Julian was in shock. Next to the road, delicate bluebell blossoms bent in the mountain breeze. Claire, lovely violet-eyed Claire, was dead. I drove home. I needed to be in my own place, needed a cold beverage, needed most of all to reconnect with my family and friends. When I came through the back door, the place felt empty and unusually stuffy. Irritation snaked up my spine. Because of the security system I'd been forced to install to keep my periodically violent ex-husband at bay, the windows stayed shut – and therefore wired – in my absence. I'd been tempted to disable the system once I was married to a formidable, gun-toting policeman. But Tom promptly vetoed that idea. You never know when he might turn up, he warned. I can't always be around. But it was okay now, I'd protested. The Jerk wouldn't dare bother me with a policeman in residence. Although he was ridiculously vain about being a doctor, my ex-husband was basically a coward. You haven't seen ex-husband jealousy the way I've seen it, Tom replied flatly. Believe me, you don't want to was the unspoken end of that warning. Anyway, I'd given up trying to convince Tom to let me disable the system about two weeks after we were married this spring. Back then, during a typically frigid and snowy April in Aspen Meadow, I hadn't thought we'd have a summer with record- shattering heat. But now it was July, and June had been the hottest since the state started keeping weather statistics in the late 1800s. Coming into the old house when it had been clamped up tight in our absence, I felt like Gretel being forced into the oven by the witch. I opened the windows downstairs, then threw the upstairs windows open and allowed the afternoon breeze off Aspen Meadow Lake, a half-mile away, to drift in. Combined with the lilting notes of jazz saxophone coming from down the street, the fresh air felt heavenly. The music came from the Routts' place. Dusty's grandfather played the instrument to placate Dusty's little brother, Colin, who was born prematurely at the beginning of April, before the Habitat house had been finished. Dusty's mother hadn't done too well hanging on to men; I'd heard both Dusty's father and the father of the infant had taken hikes. Mesmerized by the music, I crossed to the windows looking out on the street and gazed at the Routts' place. To build the dwelling, the local Habitat for Humanity had relied on funds and workers from our parish, St. Luke's Episcopal Church. The house was a simple two-story affair with inexpensive wood paneling, a tiny deck, and a room with jalousie windows off the right side. Church workers had repeatedly graded the driveway during Aspen Meadow's muddy spring. The yard was covered with freshly excavated dirt. Red clay over the septic tank was as raw as a wound. Along the sidewalk, a stand of purple fireweed had somehow survived the construction. Unlike several of our neighbors, I'd welcomed the Routts, even if they were poor. I'd enjoyed being the church person assigned with coordinating two weeks of dinners sent in during the move and unpacking. Although I'd never met the grandfather, Dusty and her mother, Sally, had been profoundly thankful. I liked them. And at the moment I was even jealous of them: The saxophone music was coming out of open windows, something I could have only when I was home. Maybe Tom would agree to keeping the upper-story windows ajar, at least for the summer. Even if I regretted marrying the Jerk, shouldn't I be able at least to get a summer breeze? My ex was a wimpy, jealous, temper-tantrum thrower who had given me black eyes more times than I cared to remember. But of one thing I was sure-John Richard Korman would never scale an exterior wall to get in a window. Downstairs, the saxophone music was louder. I flopped into a wingchair and listened to the music, taking care not to look at the couch where Julian and Claire had embraced only a few hours before. Where was Arch? I checked the kitchen, where a note in his handwriting was taped on my computer screen: Todd and I came back & now we're doing tie-dying back at his house, just like they did in the sixties. Back around 5. Have fun today, Mom. Arch, the most serious thirteen-year-old on the planet, always hoped I had fun. It was good he wasn't here. I didn't want him asking forty-five questions about Julian or Claire before I had any information. Besides, with his new activity, Arch was well occupied. At his age, my son developed enthusiasms on a biannual basis, and I had learned to go with whatever was the current wave. This had not always been the case. When he'd become involved in role-playing games two years ago, I was convinced one of us was going to end up institutionalized. When he finally abandoned constructing paper dungeons and fictional dragons, he and his friend Todd Druckman had switched to elaborate trivia quizzes. For months, Guinness books of records had spilled off every available shelf. Although Arch's ability to spout interesting facts still had not positively affected his school performance, the trivia obsession had eventually lost its lure when Todd had refused to answer one more question about Evel Knievel. Then Arch had renewed his interest in magic. He'd been intensely serious about magic all last summer. But the magic phase had been quickly followed by a C. S. Lewis phase, complete with a handmade model of the Dawn Treader. Now Arch was fascinated by the sixties. Posters of Eugene McCarthy and Malcolm X decorated his bedroom. The walls reverberated with the sound of the Beatles and Rolling Stones. My general attitude toward these hobby-passions was that as long as they were neither extravagantly expensive nor physically dangerous, they were okay. At least he wasn't into gangs. Still, I sighed. I suddenly missed him intensely, and Tom, and Julian. And I didn't even mind solitude as much as I minded a lack of information. Why didn't somebody call to tell me how Julian was? I took a deep breath to steady myself. Loneliness frequently brought my ex-husband to mind. I remembered the many nights I'd waited for him. Most of the time, instead of being in the delivery room with a mother-to-be, he'd been with a waitress, or a nurse, or someone he'd just met. . . . Marla, who'd stayed married to John Richard Korman six years less than I, told me she'd timed the trip home from the hospital to thirty-eight minutes. Anything over that, and she knew she might as well go to bed. Speaking of Marla, she should be showing up any moment. I filled the espresso machine with coffee and water. Because Marla was plugged into every gossip network in Furman County, she heard news at the speed of sound. If it was bad news, she heard it at the speed of light. What had happened to Claire was extra-bad news, though. Incredibly, my doorbell and telephone remained resolutely silent. I poured the dark espresso over ice cubes and milk, then dialed Marla's number. No answer. I downed the iced latte and told myself I had plenty to do; I could call her later. After an hour of schlepping food and dirty pans into the house, washing and putting equipment away, I called the hospital to check on Julian. Who was I, the operator wanted to know, next of kin, wife, what? A guardian? I said hopefully. A legal guardian? she asked. Well, no. Then no information could be released. Thanks loads. I dialed Julian's adoptive parents in Utah, told them briefly what had happened, and promised to keep them posted. Was Julian going to be all right? they wanted to know. Yes, I assured them. I told them Southwest Hospital had refused to give me any information about Julian's condition and that they'd be better off phoning the hospital directly. Was he serious about this girl? his mother asked. My voice broke when I answered that he had seemed to be very serious about Claire. Next I called Tom at his desk and got his voice mail. I tried Marla again. Nothing. Cook, my inner voice said. Get ahead on assignments. I consulted my calendar. Oh yes, the damn mall food fair. At the moment, I never wanted to see the mall again. But work was work. A Taste of Furman County was part of a big Fourth of July celebration the new mall owners had put together to lure people to shop over the long weekend rather than follow the more traditional pursuits of baseball and picnics. The benefit for Playhouse Southwest, at forty dollars a pop, looked as if it was going to make outrageous money. The fair would occupy the open-air top level of the mall garage. I'd taken the health department's required course on the subject of serving food away from one's established place of business, which was all I ever did anyway. Now all I had to do was prepare all the food. I checked my watch: Wednesday, July 1, just before four in the afternoon. Claire's death would surely be on the local news tonight and in the papers tomorrow. And speaking of journalism, nothing in this world would convince me that Frances Markasian was at the Mignon Cosmetics banquet for her health. Or for her beauty, for that matter. So what had she been looking for? I resolved to get going on the food. Then I'd give Tom another buzz. I looked over the menu I'd planned for the opening day of the fair: baby back ribs with homemade barbecue sauce, steamed sugar snap peas with fresh strawberries vinaigrette, homemade bread, and vanilla-frosted fudge cookies. The barbecue sauce needed to simmer for hours before being slathered over the ribs. People can't resist spare ribs, I reflected as thin, fragrant slices of onion fell from my knife. Ribs smelled great when they were cooking, and, like potato chips, one was never enough. When I added the onion to the simmering vinegar, tomato, and lemon of the sauce, a delectable scent perfumed my kitchen, and I began to relax. Needless to say, my newfound peace was interrupted by a jangling phone. "You never tell me a damn thing," Frances Markasian barked into the receiver. "I don't know why you think we're friends. I especially can't understand why I helped you with those damned heavy boxes! Women can get hernias, you know." I heard the striking of a match in the background, then a noisy inhalation. "You knew what went down at the mall this morning. And I had to wait to hear from the sheriff's department's public information office! The hell with you!" I could imagine Frances sitting at the edge of her ragged canvas-covered swivel chair next to her paper-strewn desk, chugging Jolt cola and working her way through the second of her three daily packs of cigarettes. Frances believed if she acted enough like a hotshot journalist, maybe she'd become one. "The hell with me? That's what you're calling to tell me? You're always saying," I said as I stirred the aromatic sauce, "that you're the journalist and I'm the cook. What did you want me to tell you?" "Let's start with what you know about Claire Satterfield. Were you in the garage when she was hit?" I cradled the phone against my shoulder and slid the heavy, meaty slabs of pork into the oven. "C'mon, Frances, I'm already married to a cop. The last thing I need is for you to start acting like one." She took a drag and blew into the phone. "Uh-huh. And did you know your boarder-assistant guy, Julian Teller, was only the latest in Ms. Satterfield's list of male conquests?" "No, I didn't." And I certainly hoped Julian didn't either. On an ordinary day I would have enjoyed sparring with Frances. Sometimes she was as good a source of information as Marla. But today was not ordinary, and I found her questions and insinuations annoying in the extreme. "Who told you Claire had other male conquests?" "May I please speak to Julian?" Frances inquired sweetly. "He's in the hospital. He went into shock when he heard about Claire. Some people," I added harshly, "have normal human emotions in response to death." "Oh, damn!" she exclaimed. "I'm going to have to clean up my desk, because it looks as if my heart just bled allover it. So what's Investigator Schulz saying about the" – she cleared her throat – "accident? Anything quotable?" "Why don't you call the sheriff's department and find out? Then maybe you can tell Investigator Schulz why you were down at the Mignon banquet today. Incognito. All dressed up. Exactly what rumors have you heard about the department store?" "Cut the tripe; caterer. I'm on assignment, which should be obvious to you, even though it's been a lot of years since you did that major in psychology. You think it was easy zipping myself into that dress? And the so-called banquet was like some kind of punishment. Diet food makes me gag. I have to eat too much of it, and that makes me feel like a bear foraging for winter. How many tomatoes can one individual consume? But the brownies were terrific." She chuckled. Like we were such good pals. Like she had told me everything she knew and now I was supposed to do the same for her. I took a deep breath. "You know, Frances, you did ask me if I knew about the department store's problems. Since I assume you mean Prince & Grogan, and since I was working for their Mignon people today, I'd like to know what kind of problems would bring you down to the mall all the way from Aspen Meadow. That's all." "Uh-huh. Miss Nosy Caterer. A sales associate at Prince & Grogan gets splattered allover the parking lot and you ask me what kind of problems the department store is having." "Don't talk like that about Claire. It's disgusting." "Oh-ho! So it's Claire now. You did know her. In fact, you were there in the garage when someone smacked into her. Yes? Spill all, Goldy." "Tell me why you were at the banquet in disguise. What's the problem with the department store?" Frances took another drag and seemed to consider. "Let me get my pen." Doggone it. "No, Frances, don't act as if we can trade information, for heaven's sake," I said to empty air. If anything got into the newspaper, Tom was going to be a tad upset. Frances came back to the phone and rustled her materials about. "You knew the dead girl," she prompted. "You already know she was Julian Teller's girlfriend," I replied impatiently. "And you also know I can't talk to you until Tom – " "Ah-ha. 'Wife of homicide investigator asks newspaper about department store scandals. Declines comment on witnessing murder of store employee. Your husband the investigator is gonna love it." "What do you mean, murder? So help me – " "Do you know anything about those demonstrators?" she demanded. "Of course I don't," I replied, struggling to sound calm. Frances had the annoying ability to make me feel constantly off balance. "Did they get in the way of the catering? Were they near the area where the girl was hit? Or can't you talk about that either?" "What makes you think that – " I waved my hand in I the empty kitchen, unable even to articulate the thought. "What makes me think that Claire was run down?" she finished. "Yes." "Things I've heard." "Gosh, Frances, more rumors? Maybe I should have Tom come over and talk to you." "Great idea. We could have lunch and chat about the Bill of Rights. You could cook. That is, if you didn't throw vegetables around beforehand." "Frances, don't." "The way I heard it, the fellow you threw the red peppers on was an activist by the name of Shaman Krill." "Why, did he talk to you? All he did was yell at me." "That name, Shaman Krill," she said thoughtfully. "Think it's short for something? Maybe it's an alias. We're talking about a real short guy here? Dark curly hair pulled back in a ponytail? Gold earring? Sort of a cross between a leprechaun and a terrorist? Think he was one of Claire's boyfriends? How long had Satterfield been going with this Julian guy?" "How do you know Claire was involved with other men?" I countered. "Why did you say Julian was the latest in her batch of conquests?" "First you tell me something, Goldy. Did you ever get something for nothing? Listen – I'll come visit you at the food fair, okay? Maybe then you'll be ready to have a real chat." Before I could retort, she hung up. She wasn't going to share anything she knew with me until I gave her information. And if I did that, I could just imagine the wrath of Investigator Tom Schulz. Still, he'd be interested to hear about bullying activist Shaman Krill, if he hadn't already. Maybe you had to have a weird name to get into Spare the Hares. I slowly swished the spoon through the pot of dark barbecue sauce. There were two things Frances had been digging for: Had I known Claire was involved with other men? And who was Shaman Krill? I wondered if the two questions were related. But that was speculation. I returned to my culinary duties to chop, boil, and beat my frustration away. I gathered cocoa powder, flour, sugar, and egg whites, and got out the recipe for the fudge cookies. The dark, delicious cookies had been one of two great inventions in my search for a lowfat chocolate torte. The other had been a lowfat chocolate soufflé that had worked not in the oven but on top of the stove. I sifted the cocoa, flour, baking powder, and salt and beat egg whites, then stirred oil, sugar, and vanilla. After combining all the ingredients, I put the cookie batter away to chill. I had just retrieved the ingredients for icing when the doorbell rang. Oh good, I thought: Marla. Finally.
VANILLA FROSTED FUDGE COOKIES
¾ cup all-purpose flour ½ cup unsweetened cocoa powder 1 teaspoon baking powder ¼ teaspoon salt ¼ cup canola oil 1 cup sugar 1 ½ teaspoons vanilla extract 4 egg whites, unbeaten 2 cups confectioners' sugar 2-3 tablespoons skim milk, approximately additional unsweetened cocoa powder
Preheat the oven to 350 . Spray a large nonstick cookie sheet with vegetable oil spray. Sift the flour, cocoa, baking powder, and salt together; set aside. Mix together the oil, sugar, 1 teaspoon of the vanilla, and the egg whites until well combined. Stir in the flour mixture. Chill one hour. Using a ½-tablespoon measure, scoop the dough onto the cookie sheet, leaving 2 inches between cookies. Bake for 8 to 10 minutes or until the cookies are puffed and cooked through. Do not overcook.
Transfer the cookies to a rack and cool completely. Mix together the confectioners' sugar, skim milk, and remaining ½ teaspoon vanilla until pasty. Add skim milk if necessary. Spread a small amount of vanilla frosting on each cookie. Put the cookies back on the rack, dust lightly with cocoa powder, and allow the frosting to dry.
Makes 4 dozen cookies



I looked through the peephole prepared to see my big- bodied, big-hearted friend triumphantly holding up the bags of gourmet goodies she always brought to ease tense or troubling situations. But anticipatory delight quickly froze to dread. The Jerk's distorted mug grinned broadly into the peephole's circular eye. "Let me in, Goldy," he bellowed. "I have to talk to you!" Fear opened a hollow in my stomach. In the years since the divorce, my ex-husband had rarely demanded to talk to me. Looking for Arch, he either barged in angrily – pre-security system – or waited sullenly for our son on the doorstep. But this afternoon Arch was doing tie-dying with Todd. I looked out at John Richard, trying to decide what to do. He drew back in a dramatic gesture from the door and held his arms out. He was wearing Bermuda shorts, Polo shirt, Top-Siders without socks – the very portrait of a rich guy. "I've got news," he shouted, pressing his face in again at the peephole. "Bad news! You want to hear it or not?" He added snidely, "It concerns somebody you care about a lot!" I really did not want to see him. The day had been awful enough. And yet here he was, doing a typical power- trip, teasing with the possibility of bad news. I hesitated. The security system was disarmed. I could go out on the porch to talk to him. All I had to do was unlock the dead bolt and walk out the door. But when I started to fumble with the bolt, the phone rang in the kitchen. Darn it all, anyway. I dashed for the kitchen. "Goldilocks' Catering – " .I began breathlessly. The Jerk was banging on the front door. There was a smart thwack of wood against metal. I heard the Jerk curse loudly. "Goldilocks' Catering," I repeated, "Where Everything – " "It's me," Tom interrupted. "I'm at the hospital." "Boo!" said John Richard Korman as he walked up behind me. His breath smelled of whiskey. I shrieked and dropped the phone. "Who's that?" said Tom. Coming from the dropped phone, his voice was distant but clearly alarmed. "Goldy? Are you there?" I stared furiously at my ex-husband, who gave me a wide-eyed mocking leer in return. Involuntarily, I glanced around for my wooden knifeblock. John Richard followed my gaze and wagged one finger at me. He moved in the direction of the knifeblock, scooped it up, and cradled it and its protruding black handles as he moved into the dining room. Goose bumps pimpled my arms. By the time John Richard walked empty-handed back into the kitchen, I'd managed to pick up the dangling receiver. "It's. . . John Richard, and Arch isn't home, but John Richard says that there's bad – " "For crying out loud, Goldy, what the hell is he doing there?" Tom hollered. "Get him out! Now!" I closed my eyes so I wouldn't see the Jerk's furious expression. "Tell me how Julian is," I said firmly into the receiver. "Then I will." "I'm not calling about Julian – " Tom began. "Hey, Gol-dy-y!" the Jerk said calmly. Nastily. "He's not calling about Juli-a-n. He's at the hospital and he's calling about somebody else." "This is bad news – " Tom began again. John Richard grabbed the receiver out of my hand and slammed it down in its cradle. I closed my fists and glared at him. "Listen to me, goddammit!" Dr. John Richard Korman shouted in my face. "Marla's had a heart attack!"
5 A what?" "Are you deaf?" He lowered his voice, sat down at the kitchen table, and assumed his all-knowing tone. The mood-switch was both predictable and frightening. "She was trying to jog her lard-assed self around the lake. She got home, didn't feel well, and called her g.p. He hadn't seen her in five years, of course, so when she described her symptoms, he sent in some paramedics, and they called for the Flight-for-Life copter." The phone on the counter rang again. The muscles in John Richard's face locked in anger. I knew the look. Now he was just a time bomb. He sat at the kitchen table and said too calmly, "I would like to talk to you without interruption." My throat constricted with the old fear. My palms itched to answer the insistent rings. But I knew better than to defy the Jerk. As the phone continued to ring, John Richard made no move to answer it. He crossed his legs. Ever smooth, ever urbane. But I was watching. He said, "You won't get in to see her without me." "That's not true," I said, trying to sound unruffled. "Look, you've been drinking." It didn't take much to set John Richard off. Two ounces of scotch was enough to ignite him for at least four hours. "Why don't you just – " "Are you interested in Marla or not?" His eyes blazed and he tightened the formidable muscles in his arms. “I mean, I thought she was your best friend." The phone rang and rang. I didn't take my eyes off John Richard. "Have you seen her?" "No, no, I was waiting to take you down," he said with mock sweetness. John Richard leaned forward. A hard pain knotted in my chest. "Whether you like it or not, Miss Piss, as an ex-husband, I am a relative." The phone shrilled. Tears pricked my eyes. I hated to be so paralyzed with fear. Marla. Forty-five years old. A heart attack. The Jerk, unheeding, talked. "You, as the friend who fed her all the cholesterol-filled crap that blocked her arteries, are not a relative. Friends might not be able to get into the Coronary Care Unit whenever they want. Relatives can. Are you with me so far? So if you want to see Marla at the hospital, I'm going to have to go in with you. Am I getting through to you?" Any moment, I thought. Any moment and this man who worked out with the fanaticism of an Olympic athlete could take hold of one of my wrists and shatter it against the table with such force that I wouldn't be able to knead bread for a year. I kept my eyes on his maniacally composed face and picked up the receiver. "I'm okay," I said without my customary greeting. On the other end, Tom noisily let out air, a sound somewhere between a sigh and a groan. "Thanks for calling back, Tom. He's just leaving." "Just leaving?" Tom yelled. "You mean he's still there? I'm staying on this phone until he's out of that house and that door is locked and bolted. Turn that security system back on. If you can't do that, get out. Understand? Goldy? You listening? I can get the 911 operator to call your neighbor. Have a department car there in ten minutes." I turned to my ex-husband. "Please go," I said firmly. "Now. He's going to send in the authorities. They'll be here in ten minutes." Dr. John Richard Korman leapt to his feet, grabbed the box of cocoa I'd used for the cookies and flung it against the wall. I screamed as brown powder exploded everywhere. John Richard dusted his hands and gave me a look: Now why did you make that necessary? "Get out," I said evenly. "Leave. Nine and a half minutes, and you're in a lot of trouble." He'd thrown something because he was thwarted. I wouldn't go to the hospital with him, and I had paid. The Jerk assumed an attitude of nonchalance and shrugged. Then, without another word, he withdrew from the kitchen and sauntered his Bermuda-shorted self through the front door. I followed, pressed the bolt into place and armed the system, then ran back to the phone. "Miss G:?" I broke out in a sweat from the relief of hearing Tom's old term of endearment. "Will you please talk to me?" "He's gone," I said breathlessly. "Can you tell me where, I mean, how long ago did she. . . how is she?" I remembered all too vividly Marla's sad history, that her father had died from a. heart attack when she was very young. "She's okay. In the Coronary Care Unit at Southwest Hospital. She had a mild heart attack this morning either before or after jogging around Aspen Meadow Lake. Since when is she a jogger?" "Since never," I replied angrily, "and she's on some weird lemon-and-rice diet – " "Not anymore, she isn't. You coming down here or what? I probably won't be able to stay. The investigation of the death over in the mall garage is getting under way." I replied that I was on my way and that he shouldn't wait for me. I scribbled a note to Arch: Back by dinner. How was I going to tell Arch what had happened to Julian or Marla? He adored them both. Stepping out the back door, I glanced around to make sure the Jerk wasn't lurking in the bushes. That would have been typical of him. I also checked the van's rear area. It was empty. I locked the doors, gunned the engine, and let the speedometer needle quiver past seventy as I raced back to Denver. I wished I didn't know as much as I did about the statistics of heart disease running in families. My best-friendship with Marla had blossomed out of the bitterness of being divorced from the same horrid man. I shook my head and thought of the cloud of brown cocoa powder erupting as it hit the wall. To get emotional control over his cruelty, Marla and I alternately reviled and ridiculed John Richard. But through the years, the relationship between Marla and me had deepened beyond our mutual crisis. We'd formed a discussion group called Amour Anonymous, for women addicted to their relationships. I zipped past Westside Mall and headed for the parking lot at Southwest Hospital. Our Amour Anonymous meetings had been alternately heartfelt and hilarious. And when the group petered out, as those kinds of groups tend to do, Marla and I remained steadfast to each other with daily phone calls and long talks over shared meals. Moreover, Marla's generosity with her considerable wealth meant not only that she was one of my best clients, but that she also referred me to all her rich friends. The people in Marla's address book had provided an endless stream of assignments for Goldilocks' Catering, including Babs Braithwaite of the upcoming Independence Day party. My hands clutched the steering wheel. If the Jerk was right and they wouldn't admit me to the CCU, I was going to have to
come up with some way to talk my way in. Just thinking of John Richard made my flesh crawl. How dare he break into my house and blame my cooking for what had happened to Marla? Of course, that kind of behavior was nothing new for him. John Richard Korman, whose mother had been a hard-core alcoholic, frequently had just enough whiskey to release the enraged demon that lived inside. But there was some truth in what he said. Marla was indeed a large-bodied woman. She ate with gusto, then dieted remorsefully, never for very long or to much effect. Eventually she always resumed her passionate affair with chocolate chip cookies and cream-filled cakes. But what worried me more than her erratic eating habits was her phobia concerning doctors and hospitals. I wasn't surprised to hear that she hadn't seen her general practitioner for years. I pulled the van into the hospital lot. Southwest Hospital was a subsidiary of a Denver chain of medical facilities. When Westside Mall was in the process of being refurbished, fund-raising and construction began on the new hospital. There was another irony: For all her disdain for doctors, Marla had been one of the most generous donors to Southwest Hospital's building fund. Inside the hospital, I followed yellow-painted foot- prints and then blue ones until I came to the automatic doors of the Coronary Care Unit entrance on the fourth floor. A red-haired receptionist wrinkled her brow at me. "Name of patient?" I tried to look both innocent and deeply bereaved. "Marla Korman," I replied. "She can see visitors only the first ten minutes of each hour, and that's just past. You'll have to wait an hour." I said quickly, "She's my sister. Surely I can see her?" "And you are. . ." "Goldy Korman." She consulted a clipboard, then gave me a smug smile. "Is that so? When we asked her about next of kin, she didn't .list you." "She'd just had a heart attack," I said with an enormous effort at long-suffering bereavement. "What do you expect? I really need to see her. I'm worried sick." "I'll have to see some ID." Think. I rummaged through my purse and brought out my sorry-looking fake-leather wallet with its wad of credit card receipts and expired grocery coupons. "ID?" the receptionist repeated serenely. Wildly, I wondered how I'd talk myself out of this one. Then I had an inspiration. Well, of course. My fingers deftly pulled out a dog-eared card. Good old Uncle Sam! I handed the nurse my old Social Security card. "Goldy Korman," she read, then shot me a suspicious look. "Don't you have a driver's license or something?" I bristled. "If my sister dies while you're doing the Nazi documentation routine, you'll never work in a hospital in this state again." The receptionist snapped the Social Security card with my old married name onto her clipboard and said to wait, she'd be right back. Well, excuse me, after notifying the federal government of the name change to go with my social security number, I had tried to get a new card. I had called the Social Security Administration numerous times after my divorce, when r d resumed my maiden name. Their line was always busy. Then I'd called them thirty more times this spring, five years after the divorce, when I remarried and assumed the surname Schulz. Again I'd written to them about the name change. All I wanted was a new card. The line was still busy. If people died listening to that bureaucracy's busy signal, did their survivors still get benefits? The red-haired receptionist swished back out. Apparently my old ID had passed muster, because she led me wordlessly through the double doors of the CCU. Curtained cubicles lined two walls, with a nurses' station at the center. I tried desperately to summon inner fortitude. Marla would need all the positive thoughts I could send her way. I was handed over to a nurse, who motioned me forward. On a bed at the end of the row of cubicles, Marla seemed to be asleep. Wires and tubes appeared to be attached to every extremity. Monitors clustered around her. "Ten minutes," said the nurse firmly. "Don't excite her." I took Marla's hand, trying not to brush the IV attached to it. She didn't move. Her complexion was its normal peaches- and-cream color, but her frizzy brown hair, usually held in gold and silver barrettes, was matted against the pillow beneath her head. I rubbed her hand gently. Her eyes opened in slits. It took her a moment to focus. Then, softly, she groaned. To my delight her plump hand gave mine the slightest squeeze. "Don't exert yourself," I whispered. "Everything's going to be fine." She moaned again, then whispered fiercely, "I am perfectly okay, if I could just convince these idiots of that fact." I ignored this. "You're going to be just fine. By the way, in case anybody asks, I'm your sister." She appeared puzzled, then said, "I'm trying to tell you, there's been some mistake. I had indigestion. That's all." Denial, I knew, is common among heart attack victims, so I said nothing. "Goldy," she exclaimed, "don't you believe me? This whole thing is a misunderstanding. I woke up feeling just a little under the weather, and you know how damn hot it's been." She twisted in the bed, trying to get comfortable. "So I went for a jog around the lake. I started to feel much better. Nice and cool. Refreshed. Of course, I wasn't going very fast. I was even thinking you and I could go out for lunch if you weren't busy. And then I remembered you were doing that cosmetics lunch; which I had decided to skip because I felt so fat." "It's okay," I said soothingly. "Please, don't upset yourself." "Don't act as if I'm dying, okay?" Her pretty face contorted with anger. Once more she tried to heave herself up but decided against it, and sagged back against the pillow. "It doesn't help. You know what my worst fear was when I heard the siren bringing those damn medics? That they would check my driver's license. They'd know the weight I put down there was a lie. All these years, whenever I hear a siren, that's what I think. I could just imagine some cop hollering, 'Leave your vehicle and get on these portable scales! Marla Korman, you're under arrest!' " "Marla – " "So let me finish telling you what happened. Before the paramedics came. I drove home real slowly from the lake. But at home I started to feel bad again – cold sweat, you know, like the flu. So I took aspirin and Mylanta, lots of both, and then I took a shower." Her voice collapsed into a sigh. "Finally I called Dr. Hodges and he about had-a conniption fit, probably because I hadn't called him in ages. The man is a fanatic. He jumped to the conclusion that something was wrong. Those paramedics came roaring over, and before you knew it I was in this damn helicopter!" Tears slid down her cheeks. "I kept trying to tell them, I'm just woozy. I mean, how would you feel if you had your eardrums breaking with the whump whump sound of rotary blades?" The effort of talking seemed to exhaust her, but she plowed on. "And the sight of paramedics staring down at you? 'Excuse me, ma'am, whump whump you've whump whump had a heart attack'? I said, 'Oh yeah? What's that I hear beating?' " "Marla. Please." She wagged a finger absent of her customary flashing rings. "If they don't let me out of here, they've seen their last donation from me, I can tell you that. That's what I told the ER doc when I got here. He completely ignored me. 'Look me up on your list of benefactors!' I shouted at him. The guy acted deaf! I said, 'Better ask your superiors how much Marla Korman gave this hospital last year! You don't want to be responsible when those donations dry up!' " "Marla, for crying out loud. There must be ways they can tell whether you've had a heart attack. There's your EKG – " Her eyes closed. "It's a mistake, Goldy. Leave it to the medical profession to screw things up. What is going to give me a heart attack is thinking about all the piles of dough I've given this hospital." "But you know it's better to be cautious – " I started to protest, but she would have none of it and shook her head. The CCU nurse signaled my ten minutes were up. Reluctantly, I released Marla's hand and checked her chart. Dr. Lyle Gordon, cardiologist, and I were going to have a chat. After a quick kiss on Marla's plump cheek, I backed away from the cubicle. When I returned to the reception desk and asked where I could find Dr. Gordon, the red-haired woman glowered, then shrugged. Very calmly, I told her I wanted to have Dr. Gordon paged. Now, please. Twenty minutes later, a chunky fellow wearing thick glasses and a white lab coat pushed through the doors of the CCU waiting room. Lyle Gordon had a high premature fluff of gray hair that did not conceal a bald spot. "Don't I know you?" he asked, squinting at me." Aren’t you. . . or weren’t you. . . married to – ?” I tried to look horrified at the idea. Dr. Gordon scowled suspiciously. "I'm Marla Korman's sister," I told him. "Could we talk?" He led the way and we sat in a comer grouping of uncomfortable beige sofas. "Okay, does your mother know about this yet?" he began. I had a quick image not of Marla's mother, but of my own mother, Mildred Hollingwood Bear. Perhaps she would be at an Episcopal Church Women's luncheon, or a New Jersey garden club brunch, when she was told that her daughter, the divorced- but-remarried caterer, had been arrested for impersonating the sister of her ex-husband's other ex-wife. . . "Well, no – " "Your sister said your mother was in Europe and that finding her would be tough," Dr. Gordon said politely, nudging his glasses up his nose with his forefinger. "Father deceased by heart attack at the age of forty-eight. Will you be able to find your mother?" "Er, probably." Maybe, perhaps, hopefully, I added mentally. I imagined a lie detector needle etching out mountains and valleys of truth and deception. "Any other family history of heart disease?" "Not that I know of." Dr. Gordon adjusted his glasses again and succeeded in smearing his fingerprints on their thick lenses. "Your sister's had a mild heart attack. She's only forty-five. And unfortunately, she's – " "She seems to think she hasn't had a heart attack." "Excuse me. Her first EKG indicated she was having extra heartbeats, one of the warning signals. We also saw her STs were way up – " "STs?" He sighed. "A portion of the electrocardiogram that shows the recovery of the heart between contractions is abnormal. If the STs are up, a person's having a heart attack, okay? The paramedics called in the copter, put her on oxygen, put nitroglycerin under her tongue. It's a blood vessel dilator." "Yes. . . I do know about nitroglycerin." I also knew that if the vessels could be dilated close enough to the beginning of an attack, blood could get to the heart and prevent damage, sometimes even abort the attack. I said tentatively, "Maybe – " "We think that the nitroglycerin actually thwarted a more severe attack. Her blood tests have come back, her enzymes are up, so no matter what she says now, she was having a heart attack. Do you believe me?" Blood rang in my ears. I felt despair closing in and weakness taking over. "Yeah, sure. Just. . . could you tell me if she's going to be all right? What's next?" "She's scheduled for an angiogram first thing tomorrow morning. It depends on what that tells us about blockage. If an artery is badly blocked, we'll probably schedule an atherectomy for the afternoon. Do you know what that is?" I said dully, "Roto-rooter through the arteries." But not for Marla. Please, not for my best friend. I tried not to think about catheters. Gordon quirked his gray eyebrows at me, then continued: "Has she been under the care of a physician? She gave the name of a general practitioner in Aspen Meadow. We called him: He said he hadn't seen her in five years. That's why her phone call to him came as such a warning signal." "Marla hates doctors." "She claims she's a hospital benefactor." "My sister is superstitious, Dr. Gordon. She thinks if she gives a lot of money to a hospital, she'll never actually have to spend any time in one." "And she's not married." It was sort of a question. If an unknown sister turns up, a spouse may be next. "Not married," I said curtly. "Well, then, I need to tell you this. As I said before, her blood tests show she's had what looks like a very minor heart attack. If all goes well tomorrow, and barring any complications, I think we'll be able to discharge her in three or four days. If the attack had been more severe, we would have to keep her in the hospital for a week or more. But when she does go home, she's going to have to have care. "No sweat. My sister has lots of – er – we have lots of money. I'll get a private nurse. Just tell me what her prognosis is.” "She needs to change her lifestyle. Her cholesterol was at 340. That must be reduced. Then she has a good chance. We've got nutrition people who can help her. There's a cardiac rehab program here at the hospital that she can get into. If she's so inclined, that is. And she better become so inclined if she values her life." His tone was grim. "Okay. Thanks. Can I see her again now?" "Not for long. Are there any other relatives I should know about?" Without missing a beat, I replied, "Our nephew might be in. His name is Julian Teller." "Is this your son?" "No, the son of . . . another sister. Julian is nineteen. Actually, he's here in the hospital. I think." "Looking for his aunt?" "No, being treated. Could you check for me? Please? It's so much easier for a doctor to get information than the rest of us peons." Dr. Gordon disappeared for a few moments, then sat back heavily on the beige cushions. "Julian Teller was treated for shock and released about an hour ago. Shock brought on by hearing about his aunt Marla?" "No, something else. Another family tragedy." The doctor gave me a strained, sympathetic smile. "Your family is having quite a day, Ms. Korman." He shifted impatiently in the chair. Other patients are waiting, his movement said. "It would be good for your sister if you could visit as much as possible. Good vibes, touchy-feely, all that helps." "Don't worry, I'll be here every day." I wrote my phone number on a piece of paper. "Please call me if anything unusual develops with her situation. Will you be checking on her every day?" He wrinkled his face in incredulity. "Of course." He looked at me unblinkingly through his spectacles that were so thick they reminded me of old Coke bottle bottoms. "She may get very depressed. It's a common response to heart attack. Even if we can bring her back to health, she's going to need you to give her courage and support. Are you going to be able to help with that?" It was my turn to give him an incredulous look. I pressed my lips together and nodded.
6 The second time I saw Marla that afternoon she slept through the whole ten minutes of my visit. Her chest rose and fell weakly inside the drab blue hospital gown that was nothing like her customary flamboyant outfits. I closed her hand lightly so as not to disturb her. Her lips, ordinarily lush with lipstick, were dry and cracked, and her breathing seemed uneven. I had seen a young woman dead that morning. Now more than anything I wanted to hold on to this friend who was closer to me than any sister could have been. I resolved to call our church as soon as I got home. Marla was both popular and active at St. Luke's. She chaired the annual Episcopal Church Women's jewelry raffle and animated the monthly vestry meetings with her irrepressible brassiness and wit. If I didn't let the parish know what was going on, I'd be the recipient of some very unchristian phone calls. I also needed to find out about arranging for a private nurse to come in as soon as the hospital discharged Marla. I tried to make more mental lists but ended up driving home in a stupor. When the tires crunched over the gravel driveway, I was thankful to see that Tom had squeezed his Chrysler into our detached garage next to Julian's Range Rover. Arch bounded in my direction as soon as I came through the security system. He was sporting the result of his afternoon of tie-dying: a T-shirt big enough for a quarterback and a pair of knee-length shorts streaked with vivid orange and purple splotches. I didn't care what he looked like. I swept him into my arms and twirled him around in a circle. When, breathless, I let go of him, he stepped back, astonished. "Hey, Mom! Get real! What's going on? I mean, what's happening?" He pushed his glasses up his nose and eyed me. From his puzzled but happy response, I guessed Tom had not yet told Arch about the events of the morning. "Where've you been?" he continued suspiciously. "Tom brought Julian home but he's lying down. Everybody around here is out of it. But look." He stepped back dramatically and held out his thin arms. "Is my outfit cool or what?" A proud smile broke out over Arch's freckled face as he waited for my assessment. I was not about to tell this just-turned-thirteen-year-old that the spotted, too-large outfit hung from his bony shoulders and small torso like something salvaged from a large person's clothesline. "It is cool," I agreed emphatically. "Really. You look absolutely, positively great." He turned his mouth down in an exaggerated frown. "Mom? You're not tripped out or anything, are you?" "Do you know what being tripped out means?" Arch scratched his belly under the shirt. "Forgetful? That's what they used to say, 'I can't remember anything, man, I was tripped out – " "Look, I'm fine. I'm only in my thirties, remember, and I was just a kid during the period you're talking about. Where's Tom?" "Cooking. I told him to fix something groovy from the sixties and he said the only groovy food he knew was hash brownies. That's disgusting! How can you put corned beef hash in brownies?" It was going to be a tiresome hobby. When I entered the kitchen, Tom was bent so intently over a recipe that I repressed the greeting on my lips. The walls had been cleaned of the cocoa powder thrown by the Jerk, and lump crabmeat glistened invitingly on the countertop next to a tall green bottle of white wine. A seasoned crêpier waited next to a wide sauté pan, where butter for a sauce sizzled in a slow, circuitous melt. Tom relished cooking even more than gardening. I happily let him do both. I'd take crêpes stuffed with crabmeat in white wine sauce any day. Especially when it was made by somebody else. As I watched, Tom leaned over the crabmeat and methodically nabbed and tossed bits of shell and cartilage. I felt a surge of pleasure. It was not only that I now lived in a household where people vied to prepare the food. Nor was it, because of the day's events, that I'd developed a sudden appreciation for life. This unsettling joy surfaced because I still didn't know why I'd been so reluctant to marry the man who now stood in what used to be my domain and was now our kitchen. I watched the butter dissolve into a golden pool. Of course, my hesitancy stemmed from all that bad history of my first marriage. After I'd left the Jerk I'd come to relish those years of single motherhood and solitude. Except for the celibacy, which I kept telling myself I'd get used to, being single constituted the perfect life for me, I'd decided. Until Tom. Nevertheless, transition from my fiercely maintained aloneness to daily companionship did have its glitches. There had been the financial questions. Years ago, the divorce settlement from Dr. John Richard Korman had paid for the expensive retrofit of my kitchen for commercial food service, and I couldn't leave it and still maintain my business. So Tom had moved in with Arch, Julian, and me, and found a renter for his cabin in a remote mountain area. He insisted on putting the rent money into a vacation fund for the four of us. Of course, as a self-employed woman with the only catering business in town, I'd forgotten what the word vacation meant. These and other material aspects we'd been able to work out fairly well. Our biggest problem was anxiety. Tom worried about me and I returned the favor. Tom had seen some of the damage done by John Richard Korman before our split. He knew my left thumb didn't bend properly because John Richard had broken it in three places with a hammer. Tom had examined the hutch glass I'd never replaced after John Richard had shattered it in one of his rampages, and the buffet permanently dented from the Jerk's repeated kicking when I'd been hiding behind it. After Tom moved in, one of his first acts was to replace the hutch glass and sand and refinish the buffet's dents. My apprehension over the dangers of his job were legion. Whenever I heard over the radio of a shooting, whenever a midnight phone call brought him out of our warm bed, whenever that midnight phone call meant that before he left he was cinching the Velcro bands around his white bulletproof vest, my heart ached with fear. My anxiety had not been eased when a murderer had kidnapped Tom for four days this spring, just as we were about to be married. He scoffed and said that had been a bizarre event. He hadn't even believed it himself. Nor did Tom and I quite know how to talk to each other about our work. Tom claimed he enjoyed discussing investigations with me as long as I wouldn't get upset. Or worse, tell anybody what he or I had uncovered. To me, Tom always appeared either in control: when he was surrounded by his team in an investigation, or in relaxed good humor, when we were together and he was telling me about bloodstain patterns or check-kiting. I, on the other hand, did not relish rehashing the trials of cooking for, serving to, and cleaning up after the rich and shameless. Occasionally I would regale him with stories about the Thai guest at a reception for two hundred who'd insisted on giving me his recipe for whole baked fish-in Thai, or about the drunk Polo Club host who fell off his horse before eating one bite of the vegetarian shish kebabs. Reflecting on all this, I'd failed to notice that Tom had stopped cooking and was staring at the cupboard above the kitchen counter, his face twisted with pain. "Tom! What is it?" Startled, he dropped the shell bits he was holding. I apologized and helped him wipe them off the floor. By the time he straightened up, he had assumed his normal end-of-the-day relaxed look. Still, I was taken aback. In the two months that we'd been married, I'd never seen him look agonized. Until now. Despite his disclaimers to the contrary, the job did take its toll, after all. He forced a wide grin. "Hey there, Miss G." "What's wrong?" "No more than usual." He rinsed his hands and dried them on a dish towel. "Julian's okay, he just needs to rest. I think he's asleep. Did you get in to see Marla?" I hugged him briefly and murmured that I had. Which reminded me. I phoned the St. Luke's answering machine and left a brief message about Marla's condition, then left another message for a woman in the parish who had once hired a private nurse. Did she have any recommendations? I asked her tape. Then I washed my hands and glanced at the recipe before retrieving some fresh garlic. Alas, the Jerk had carried off my knives somewhere. "Marla was very angry. Claimed she hadn't had a heart attack," I commented over my shoulder as I looked around the dining room for my knifeblock. This seldom-used space was a monument to my former life as a doctor's wife. It looked like a furniture store. I'd bought the solid cherry buffet, hutch, and dining room suite right after my first wedding. Then I'd feverishly crocheted an enormous tablecloth and undertaken the tiresome needlepointing of floral covers for the chair seats. I should have been taking a karate class. Better yet, shooting lessons. I hefted up the knifeblock from the table and brought it back to the kitchen. "I'm guessing Marla will be home at the beginning of next week," I told Tom as I sniffed a clove of garlic. The garlic was fresh and juicy; its pungent smell filled the air. I told Tom what the cardiologist had told me about Marla's condition and her upcoming angiogram and potential atherectomy. "I'm going to go in and see her every day," I added defiantly as I minced. But of course Tom wouldn't be jealous if I made a daily visit to a friend. I shook my head and reached for another clove of garlic. Old reactions died harder than I thought. Tom turned back to his recipe card and abruptly changed the subject. "How did Korman get through the security system?" "Look, it was a fluke. . . I was in the middle of un- doing the dead bolt, and the phone rang, and he hollered that there was some bad news. . . and before I knew it, he was right beside me . . . I just wasn't careful." "Are you all right?" He glanced up from the recipe card, his mouth in a thin line. When I said I was, he frowned disbelievingly. "Sorry," I amended, "it won't happen again." And there went my summer breeze through the unsecured up- stairs windows, I thought. "What did the hospital say about Julian? Is there any special treatment?" He dropped ingredients into the melted butter. The delectable scent of crabmeat and garlic rose from the pan. "He just needs to rest. We probably shouldn't talk about the accident around him. Not just yet, anyway, although we'll have to eventually." He reached for a wooden spoon and stirred in flour to make a roux. "Why not talk to him about it? And why will you have to eventually?" Tom exhaled deeply. "Goldy, he looked god-awful coming home from the hospital. I just don't want to upset him anymore. He cried off and on all the way up the interstate. I don't think I've ever seen that kid in tears." "Maybe if he talks about it he'll feel better." Tom stopped stirring and gave me a half-grin. "Well, Miss Psych Major, I know that's true. But we've got a lot of unknowns right now, and I'm not sure Julian should hear about them just yet." "Unknowns?" He whisked broth into the sauce, set it to simmer, and then trundled over to the walk-in refrigerator. A moment later fie emerged with two bottles of carbonated apple cider, one of Arch's favorites. He opened a bottle and poured us each a glass full of spritzy gold bubbles. The icy drink was heavenly after the heat of the day. Tom said, "This mess with Claire Satterfield looks real bad. I'm going to be tied up with it for the foreseeable future." "But I thought the state patrol handled traffic accidents – " "It wasn't an accident," he said curtly. He drained his glass. His deep green eyes regarded me grimly. "The patrolman and I saw acceleration marks on the garage floor. They're very different from deceleration marks. That's what you get when somebody's trying to stop." "You mean you can – wait! Acceleration? Somebody saw her? Somebody saw her and . . . sped up? Oh, my Lord – " He nodded. "And our one eyewitness," he said, "or the one person who thinks he might be an eyewitness, observed a dark green truck veer out of the garage." He stood up to check on his sauce. "We found an eighty-seven green Ford pickup parked by the outside entrance of Prince & Grogan. Stolen. Dented on the grille where it could have hit someone. Coroner's office will match that up with impact marks on the victim." I said weakly, "Impact marks? You mean bruises? And wasn't there any blood on the grille?" "The body doesn't have time to bruise." I closed my eyes. "Sometimes there's blood on the vehicle, sometimes there isn't," he went on. "This time there wasn't. The only blood was on the garage floor, from when her head hit the pavement. Unfortunately, there's not a single discernible hair or fingerprint inside the truck. At least so far. Our guys are working on it. We're grasping for anything." He paused. "But here's something. You were the closest person that we know of to the scene of the crime. Relatively near the body, you found that flower." "You don't think – " "I have no idea, it's probably nothing. But every now and then you get a hunch. When a flower so perfectly fresh is found by the scene of what we're now realizing was a homicide, we have to get it analyzed. So I took a picture of it and sent it to the American Rose Association." "Sheesh, that is grasping for straws. What do you mean, our guys are working on the truck?" He measured out white wine and stirred it into the bubbling crabmeat mixture. "As I said, we're now treating Miss Satterfield's death as a homicide. State patrol's out, we're in." His big body sighed. "So. Now all we have to do is figure out who would want to kill her. That's why I'm going to have to talk to Julian as soon as he's feeling a little better. The team's working on the evidence too. We need to figure out who could smash into her like that and then leave. Without being seen. We're thinking the perp either had another car right there, or went right back inside the mall." "I don't believe somebody could do that without anybody seeing." "Believe it. People usually are just minding their own business." He swirled Parmesan cheese into the sauce. "Poor Julian." "What about those demonstrators? Think this could be something they'd do out of spite against Mignon Cosmetics? Because Claire worked for them?" "At this point, nothing can be ruled out. We're getting the demonstrators' names and addresses. The usual drill." My glass was long empty. I needed something else to do with my hands. So I set about assembling ingredients for a fruit cup – luscious, ripe cantaloupes, strawberries, grapes, bananas. I chopped and sliced and arranged the fruit in concentric circles, trying to bring a similar order to this chaos of news. At length I poured myself another glass of cider and said, "Remember the guy I dumped the vegetables on?" Tom's smile was enormous: back to his old self. "One of your better moments, Miss G. What about him?" "And remember Frances Markasian?" "Goldy, how could anyone forget a reporter who looks like a Caucasian Bob Marley and dresses like a class in salvage?" I told Tom that Frances seemed to have ferreted out the activist to interview him and that his name was Shaman Krill. Not only had Frances somehow learned that Julian was only the most recent of Claire's many boyfriends, but she also seemed, like Tom and the state troopers, to believe Claire's death was no accident. Tom turned the stove off, held up one hand, and dug out his trusty spiral notebook. "Other boyfriends. Thinks Claire was run down. How'd she come to these conclusions, did she say? Maybe I should give her a ring." "Right, and get an earful about her First Amendment right to protect her sources. Then she'd never tell me a thing. You should have seen her: I hardly recognized her this morning, all decked out in an expensive new dress and tame hairstyle." He snorted with disgust. "Why was she at the Mignon banquet? Since when is southeast Furman County the beat of an Aspen Meadow reporter?" I shrugged and sipped cider. "She said she'd heard rumors about Prince & Grogan having problems. How that translates into attending a cosmetics lunch I don't know. And please, don't ask what kind of rumors, because I already asked her and she's not saying. But I'm going down there day after tomorrow for the food fair, and tomorrow I need to pick up my check from the Mignon people – " "Oh, Goldy, no – " "I'm just going to ask – " "Okay, ask." He reached over and took both of my hands in his. "You know I think you have a great mind for these investigations. That's why I like to talk to you about them. I want your ideas." "Sure." He kissed my cheek. "I do, doggone it. You love to talk to people and they love to talk to you. Great. You have insights. Also great. I just don't want you getting into danger." "You act as if I'm trying to take over your job or something." He laughed. "Are you?" Then he answered his own question. "Of course you're not. Take catering. I help you chop, right? Sometimes you even give me a little scoop to measure out cookie batter. Small jobs. Helpful jobs. 'Cuz that's all you'll trust me with, right? I don't tell you what to serve or who to serve it to. Correct me if I'm wrong here. Because you're the caterer and I'm the cop." "Please, Tom. Let me help Julian by asking around. He loved Claire so much." He frowned, then held up a warning finger. "Okay. On two conditions. You don't go into situations that you know are going to be dangerous. And two, if I tell you to back off, you do." "I thought you said your work wasn't dangerous – " "It isn't when I'm doing it. It could be for you." I set out the forks, knives, and plates before replying. Then I said calmly, "Okay. But I'm telling you, Tom, I'm going to help Julian. Frances Markasian and I are friends, remember. Or at least sometimes we act as if we are. I have an idea where she might have found out some of these things." I told him that I'd chatted with Dusty Routt, the Mignon sales associate, at the banquet. I'd even introduced her to Frances. After hearing about Claire's death, Frances would have felt no qualms about contacting Dusty for information. "Routt, Routt, that name is familiar. R-o-u-t-t? There was a big bank job done in the early fifties here in Colorado by a guy named Routt. How old is this Dusty?" "Julian's age. She lives down the street with her mother, little brother, and grandfather. Maybe the grandfather-is a bank robber, although in our little town, that's just the kind of news folks love to spread, and I haven't heard a thing. Not only that, but our church helped build the house they're in. A bank robber doesn't sound like the kind of person they like to have living in houses built with charity money and sweat equity. But. . . don't you remember my telling you Julian had dated Dusty a couple of times? Then she was expelled from Elk Park Prep, and they sort of broke up. At a party on Memorial Day, she was the one who introduced him to Claire." "Let me get this straight." Tom was scribbling in his notebook. "This Dusty. . . Routt works for the cosmetics people and used to go out with Julian? When Julian met Claire, Dusty had already been dumped? Why was Dusty expelled, do you know?" I pursed my lips. "Nope. Julian was always too embarrassed to ask her. You know how that school is, it was all kept very hush-hush." "Another fact the local gossip network seems to have missed," he observed. "And Frances mentioned Claire Satterfield, former boyfriends, and the guy you trashed with roasted vegetables in the mall garage, all in the same breath? Like she thinks there's a connection?" He looked at his notebook and considered. "Sounds like somebody's doing a lot of speculating.” I ignored this. "I'm just saying the rumor is, there seem to have been former boyfriends. Would Shaman Krill have had enough time to get back up to the garage and his precious demonstrators if he'd been driving the truck that hit Claire?" Tom stood up and ladled a spoonful of crepe batter into the hot pan. It emitted a delicious hiss. "Don't know yet. We're going to have to pace it out, time it. Are you going to call Arch to eat or should I? Think he should hear us talking about the investigation? Think he'd feel bored? Left out?" "Talking about the investigation? Boring? You don't know Arch." I could well imagine a police-band radio becoming the next craze. When I called to the TV room that dinner was ready, Arch pleaded loudly that he was watching a rerun of Antonioni's Blow-Up and could we just save him some on a plate? "It's a real complicated film," he yelled helpfully. Before I could say anything, Tom called back that that would be fine. I murmured that the crepes might toughen with microwave reheating, but he shrugged my worries away. "What about Julian?" I asked. "What about me?" said Julian from the doorway. He slumped into a kitchen chair. He still wore his serving outfit, and his face was gray with exhaustion. I had not heard his customary footsteps on the stairs. "This looks good," he said in a tired voice as he regarded the fruit tray. "And before you ask, I'm okay." I tossed a salad while Tom filled the crêpes and put them in the oven. While I poured more cider, Tom said, "Julian? How much of our conversation did you hear?" Julian's face reddened. "Oh, probably most of it." "Then I need your help," Tom said matter-of-factly. "If you know the worst already and you're not going to pass out on us, then maybe you can answer some questions." "I don't know the worst already," Julian shot back fiercely. He glared at Tom. "The worst I know is that she's dead and we don't know who did it, okay? That's the worst so far. What else is there?" Tom continued calmly. "Do you know if Claire had other boyfriends?" "Yeah, she had some. I don't know who they were. But she was here on a twelve-month visa, do you think she was just going to spend all day behind the Mignon counter and then go back to her apartment and sit around?" "Julian, please." I set a glass of cider in front of him. He ignored it. "Well, do you think I knew her every move? I mean, come on!" “Do you know any former boyfriends who were jealous of your relationship?" Tom asked. “No.” "Do you know anyone who could have thought of Claire as an enemy?" Julian rubbed his brow so hard 1 feared he might bruise his skin. "Look," he said finally, "I just know they were investigating shoplifting at the store." "Did she report any shoplifters?" Tom asked. He wasn't writing. "No," said Julian with a sigh. "I don't think so." "What about these other men? Anybody shady that you knew about?" "Claire just told me she'd seen other guys. But she also said she had admirers. Male admirers," he added dejectedly. "Who?” "Oh, Tom, I don't know." Julian gestured helplessly. His bleached hair caught the light, and he looked suddenly childlike. "She used to laugh when she told me men were always after her. She said she was glad to have a glass counter between herself and them. One time she teased me and said she'd managed to get rid of the guy who pestered her most. But she was so pretty, I guess you'd have to expect. . ." He didn't finish the thought. "And as for being bothered, well, sometimes she thought somebody was playing weird practical jokes on her at the counter – " "Like what?" "Like getting into her stuff, I don't know. . . she just said some of her stuff was missing, that's all." "Did she say that she suspected anybody?" "No!" Julian snapped, and Tom backed off. The oven buzzer went off and I took out the crêpes. I requested that we put off the discussion of the investigation. Endless talk about crime can put a damper on the appetite. And we hadn't even told Julian about Marla yet. The crabmeat in wine sauce was succulent, wrapped inside the thin, tender pancakes. But Julian, who occasionally ate shellfish as part of his not-strictly-vegetarian diet, consumed next to nothing. He had gone from furious to sullen. Over dinner I broke the news to him about Marla. I tried to make it sound as light as possible, with a good prognosis and quick recovery. Julian's mood went back to anger. "What can we do? Is she going to need us to help her when she gets out? I thought heart attacks only happened to old people." I felt a wash of relief that he did not react with either a fit of despair or more shock. "Yes, we'll all have to help. You especially, Julian, you know how much she adores you. And she's not old." I shifted the topic to business. While Tom had a second helping of crêpes, Julian and I pushed our plates away and did the final planning for catered events coming in the next three days. Despite the crises breaking all around, or maybe because of them, Julian seemed desperate to be preoccupied with food service. Maybe it was a way of reasserting control. Day after tomorrow he would do a Chamber of Commerce brunch, and we talked about preparing lamb with nectarine chutney and avocado salad. He even asked earnestly if he should be taking notes. I said no; the menu, supplies needed, cooking and serving times were all in the kitchen computer. I wanted to embrace him in his pain. But I had learned from Arch that hugging teenage boys is a precarious enterprise. When we had finished eating, Julian made a pitcher of iced espresso, a drink we'd all taken to imbibing after dinner in the unusual heat. Since I'd had latte as soon as I got home from the banquet, more caffeine would surely wire me for the night. But worry about Marla and the events of the day ought to guarantee insomnia anyway, I reasoned. I set aside a covered dish for Arch, and took the brownies and peach cobblers that I'd stashed for the banquet out to the front porch. I loved our porch, although the only time you could use it in Colorado was the summer and early fall. Mercifully, the evening air had cooled. Savory barbecue smoke drifted through the neighborhood. As soon as Tom and I were sitting in the old redwood chairs he'd brought from his cabin, baby Colin Routt started to wail again from down the street. "Poor kid," Tom commented. "I just read an article about preemies. They have a hard life, all the way through." "Especially when they're born at under one pound and their dad takes off for parts unknown," I said. Dusty Routt appeared in the tiny dirt-covered yard holding her little brother, or, more correctly, half brother, on her shoulder. She was jiggling the infant up and down, but the motion failed to comfort him. Then the mellow notes of jazz saxophone again floated out of the house's screened porch, and the tiny baby was immediately quiet. "Music therapy," Tom and I said in unison, and then laughed. When Julian appeared with crystal glasses filled with espresso and ice, we thanked him and sat listening to the jazz filtering through the dusky air. I sipped the cold, dark stuff and waited for one of them to speak. Julian popped a brownie into his mouth and pushed off on the porch swing. After a moment he addressed Tom and me. "She was under a lot of pressure." "What kind?" asked Tom without missing a beat, as if we had not stopped talking about Claire twenty minutes earlier. Wisely, he didn't reach for his notebook. Julian shrugged. "Pressure to sell. That was the main thing. You know, Prince & Grogan carries Mignon exclusively in Colorado. Not only that, but the Mignon counter is the only million-dollar cosmetics counter in the state. If the saleswomen don't sell there, they get fired." He grimaced. "Pressure to sell," repeated Tom. Julian sighed. "They live off those commissions. “Lived." “Julian,” I said, “don’t – “ He waved this away. "Plus what I mentioned. You know – pressure to watch for shoplifters." His tone was resigned. "There was a lot of theft there. It was a big problem in the store. Credit card fraud, employee theft, shoplifting, you name it. Claire introduced me to the guy who was in charge of security. Nick Gentileschi. He was okay, I guess. She was helping him with something." "What?" Tom said, too sharply, I thought. "Helping the security guy with what? The shoplifting investigation?" "I don't know!" Julian cried. "If I don't even know the identity of this admirer who wasn't bothering her anymore, how do you think I know what she was doing with security?" Arch made one of his sudden appearances, probably lured by the sound of raised voices. "Hey, guys! What's going on? Blow-Up was too weird and complicated, I didn't like it. Is that pancakes on my plate out there? Neat. I put them in the microwave." I nodded and held up one finger: I'd be there in a minute. "She was afraid," Julian said tonelessly, as if he were speaking from a distant asteroid. "Who – " Arch began. I gave him a warning look and shook my head: Say nothing. Arch crossed his arms and waited for an explanation, which he didn't get. "Afraid of what?" Tom asked Julian gently. "Just yesterday she told me she thought she was being followed," Julian replied wearily. "But she said she wasn't sure. Oh, God, why didn't I tell you? I just thought it was some stupid thing, like the unexplained stuff at the counter." "Wait," I said. "Wait." I thought back through the muddle of the day. Claire, her Peugeot, the helicopter. When I'd swerved the van into the right lane, I'd barely missed a pickup truck. Then when I'd looked again. . . the pickup had fallen back several car lengths. "Someone might have been following us on I-70 this morning. In a pickup," I said miserably. "Make?" asked Torn mildly. "Color? Did you see the driver?" "No," I said helplessly. "No. . . I don't remember any of that. Maybe I'm just being paranoid." Julian was holding his head in his hands. "Big J.," said Torn, "why don't we go inside – " Julian's head jerked up. "There's a part of you that's always alone," he blurted out. "People always have secrets, and you know they have secrets, but maybe they don't want to tell you because they're afraid of your reaction, or maybe they don't want to tell you because they don't want to burden you. She didn't want to be a burden to me. And I didn't want to trouble you with it." Torn and I exchanged a look. Inside the house, the microwave buzzer went off. My instinct told me Arch and I should leave Tom and Julian alone. Perhaps without an audience Julian would feel more inclined to talk to Tom. "Let's go," I said to Arch. "Why can't I eat out here?" Arch asked, perplexed. But he obeyed. "Morn?" he asked when we were back in the kitchen. He held up his plate precariously. "Should I eat now or not?" "Sure, hon, they just need to be alone for a while." He took a mouthful of crêpe and said, "So what's going on with Julian? Who was afraid and what's the big secret?" I told him Julian's friend Claire had been killed in a hit-and-run accident. His eyes opened wide behind his glasses. "Do they know who hit her?" I told him they did not but that Tom was working on it. "Arch, something else. Hon, Marla had a mild heart attack jogging around Aspen Meadow Lake today. She's at Southwest Hospital but should be out in – " Before I could finish, Arch whacked his chair back and bolted from the table. "Arch, wait! She's going to be okay!" I bounded up the stairs after him. By the time I got to his and Julian's room, Arch was lying facedown on the upper level of the bunk. I put my hand on the back of the awful tie-dyed T-shirt, but he shook me off. "Just go away, Mom!" "They can treat a mild heart attack – " "I'm not upset about Marla. I mean, I am upset about Marla. Of course I am. It's only that. . . Look, just leave, okay?" I didn't move. "Claire, then? You didn't really know her, although I know you worry about Julian – " He shot upright suddenly, his brown hair askew, his face pale with rage. "Why are you so nosy? Why do you have to know about everything?" "Sorry, hon," I said, and meant it. When he dropped back down on the mattress without saying more, I asked, "Want the curtains closed?" He didn't answer and I backtracked toward the door. "Wait." His voice was muffled by the pillow. Slowly he sat up. He looked at the wall with his fifth-grade drawings of wildflowers, made during an intensely lonely period, the painful time before Tom came into our lives and well before Julian became Arch's personal hero. "Could you close the door, Mom?" I did as directed. Arch gave me a fierce, guilty look. "I wanted Claire to leave," he said harshly. "I hated her." "Why? You met her only once – " "So? Julian was always with her or thinking about her or on the telephone with her, or something. We never had any fun anymore. I wanted her to go back to Australia." He faced the drawings again. "Now I'm being punished for wanting her gone." I hate feeling so helpless. "I may not know much, Arch, but that doesn't sound like the way punishment works." He shook his head and refused to look at me. I went on. "Claire's death wasn't just a terrible accident. Somebody ran her down on purpose." He was silent, his eyes on his drawings, his face expressionless. Then he muttered, "I still feel bad." "Then help Julian over the next few days, especially when I go down to work the food fair. He'll need your company now more than ever." He hesitated, then said in a resigned voice, "Yeah, okay." After a moment he asked, "Do you think Julian will ever find another girlfriend? I mean, sort of the way you found Tom after things. didn't work out with Dad?" It was so tempting to give him an easy answer. I said softly, "Arch, I don't know." He shook his head mournfully. "Okay, Mom," my son said finally, "it's not helping to talk to you. Would you please just leave?"
7 Storms ripped through the mountains that night. Thunder boomed overhead, echoed down Cottonwood Creek, and seemed to shake the walls of our home. I woke and saw lightning flicker across our bedroom. The flashes were so constant that it was difficult to tell when one ended and another began. Rain pelted the roof and washed noisily down the gutters. I slipped out of bed to close our bedroom curtains, and found myself mesmerized by the storm. Torrents of muddy water gushed around the vehicles parked on our street, including a pickup truck blocking the end of our driveway. As a lightning flash faded, I hesitated. Did a light turn on and then quickly off in the pickup? I narrowed my eyes. The storm slapped rain against the window. It was an unfamiliar truck; I didn't recognize it as belonging to one of our neighbors. But people had summer guests all the time, especially in Colorado, where we were usually spared the heat that afflicts the rest of the country. In the midst of the storm's violence, the truck was dark and still. I stared through the slashes of raindrops and decided the light was something I'd imagined. A wave of water spewed up over the curb and surged toward Aspen Meadow's Main Street. This summer gullywasher would dump tons of mud and gravel on Aspen Meadow's paved roads. It would leave in its wake deltas of stone and a river of caked dirt. Driving after one of these torrents is invariably slow and treacherous. I sighed and wondered if Alicia, my supplier, would be able to get her truck up the street, to park anywhere close to the house in the morning. Especially if the pickup was still blocking the driveway. When the tempest seemed to be abating, I glanced at the digital clock. But the clock face was dark. The storm had probably taken the electricity out. I fell into bed next to Tom's warm and inviting body. Incredibly, he had slumbered sonorously through it all. But when I inadvertently woke him by touching his foot, we had a deliciously stormy half-hour to ourselves. With the power out, the usual artificial reminders of morning – ringing alarms, the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee – were absent. Luckily, Tom seems to possess an internal clock. I dimly registered his departure when watery morning sunshine slanted through the bedroom windows. During a homicide investigation, he always leaves at sunup for the investigative team's strategy meetings, and returns home late. He phoned after a few hours, when I was moving slowly through the end of my yoga routine. He wanted to make sure I was okay, and that I knew the electricity was off. Yes, he'd been able to back out of the driveway, he said when I asked about the pickup, but I should be careful to avoid the mud on Main Street. I caught sight of my own short-statured, disheveled-haired, stupid-happy reflection in the mirror when I hung up. Living with someone who tried to take care of me still brought unexpected pleasure. Thursday, July 2, my kitchen calendar informed me, was a preparation day for the events ahead – the food fair and the Chamber of Commerce brunch on Friday, the Braithwaites' party on Saturday. Thinking of the Braithwaites, I groaned. Babs had been as snooty at the Mignon banquet as she'd been after she'd rear-ended Julian in her Mercedes and claimed it was his fault. But her personality wasn't about to stop me from making a splendid profit on the seated dinner she and her husband were giving for July Fourth. The two of them threw this celebrated annual party on their manicured five acres atop Aspen Knoll, the high point of the Aspen Meadow country club area. Supposedly the knoll had the best view of the fireworks over Aspen Meadow Lake. Perhaps if the guests plowed through their curry early enough, I'd even see part of the display. On second thought, with Julian's participation now uncertain, I might have to clean up until dawn. . I checked my watch: eight-forty. Alicia should arrive with seafood, meats, and produce around nine. The power came back while I was wondering about the best time to visit Marla. With her angiogram scheduled for first thing, perhaps I could visit in the early afternoon. . . then stop at Prince & Grogan to get the second half of my check, final payment for the banquet. . . that is, if Tom didn't object to my presence there. . . . The phone rang. It was Tom again. "Look, Goldy, I'm sorry about last night – " "What about it? It got kind of fun around four A.M. Of course, I couldn't see the time. . ." "Well, I've just been thinking about it." He paused. "Look, Goldy," he said seriously, "you know I want you to . . . think about this case. It always helps to have your input." "Think about the case," I repeated. "You know I respect your intellect." "Uh-huh. My intellect. My charming personality. And my cooking, don't forget that." "Be serious. Fabulous cooking, charming personality, and a great intellect." "Gee, Tom. I wish you'd been one of my professors. Great intellect. La-de-da." "All kidding aside – I just don't want you to interfere, I get yourself in a compromising position. Believe it or not, Miss G., there is a difference. For example, you should ignore a demonstrator. Not dump vegetables on him." I glanced into the walk-in for ingredients that would make a show-stopping bread for the food fair. “Okay, no more vegetable-dumping. Promise. How'd your meeting go? Speaking of the Spare the Hares people, have you found out anything? Did Shaman Krill complain about me?" "The strategy meeting took two hours. And how can I find out about demonstrators when I'm making conciliatory phone calls to my wife?" “Just answer the question, cop." "The guy didn't make a formal complaint. And nobody from that mall is being overly helpful. Sometimes your prime suspect is always around, bending over backward to give you advice and guidance. That's when you have to expect to be deceived." He made a grumbling noise. I could imagine him considering his cup of bitter sheriff's department coffee. "So are you and I okay?" "Of course." He grunted. “Julian up yet?" "I was about to check on him. Aren't you always telling me how the first forty-eight hours of a homicide investigation are the most profitable? I'm making bread. We're fine. Tom, please, I can't bear not to know why someone would do that to Claire Satterfield. Go investigate." As I tiptoed up the stairs to the boys' room, his words echoed in my ear. I've just been thinking about it . . . I'm sorry. . . don't want your interference. The many, many wrinkles of two single lives, of separate ways of communicating, were taking a while to smooth out. Every aspect of our entwined experiences was under scrutiny. Even the way we referred to possessions was a challenge, I thought as I caught my reflection in one of the old-but-not-antique mirrors that Tom had collected over the years. He'd hung them just last week on the wall above the stairway. Tom's pictures, my stairway. His stove, my refrigerator, his deck furniture, my bed, his car, my house. Now I was learning to say our, our, our. I sidestepped Scout the cat, curled into a furry ball on one of the steps, and gazed into a mirror. A short, slightly plump, thirty-two-year-old woman with curly blond hair and brown eyes looked back. Our mirrors. Our life. Goodness, even our cat. I eased the boys' bedroom door open. Arch's slow, regular breathing from the top bunk indicated he was still asleep. There was no noise from Julian's bed. In the morning, his muscular limbs usually sprawled from under the covers on the lower bunk. But at the moment the navy-blue bedspread covered his inert form from head to foot. I hoped he was asleep. Somehow, though, I doubted it. I tiptoed back to the kitchen and contemplated the egg yolks I'd been accumulating in the refrigerator. They were left over from my preparation of lowfat recipes that invariably required egg whites. I'd have even more yolks to deal with when I got going on the vanilla-frosted fudge cookies. The yolks, though, what could I do with the yolks? I mentally tasted a cake or rolls enriched with yolks, then hit on the idea that the yolks could be the mainstay of a light, sweet, Sally Lunn-type bread for the fair. I hummed to myself as I made a yeast starter, chopped fresh pecans, and measured sun-dried cranberries. When a large chunk of butter was dissolving into golden globules in a pan of milk, I peeled thin curls of flavorful zest from juicy oranges, then spooned out flour from a copper canister Tom had brought from his cabin.
WHAT-TO-DO-WITH-ALL-THE-EGG-YOLKS BREAD
2 ½ teaspoons (1 ¼-ounce envelope) active dry yeast ¼ cup sugar ¼ cup warm water ¾ cup skim milk ¼ cup butter, melted ½ cup canola oil 1 tablespoon chopped orange zest 1 teaspoon salt 4 egg yolks, lightly beaten 3 ½ to 4 cups all-purpose flour ¾ cup sun-dried cranberries 1 cup chopped pecans
Butter a 10-inch tube pan; set aside. In a large mixing bowl, combine the yeast, one teaspoon of the sugar, and warm water. Set aside for 10 minutes. Combine the milk, butter, oil, zest, remainder of the sugar, and salt, and stir into the yeast mixture. Add the egg yolks, stirring well. Add the flour ½ cup at a time, stirring well after each addition to incorporate the flour thoroughly. Knead 5 to 10 minutes, until the dough is smooth, elastic, and satiny. Knead in the cranberries and pecans. Put the dough back in the bowl, cover the bowl, and let the dough rise at room temperature until it is doubled in bulk. Using a wooden spoon, beat down the risen dough for about a minute.
Place the dough into the buttered tube pan and allow it to rise at room temperature until it is doubled in bulk.
Preheat the oven to 375°. Bake the bread for 45 to 50 minutes or until it is dark golden brown and sounds hollow when tapped. Place on a rack to cool or serve warm. Once cooled, the bread is also excellent sliced and toasted.
Makes 1 large loaf
I had learned a great deal about Tom, I reflected as my mixer began its slow route through the warm liquids. For example, I'd discovered that he preferred saving money to spending it, except when he could lavish exorbitant sums on antiques. I didn't understand the point of antiques – why would you pay more for something used and old? He'd proudly showed me his cherry sideboard and announced, "Hepplewhite, 1800 to 1850." I'd almost passed out when I learned what he'd paid for that hunk of wood. He'd bought it before we were married, though, and had vowed to purchase no more "goodies," as he called them, until we could figure out what to do with the stockpile of possessions we were now trying to cram into one house. In terms of money, though, these days Tom took great pleasure in setting aside funds for Arch and Julian, whom he referred to as the kids, the guys, the boys. Our boys. And he didn't want any more children, he said when I asked. Two were enough. Which was fine by me. But now our two boys had college funds, savings funds, Christmas funds. All generously supplemented by Tom, who took a childlike pleasure in giving. I set aside new egg whites for the fudge cookies, then mixed the butter, milk, and egg yolks into the yeast starter. I stirred flour into the rich, flaxen-colored mixture until it was thick. Once I started to knead the dough, I thought back to the second phone call from Tom this morning. He did/did not want me involved in the investigation. He wanted me to think about it. He wanted me to be willing to back off once I'd brought my great intellect to bear. I had helped him before, when an attempted poisoning closed down my catering business, then again when Julian's mother was involved in some bizarre crimes, and again when Arch's and Julian's school was the scene of homicides. When Tom was kidnapped this spring and our local parish had been turned upside down by crime, I had thrown myself into the investigation with every ounce of my will. Sometimes the sheriff's department welcomed my involvement; occasionally, they did not. At least Tom asked for my opinion, even respected it, I thought with a wry smile. He had always treated me as a resource. But unknown to him, I was very sensitive about the issue of offering my thoughts. My vulnerability came from interaction with Husband Number One. Dr. John Richard Korman not only disliked hearing any of my opinions on things medical, he resented my occasional input. In one case, expressing my ideas had backfired so appallingly that I'd never ventured another word about his work. I pushed the bread dough out, folded it over, pushed it out, and recalled the freckled face and wiry red hair of Nashville- born Heather Maclanahan O'Leary. She and her husband had been newcomers some years ago to Aspen Meadow and St. Luke's Episcopal Church. Heather had become pregnant with her first child almost immediately after arriving in Colorado. But in her first trimester she was so debilitated by anemia and homesickness for Tennessee that the parish had started to send in meals, coordinated daily by yours truly. John Richard was Heather's obstetrician. He worried aloud about the fact that her red blood cell count didn't seem to be improving even with standard doses of iron. I brought the O'Learys their first supper – a cold roast beef and spinach salad with Dijon vinaigrette that I secretly thought of as my Ironman Special. Heather had been so happy to see me, so grateful to have a new friend, she'd insisted I stay for tea. When our teacups were empty, she showed me the nursery her husband was painting, then she proudly pointed to the framed pictures of the Maclanahan and O'Leary clans. She was going to hang this pictorial album around the baby's crib, so that the newest O'Leary would grow up with what Heather called "ancestor appreciation." I'd acted more interested than I really was, until one photograph caught my attention. "Who's that?" I pointed to an old, formally composed photograph of a couple. A very pale man – an Irish-man? – stood behind a dark-haired, dark-complected woman. "Oh," said Heather with a small laugh, "that's Grandfather Maclanahan and Grandma Margaretta. He was an importer and had to travel to Italy every so often. He met Margaretta on a trip to Rimini, and fell in love with her because of her great Tortellini Della Panna. Whoever heard of an Irishman smitten by pasta?" I stared at the picture with a prickly feeling. In those days, before I had a catering enterprise to keep me busy, I spent hours reading magazines. Friends said I was like a walking Reader's Digest, especially when it came to food and medicine. When Heather was telling me about her grandmother Margaretta Sanese Maclanahan, I remembered an obscure article on genetic diseases similar to sickle cell anemia. I offhandedly asked Heather if she'd ever been tested for thalassemia, a blood disorder common among people from Mediterranean countries. She looked puzzled and said no. That night I mentioned to John Richard the possibility that Heather could be a carrier of this genetic blood disease. As a carrier rather than an actual thalassemic, Heather's disorder might have manifested itself only in pregnancy. With a genetic irregularity of that kind, Heather and her husband should both be tested, I said, in case the infant would have full-blown thalassemia. Well. John Richard hooted. He scoffed. He laughed until the tears ran down his handsome cheeks. Where did you go to medical school? he wanted to know. Then he even called one of his buddies to cackle, Listen to the little wife's diagnosis. The denouement wasn't pretty. John Richard refused Heather's request to be tested for thalassemia. She went to an ob- gyn in Denver who did the blood analysis – a very simple one, as it turned out – and confirmed the diagnosis. My diagnosis. Heather's husband was tested – he did not carry the gene. The new doc pumped lots more iron into Heather than she'd been getting, she began to feel better, and she gave birth to a normal baby girl. I was rewarded with a black eye. I set the dough aside to rest. Here I was, years later, understandably ambivalent about sharing my ideas. Unfortunately, with my personality, once somebody presented me with a problem, I felt duty bound to jump in and help solve it. Arch sometimes resented this fiercely, of course, and I had painfully learned to let him take care of his own messes. Whether Julian felt the same way, I was not sure. I kneaded the cranberries and nuts into the silky dough, gathered the whole thing up, and nestled it into a buttered bowl. Time to have some espresso and put the past aside. As the coffee machine was heating up, Arch appeared in the kitchen with Scout draped over his shoulders. Once the dark liquid began its noisy spurt into shot glasses, Scout leapt to the kitchen floor. "Jeez, Mom! You scared him!" I steadied the shot glasses under the machine's twin spurts. "It's not as if he hasn't heard this machine a thousand times before." Arch watched the ten-second process in silence. After I stopped the flow of water, I poured the espresso into a small cup. "Gosh!" he exclaimed. "All that noise, and that's all you get?" I sipped the strong coffee and let this pass. "Is Julian up yet?" Arch knelt on the kitchen floor and tried to attract the cat. Scout, however, wanted a fresh bag of cat food. This he indicated by standing resolutely next to his bowl, which held only undesirable, four-hour-old food. Receiving no response in the meal department, Scout sauntered across the floor and rolled onto his back. Arch enthusiastically rubbed his stomach. "Julian's crying," Arch announced without looking at me. "Did he talk to you? Is he still in bed?" "Still in bed. Under the covers. Didn't want me to stay." Scout curled his paws and stretched to his maximum length to prolong Arch's ministrations. "He said for you not to bring him any food. He wants to be left alone today, and he'll do all the cooking for the Chamber of Commerce brunch tomorrow morning." Well, that was just great. But not unexpected. "How about you, kiddo? Want some breakfast?" He looked around the kitchen, but nothing caught his fancy. "No, thanks. Who are you cooking for?" "The food fair and the Braithwaites." Arch pulled a long face. "Mrs. Barf-mate! That cow." "Nice talk about a rich client, Arch." "With Mrs. Barf-mate's driving, you're lucky I'm still alive." Arch had been in the back seat when the accident occurred, and he was not about to let anyone forget it. He maintained to this day that Julian had put on his turn signal and slowed properly, even though Claire was giggling and cavorting around in the front seat and Julian couldn't remember what he'd been doing. But it was Mrs. Braithwaite, Arch claimed, who was the bad driver. My son had insisted he had whiplash and post-traumatic stress syndrome, and we should sue Mrs. Braithwaite for bad driving. Unfortunately, the police had sided with Mrs. B. "Well," said Arch in a resigned tone, "I guess Julian and I aren't going to the Aspen Meadow Animal Hospital today. He promised, but he probably forgot. They let you hold the rats there," he added brightly. "Big black and white rats." "I'm sorry, Arch. I'd take you, but I have a ton of cooking to do, and I need to go see Marla." Arch lifted the towel from the rising bread, peered in, and poked the dough with his finger. "How is she?" "Don't know yet." He sighed. "Maybe Todd's dad could take us to the animal hospital. Their rats don't bite there, they've trained them – " "Arch, please." "I didn't say I wanted to have a rat, I just want to hold one.” "Give Julian a little slack, hon. And me too, while you're at it." "I am, I am, but can't we get another pet? If you don't like rats, can we talk about ferrets? Tom likes them," he said with a hopeful smile. I punched down the bread dough, divided it, and reshaped it in ring pans. "We have a cat. Please don't bring Tom into this." Arch frowned and reconsidered his strategy. "I guess I better go check on Julian. Should I take him some coffee? That doesn't really count as food, does it?" "Sure, take him some. If he doesn't want it, come on back." I fixed a latte the way Julian liked it, with lots of cream and sugar. Arch disappeared just as Alicia knocked on my door. While she lugged in boxes of Portobello mushrooms and fresh herbs, I called the Coronary Care Unit of Southwest Hospital. Someone at the nurses' station crisply informed me that Marla Korman had not yet been taken for her angiogram, and that the patient could not come to the phone. Marvelous. By the time Alicia had finished unloading the supplies, Arch had returned, dressed for the day in his tie-dyed shirt and torn jeans. "Julian's drinking the coffee and says thanks. I'm going to Todd's. There's nothing to do around here." "Does Julian want – " Arch pulled his mouth to one side and nudged his glasses up his nose. "He says he'll come down when he wants to be with people." Seeing my disappointed face, Arch patted my shoulder. "He'll be okay. You know Julian. He's had a hard life, but he always manages to come through. All right, I'm leaving. It's been real, Mom." And with that, Arch strode out the front door clutching a bag of audiocassettes. Feeling helpless, I started on the fudge cookies. As I sifted dark brown cocoa powder over a white mountain of flour, I kept running the previous twenty-four hours through my mind. If only I had not accepted the assignment for the banquet. Would that have helped? Why had Claire even recommended me to her employers? I beat egg whites with canola oil and measured aromatic Mexican vanilla into the batter. Julian's had a hard life. No kidding. His adoptive parents were far away, and now the young woman he'd fallen head-over-heels for was dead. The bread loaves came out of the oven golden-brown, studded with cranberries and nuts, and filling the kitchen with their rich scent. I placed the loaves on racks to cool and called the hospital again. Marla still hadn't gone for her angiogram and could not come to the phone. I banged the receiver down and wondered how many people had heart attacks waiting in hospitals to be treated. I spooned even half-spheres of the cookie batter onto tin sheets and popped them into the oven. Ten minutes later, the fudge cookies emerged as perfect dark brown discs that smelled divine. I inhaled the life-giving smell of chocolate and quickly transferred the cookies to racks. While they were cooling, I got started washing the pile of dirtied bowls and pans. I was thinking black thoughts about Southwest Hospital, when Arch returned. I said, “Now what?" and immediately regretted it. Arch's face was crestfallen. "I just. . . wasn't in the mood for playing with Todd. I think I should go down to the hospital with you to see Marla." I gathered him in for a hug, which, being thirteen, he didn't return. "It's okay, hon. I don't know what's going on with Marla, and I don't know who they'll let see her. If you stay here with Julian, that would be the best thing. Why don't you try to take him some warm cookies and cold milk?" "He's not five years old, Mom. And he said no food." "Well then, take him another cup of coffee." Not five years old. This was true. So at the last minute I poured an ounce of Tom's VSOP cognac into Julian's second latte. Julian was nineteen, in fact, but he wasn't going to be driving anywhere today, and it was my – our – house, and I thought the kid needed a drink. Arch steadied the cup, took a whiff, said "Blech," and left the kitchen. Five minutes later he returned, just as I was mixing skim milk into powdered sugar to make a vanilla glaze for the fudge cookies. "Okay. Julian took the coffee and he's out of bed. He's just kind of staring out the window and saying, 'She was so beautiful, she was so perfect,' and junky stuff like that." He shrugged. "He didn't want me to stay, though." "Want to help me cook?" "Sure." He washed his hands, watched what I was do- ing, then meticulously began to spread thin layers of white icing over the dark cookies. As I sat beside him icing my own pile of cookies, I knew better than to ask what he was thinking, and why he had decided to come home from Todd's. "So," Arch said at length, "d'you think Julian liked Claire so much because she was beautiful or because she was, you know, a good person?" I considered the icing on one cookie. "I have no idea. Probably both." "I don't think anyone will ever love me because of my looks." I iced my last cookie and put down my spatula. "Arch, you are good-looking." He rolled his eyes, then bent his wrist to ease his glasses back up his nose so he wouldn't have to let go of his spatula. "You're my mom. You're supposed to say that." Without looking at him, I started to sprinkle cocoa powder over the first row of iced cookies. The dark chocolate cookies with their pale icing and cocoa dusting looked beautiful. My son, the most precious person to me in the world, thought he was ugly. What's wrong with this picture? "Arch, I don't care what anyone says, you are attractive." "Uh-huh. Remember the Valentine's Day dance I went to at Elk Park Prep this year? My first and last dance at that school?" "But I told you, when you're older you should try again – " He waved his spatula for me to be quiet. "There was an artist there. The school hired him for, like, entertainment. An artist who makes people look like cartoon characters, you know? What's that called?" I sighed. "A caricaturist?" "Yeah. He drew caricatures of all the kids. Instead of dancing, we stood around watching him work. He gave each person's. . . caricature. . . titles like Class Hero, Class Brains, Class Beauty. He would exaggerate each kid's appearance, so that they would be flattered, you know?" I nodded, unsure of where this was going. "So then he did me. He exaggerated how thick my glasses are, how dark my freckles are, the way my chin goes in and my hair sticks out. He wrote in big letters at the bottom Class Nerd. Everybody laughed. So please don't tell me I'm good-looking, when you know and I know and everybody else knows that I'm not." "Oh, for heaven's sake, sometimes the people at that school just make my flesh crawl – " "Don't worry, Mom, the guy, the artist, apologized when the dance was over. Everybody was gone by then, but he did say he was sorry. The dance would have been awful without that happening anyway." He waved his spatula dismissively. "Looks like all the cookies are done." I took his spatula and mine and placed them in the sink. Embarrassed by his revelation, Arch stood up to leave. "Wait, hon, please. Sit down. I want to tell you something." The air outside was heating up, and with all the cooking, the kitchen was even hotter. Arch threw himself into one of the kitchen chairs while I poured us both some lemonade. "You know I lived in New Jersey during most of my growing-up years." "Mom, so what? What does that have to do with anything?" "Have you ever seen the famous Miss America pageant? It's held in New Jersey. In Atlantic City. When I was growing up, we used to watch it on television. The neighborhood kids, I mean. It seemed like it was our pageant because it was held in our state." Arch sipped lemonade. "I think that pageant is stupid. Todd and I always watch horror movies when it's on." "Listen. When I was fourteen, I was the oldest girl in our group of neighborhood kids. That year, I remember, we all watched the pageant and ate lemon Popsicles. At one point the announcer said this and that about the contestants, what they had to do to enter, blah, blah, and that young women had to be eighteen. So one of the kids in our little group piped up, 'Gosh, Goldy, you've just got four years to go!' " Arch furrowed his brow. "So is that supposed to make me feel better about being called a nerd? That your friends wanted you to enter the Miss America contest?" I reached out for his hand, but he pulled it away. "You don't understand. All the eyes of my friends turned to me. Expectantly. I wasn't long-legged and skinny and I never would be. But that's the problem. Whoever said girls should be expected to be in beauty contests? Why should anyone expect it? And that's what I'm trying to say. They called you a nerd. Whether. or not you believed it, you accepted it. What I realized at age fourteen is that everybody was counting on me to want to be in a beauty contest. But it was a contest that I had no intention of ever, ever entering." I took a deep breath. "The problem is, if you're a woman, and maybe if you're a man too, when you get to be a teenager, it seems as if your whole life is going to be absorbed by a long series of stupid beauty contests, and I'm not just talking about Miss America. I'm talking about the way people judge you when you walk down the street. Or walk into a class. Or go to the gym. And the only solution is to say, 'I'm not going to play this game! I quit the beauty contest! Now and forever!'" Arch waited to see if I had finished what I was going to say. He took a careful sip of his lemonade. Then he said, "May I go check on Julian now?" I exhaled, suddenly exhausted. "Sure. I'm going to see Marla." "Okay. I'll let you know if Julian comes out of the bedroom." He paused, then said, "I don't think he's crying because Claire was so beautiful. I think he's just feeling really empty." "Yes, Arch. I'm sure you're right." Feeling disoriented and exhausted by my diatribe, I gathered up my purse and keys. That was when Arch did something that surprised me. He walked over and gave me a hug.
At the hospital, a new receptionist referred me to the CCU nurses station. "We don't know when your sister will be back, Miss Korman," a nurse informed me. "They just wheeled her down to the cath lab." "Will the angiogram take more than an hour?" I asked. "It shouldn't, but you never know." The thought of waiting in that hospital for an indeterminate amount of time seemed unbearable. I looked at the clock: three-thirty. Courage, I said to myself. She's your best friend, and you're going to be there for her. "Thank you. I'll be back in an hour." I still had to get my check from Prince & Grogan, so I drove over to the mall. A larger group of demonstrators was massed at the outside entrance to the department store than had been the previous day. Because of the accident, I doubted the police would let them back into the garage that day to wave their signs at the other entrance. Afraid that Shaman Krill might catch sight of me, I parked the van at the edge of a nearby bank parking lot. As soon as I got out of the car, I could hear the hoots and chants of the activists. Most of them were wearing white sweatsuits. As I came closer, I could see the chanting white-clad group wore blindfolds. Hip, hop! I can't see! Hip, hop! Whaja do to me? Scores of hand-held placards denouncing Mignon Cosmetics' animal-testing practices bounced up and down above the crowd. I looked around helplessly for a way to get into the store that did not involve trying to slip past crowd restraining sawhorses. A thin stream of shoppers was headed for a nearby pasta place. I followed. Once inside the mall, I ran up a chrome and polished granite staircase and entered Prince & Grogan on the second level. Bright lights and mellow piano music – coming not from speakers but from a real piano player in the center of the store – took me off guard. After a moment of attempting to get oriented, I saw a far-off neon sign. OFFICES. Someone there, presumably, would have my check. I negotiated a labyrinth of sparkling crystal and china displays, blaring audio equipment, whirring small appliances, and large, blank-faced mirrors. These were not like Tom's quasi-antique mirrors with their charming, wavy glass. These were oversize, glaring department store looking-glasses, the kind the ad maven surely had in mind when he said, Make a woman insecure enough and you can sell her anything. I closed my eyes. I didn't want to see myself in my denim skirt, white T-shirt, and sneakers; I just wanted to find the department store office. Eventually, I was successful. The Prince & Grogan personnel, security, billing, credit, and customer service departments were grouped together in a section of the second floor that was still being renovated. After several misdirections I finally ended up sitting in a tiny office across from a straight-haired woman named Lisa, who claimed she handled accounts payable. Lisa shuffled through papers and files with no luck, however, and went off mumbling about finding someone from security. While she was gone I looked around her office, which was in desperate need of the upcoming paint job. The interior walls of the old Montgomery Ward had been covered with a mind-numbing aquamarine pigment. On the far wall of the office, paler squares indicated spots where framed recognition of merit awards, maybe even family photos, had once hung. Next to them, also painted aquamarine, was what looked like a medicine cabinet or key box. On the floor, computer print-outs were neatly stacked two feet high. Then by the wall closest to me was a gray set of file cabinets. My fingers itched to open the cabinet and look up Satterfield, Claire. But with my luck, not only would the drawer be locked, but Lisa of accounts payable would sashay back in while my hand was still on the handle. Lisa did indeed sashay back in, and luckily my hands were placed innocently in my lap. "The head of security has your check, and his office is locked. Nick's out dealing with some insurance investigators today, and was wondering if you could come back tomorrow." I wanted to growl something unappreciative, such as Why doesn't the bonehead just mail it to me? but I was coming back to the mall the next morning for the food fair. Besides, after a few years of running my small business, I was becoming somewhat cynical. Promises of checks coming in the mail all too frequently meant We might mail this when we get to it. Then again, we might not. I checked my watch again: three forty-five. I still felt repulsed by the idea of going back to the hospital to wait, so I made the instantaneous decision to go down to the Mignon counter. Just briefly, just to see if Dusty and Harriet and maybe even Tom were there. I had Julian grieving at home. Perhaps if I returned with something to tell him. . . Before I knew it I was on the down escalator. As I descended I could see both Harriet and Dusty on the floor below. Harriet was talking to a hunchbacked woman whose white hair was piled elaborately on her head. One of Harriet's hands held a bottle, the other tapped the bottle's shiny gold top. "And what's that one called?" I heard the older woman ask as I neared them. "Tangerine Tide," confided Harriet smugly. "It's coordinated with Raspberry Dunes and Apricot Sunset – " I imagined a beach full of fruit. " – and it's exactly the hue the designers are using for the fashion colors of late summer. We sell so much of it, we can't keep it in stock!" "Well, then!" said the white-haired woman decisively. "I'll take some!" Dusty was lifting the long, heavy pages of what looked like a ledger. A handsome, balding customer had approached the counter and was picking up bottle after bottle and appraising each one. Dusty, shaking her head over the pages, seemed not to see him. She did catch a glimpse of me, however, and came scuttling over. Her forest-green uniform barely swathed her ample tummy. Her orange-gold hair was somewhat wilder than usual, and her eyes were bloodshot. "Goldy, did you hear about Claire?" Her voice was raw. I figured she'd been crying for quite some time. "I did. I'm sorry. You all must be devastated." She took a shuddery breath. "We are. How's Julian doing?" "Not well. I'm trying to convince him to take some time off." She said, "We have to work. Do you believe that? So, the cameras are watching. Are you interested in something? What kind of problems are you experiencing with your face?" she asked brightly. "What cameras? Can I look around? Will you show me?" "I can't now," she replied softly. She brought out a slender white tube with a gold top. "This is Timeless Skin." She squinted at me. "This will do wonders for those dark circles under your eyes. Why don't you let me do a free makeover?" "Er, thanks, but not now. I was thinking that sleep would do wonders for my dark circles." "Well," Dusty said, scrutinizing my face, "how about some Ageless Beauty/Endless Appeal night cream for when you're getting all that extra sleep? What kind of skin regimen are you using for your face?" "No regimen." I gestured at the stacks of glistening bottles arrayed on the glass countertop. "Nothing, really. I don't want to buy anything, Dusty. I just wanted to check on you. Because of Claire." She shook her head. "We have a new line of – " she began. The man at the counter cleared his throat loudly; Dusty glanced nervously at him. "Go help him," I pleaded. "I'm really just looking." "Okay," Dusty said with a hasty look back at the ledger book. "But I doubt he's going to buy anything." I moved away from the blushes and scanned a pyramid of Carefree Color lipsticks. Cherryblossom Cheesecake. Fudge Souffle. Rose-hips Revolution. The person who named Mignon lipsticks must have been a dessert caterer. Dusty greeted the balding customer and nodded knowingly. She became animated, or pretended to be animated, when he started to talk. Tall, mid-fortyish, good-looking, he was the kind of fellow I saw at high-society catered events all the time. I squinted: Maybe I'd even seen this guy at some catered event in the Aspen Meadow Country Club area. He picked up bottle after bottle and examined it, asking questions the whole time, as if the shape of the container were more important than what was in it. Then he put down the bottle, leaned in to Dusty, and said something. She reared back and replied. Their conversation appeared to be veering toward an argument. "Don't act ignorant, Reggie," Dusty said loudly to her customer. "We saw you. You are going to get into so much trouble!" I touched the tops of the lipstick tubes. Trouble? What kind of trouble? Who saw him? Saw him doing what? I peered at a display of blushes near Reggie, and then moved toward it as if I'd finally discovered what I'd come for. Reggie, whoever he was, waved off Dusty's concern and pointed to a large white bottle. "So what are your sales projections on the new moisturizer?" he asked. Farther down the counter, Harriet Wells gave Dusty and her inquisitive customer a disapproving glance. I picked up one blush after another – Sensuosity, Valentine Kiss, Lustful Gaze. No thanks. I peeked sideways: Dusty and Reggie were standing with several trays of mascara between them. Yes, I was eavesdropping, I could imagine myself admitting later to Tom. I wanted to hear what Dusty had to say to Reggie, the guy who was going to get into trouble. "I noticed they changed the packaging for the compacts," Reggie was observing. "Yuppies don't want white," Dusty informed him airily. "White reminds them of old ladies. So Mignon changed it to navy- blue and gold and we've sold a zillion of them." "Don't use the word zillion, Dusty, it's not specific. And I can't imagine that you were selling lots of them. You said you were behind the last couple of months." "Don't be a prick, Reggie, or I'll tell the world the truth." "You wouldn't do that. Now, listen," he went on, "just tell me if they've set their sales goals for this new line they introduced yesterday, before all hell broke loose." "Yes, of course they have, you know they always set goals. Twenty-three hundred a week for the full-time people." Reggie considered this. "What did they send you to advertise them?" Harriet had finished with the white-haired woman and was heading back toward the center of the counter. For the first time, I realized that although she was short, the way she held herself revealed she was either a former model or dancer. Instead of coming to me, however, Harriet walked straight up to Dusty and her male customer, Reggie-the-troublemaker. "Mr. Hotchkiss," Harriet said with a tiny, wicked smile, "are you actually going to buy something today?" "Buzz off, Harriet," Reggie Hotchkiss said loudly. "Look." He gestured in my direction. "You've got a customer. You can't keep up those hefty sales numbers if you ignore a customer, now, can you?" Harriet lifted her chin and walked past him to me. Like Dusty, her face sagged with fatigue, but she did not look quite as disheveled. "Ah, Goldy. The caterer. You heard, I suppose I nodded. "So tragic. That girl had a future in cosmetics, she was a natural. We're all going to miss – " Her voice broke, and she stopped to reassert control. Her large blue eyes appealed to me. "Is your boy all right? It must have been a terrible shock for him." My watch said 4:05. "Yes, thanks. Julian is my helper and he's fine. But I have a friend in the hospital, and she's quite ill. I'll . . . see you tomorrow." "Then why are you – " But I waved and hightailed it out of the store, past the demonstrators, through all the cars, and to my van. Revving my vehicle over to the hospital, I was obsessed with wondering who Reggie was and why he was going to get into trouble for being seen. Reggie Hotchkiss, Reggie Hotchkiss. Oh yes, how could I forget? He did indeed live in Aspen Meadow. His family owned a prosperous Denver-based company: Hotchkiss Skin and Hair.
8 When the orderlies finally wheeled Marla back up from having her angiogram, she looked completely transformed. Her complexion was wan, and her usual animation had disintegrated into grogginess. I waited while the nurse hooked her back up to her monitors. By the time I came into the cubicle, Marla, a large, raucously funny person whom I always thought of as being in full bloom, appeared completely deflated. She caught sight of me and groaned. "I feel gross. I look gross. My back's killing me. You gotta get me out of here, Goldy." "I'm trying, believe me – " Dr. Lyle Gordon walked into the cubicle and checked Marla's IV. He was wearing a white lab coat over his scrubs. His gray fluff of hair stood up straight on his head. "Ah, the patient's sister. Did she tell you?" I said, "Tell me what?" His eyebrows pinched inward. "We had an emergency operation this morning and had to delay her procedure. Your sister's angiogram showed blockage at the mid-right coronary. So we're going ahead with the atherectomy." He turned to Marla. "But it's too late today, unfortunately. We'll need to wait until tomorrow." "Oh my God," groaned Marla. She eyed her cardiologist with as much fierceness as she could muster. "You mean, I'm going to have to go all night with this. . . this thing sticking into my groin – " "It's called a catheter," said Lyle Gordon patiently, patting the sheet. "Ms. Korman. We're going to get through this – " "Oh yeah?" Marla interrupted. "Who's we, white man?" "Ms. Korman – " Marla snapped, "Shut up!" Dr. Lyle Gordon clenched his teeth and straightened his shoulders. Then he addressed me, enunciating each phrase: "I need. A surgeon. On standby. Tomorrow. I can't get a surgeon to be on standby until tomorrow. And we need the surgeon in case something goes wrong. Worst case, we'll have a surgical suite ready if the catheter perforates the heart or tears the artery or she has another heart attack – " "As God. Is my. Witness," Marla growled from her bed, "I am never giving this hospital another – " "Help me out here, would you please?" Dr. Lyle Gordon begged me. I said, "Sure," and he abruptly left the cubicle. "Marla, look," I said lightly, pointing to a potted coral begonia on her nightstand, "someone's sent you flowers." She skewed her glance sideways at the perky blossoms, then turned away. "I don't care." I opened the card and could not hide my astonishment. "They're from the general. 'Hoping for a speedy recovery.' I thought your brother-in-law was in jail for possessing explosives." "He is in jail, but Bo has friends everywhere." Marla closed her eyes. I put my hand on her shoulder. "They're going to kick me out of here any minute. Please tell me what I can do for you." "I'll give you a hundred thousand dollars to help me escape." "Marla – " "You'd have to cater birdwatchers' picnics for three years to make that kind of dough." "And your second choice is . . ." She sighed such a deep, depressed sigh that I briefly considered trying to break her out. "Okay, Goldy." She seemed suddenly tired, as if she'd given up. "Get somebody to bring me some lingerie and my mail. Some folks have been calling, and I guess Tony's coming in tomorrow." Tony was her on-again, off-again boyfriend. "I don't know what the hell the hospital's done with my stuff. The spare house key is in a key box under my dryer vent." "Okay. Anything else?" "My life is over. I'll never eat another eclair. They'll put me in a wheelchair to go around Aspen Meadow Lake . . ." "Your life, sister, is just beginning. Buck up, now, I'm going to learn how to cook lowfat, and we'll walk around the lake together – " Before we could pursue this healthy vision further, Marla drifted off to sleep. I kept my hand on her shoulder until the ten minutes were over. Then I zipped out to a pay phone, put a call in to Tom, and reached his voice mail. I told him about Reggie Hotchkiss, proprietor of what could be a rival company to Mignon, and about Reggie's conversation with Dusty Routt. I told Tom that I missed him and hoped we'd see him tonight. At home I fixed grilled cheese sandwiches for Arch and me, at his request. When he asked about Marla, I put my gooey sandwich down and decided against finishing it. I took a salad and bowl of soup upstairs, but Julian said through his door that he didn't want anything, thanks. Finally, Arch and I sat in the backyard and watched rippled pink clouds slowly change color as the sun drifted toward the mountains. "Did you talk to Tom on the phone, Mom? Has he found out anything yet?" "I haven't talked to him. He'll be home late." "Seems as if he's always working when you most want to talk to him," Arch observed. "During an investigation, I mean. "I know." I'd been thinking the same thing myself. A gentle breeze bowed the stems on the nearby columbines. Close by in the neighborhood, someone was cooking steak on a grill. The succulent smell filled the air and reminded me I had the food fair to start in the morning. "Todd and I are going out tomorrow afternoon to look for 33 rpm records," Arch announced. "Unless Julian needs me. Do you think he will?" "Hard to tell." The doorbell rang. It was Todd, wanting to see if Arch could walk into town for ice cream. After I gave my permission, however, Arch hesitated. "Are you okay, Mom? You seem. . . sad. Is it because of Marla?" When I nodded, he said, "I know she's your best friend." "Thanks for asking. As soon as she's out of the hospital, I'll feel a lot better." "How about if I bring you back a pint of mint chocolate chip?" "You're sweet, but no. I just want to work in the kitchen, get my mind off things." And work in the kitchen I did. The second batch of ribs needed to be precooked and cooled, then chilled over-night before being reheated at the fair the next morning. I lifted the thick, meaty slabs and arranged them on racks in the oven. Soon the rich scent of roasting pork wafted through the house, and I went upstairs and opened the windows for air. Poor little Colin Routt started wailing when a motorcycle roared by. Within moments, though, someone started playing the jazz saxophone, and the baby quieted. I wished we could all have our jangled nerves calmed so easily. I glanced up and down the street, looking for the pickup truck that had been blocking our driveway the evening before. The pickups along the curb all looked alike. I found this to be true even when they were zooming past me down the highway. In Colorado, the only difference I could distinguish between moving pickup trucks was how many dogs were trying to keep their balance in the back of each one. Arch trudged home at nine and headed straight for bed. At one A.M. I set the alarm for six and fell between the sheets. Poor Tom, I thought as I drifted off. Such a long workday. A sudden blast of noise brought me to full consciousness. I sprang out of bed and irrationally checked the closet. Tom's bulletproof vest was still there. I crossed to the window. A flash of lightning and rumble of thunder heralded another nighttime storm. That would account for the noise. I fell back into bed and wondered how long it would take to get used to being married to a policeman. I listened to rain pelt the roof and wished I could fall asleep. Tom came in later, finally, and nestled comfortably beside me. The nights are too short, I was foggily aware of thinking as sleep finally claimed me. And the days are too long. I awoke in a sudden sweat. The bedroom was flooded with light. The radio alarm had not blared some forgettably peppy tune, because the doggone power was out again. This time Tom had departed without my realizing it. His terse note on the mirror read: No news on investigation. We're checking Hotchkiss. I called SW hospital. Glad Marla's recovering. T. I wondered if he'd had a nice chat with Dr. Lyle Gordon. I buttoned myself into my chefs jacket, zipped up a black skirt, and checked on a still-sleeping Arch. After a frantic search I located my watch and dully realized that I had less than forty minutes to put together the ribs and other goodies for the food fair. If I was not set up down at the mall by nine-forty, I would miss the county health inspector's visit to my booth and risk being expelled from the whole event. And then what would I do with three hundred individual portions of ribs, salad, bread, and cookies? Not something I wanted to think about. On so little sleep, facing such hurried preparation without the ability to brew a caffeinated drink was truly the punishment of the damned. When I scurried into the kitchen, Julian was chopping fervently for the Chamber of Commerce brunch. Neat piles of raisins, grated gingerroot, and plump slices of nectarine indicated he was starting with the chutney. His hair was wet from his shower and he was wearing pristine black pants, a white shirt, and a freshly bleached and ironed apron. But his happy expression of two mornings before was gone. Grieving took different forms, and I trusted Julian to tell us if he needed help. On the other hand, the kid could be as stubborn as a mountain goat. "I don't know how I'm supposed to cook without power," he announced ferociously as he whacked the spice cabinet open. "I called Public Service, and they said it would be at least an hour before electricity was restored. What is the matter with these people?" His anger dissolved my resolution not to pry. "Tell me how you're doing," I said. He faced me, clenching two glass spice jars. His skin was gray, his eyes bloodshot. He had cut himself shaving and a corner of tissue stuck to his cheekbone. "How do you think I'm doing?" I said nothing. He turned away. "I'm sorry. I know you care. I just. . . don't want to talk about what happened day before yesterday." He measured out cinnamon and added in a low voice, "I'm not ready” "Look, Julian, I don't know if it's such a good idea for you to be doing this brunch today. Why don't you let me call somebody in to help? Maybe one of your classmates from Elk Park Prep could come over. It's just not that big a deal to get a temporary server." "No, no," he said angrily as he measured ground cloves. "I've got the whole day mapped out. All I need is some fucking electricity." "It'll come back on just when I'm leaving," I told him as I opened the refrigerator. "It's called Murphy's Law of Food Preparation." "Huh?" "Oh, nothing." I got out the covered containers of ribs, salad, bread, and cookies. The walk-in refrigerator would stay cold for several hours if the door was not opened too often. Lucky for me the organizers of the fair were providing butane burners and grills for heating food. I couldn't imagine serving – much less eating – cold barbecued ribs at ten o'clock in the morning. Julian set aside the spices and began to dice the onion. "Coronary Care Unit visiting hours are the first ten minutes of every hour," he continued in a clipped, controlled tone. "I'm going down when I finish the chamber shindig. Is the hospital staff going to give me a hard time? Should I tell them she's my aunt Marla? That sounds kind of funny, I've never called her that before. I mean, really, I've been on my own for quite a while." "As long as you're there the first ten minutes, you'll be fine. I was there yesterday, and the receptionist guarding the doors to the CCU was like a female Doberman. But Marla's doctor's pretty nice, although she treats him terribly." Julian shook his head morosely. I continued. "The doc wants her to have as much emotional support from visitors as she can get. Why don't you come get me at the mall? My time at the food fair will be up by then, and we can go see her together." He set aside the onion and washed his hands. "Okay. I have the chamber brunch, then cleanup, then drive down and pick you up at the food fair, then go see Marla. Does that sound okay? I wanted to take Arch with me, but he said he promised Todd they could go to a record swap this afternoon. The thunder woke us up last night, so we talked about his plans." His words were still coming out fast, much faster than usual. "Arch wanted to help me today too. But I said no. I asked him if I could help him find some sixties albums." Julian took a breath and poured sugar into a measuring cup. It cascaded over the top and he cursed softly. "I mean, I've been promising him all summer that I'd help him with his new hobby and I haven't done any of it. Plus I was going to take him to some veterinarian's office yesterday." He reached for the cider vinegar and measured it carefully. "Now I'll have lots of time. I guess. We can go to the animal hospital. I don't know much about sixties music, though, like Jimi Hendrix – " He broke off, slammed the bottle of vinegar on the counter, and clasped his arms around his shivering body. "Julian, don't – " I put my arms around him. I couldn't bear to see someone so young in such pain. I murmured to him how sorry I was, that the whole situation was awful, to go ahead and cry all he wanted, that he should forget the damn chamber brunch. I'd order everything in from the Chinese place. "If I just knew why," he sobbed into my shoulder. "If I just knew who would do this! God! What is the matter with the world?" "I know. It's screwed up." "I feel as if – " He choked on his words, then said, "Life is so stupid. It is just dumb, that's all. When something like this can happen and people just go on . . . Oh, what's the point?" Again I replied that I didn't know. My heart felt painfully heavy. Would he please take a day off, I begged. But Julian merely shook his head, and said he was doing the brunch. Just could I stop talking about it, he asked me. He looked disconsolately around the kitchen and then began to arrange frozen rolls on a rack to thaw. The phone rang. A woman from the church was volunteering to contact an excellent private nurse for Marla. I thanked her and said that would be wonderful. Would I be at the early service this Sunday to tell the parish how Marla was doing, she asked. I replied that I would. When I hung up, I touched Julian's arm. "Will you call Tom today and check in occasionally? Please? I won't be near a phone, and I'm going to be a wreck worrying about you – " "Sure, of course." He managed a mirthless smile. "When we were talking during the storm, Arch told me – real serious, you know how he is – that he was going to stick to me like epoxy all morning while I was cooking. He swore he'd call an ambulance if I went into shock." Julian chuckled morbidly. I sighed. "So I told him to concentrate on the Mothers of Invention and I'd worry about the fathers of commerce. Tell you what, Goldy. I didn't want to mention that even if he finds some of those old LPs, he's never going to get hold of a system that'll play them." "Who's fighting?" demanded a sleepy Arch. He stood in the doorway of the kitchen. "I heard you guys." "Nobody,” I assured him. This morning, my son was wearing an oversize black T-shirt that said GO PANTHERS! on it. Looking for memorabilia from the civil rights movement, Arch had been overjoyed to find the tattered thing at the Aspen Meadow secondhand store. I hadn't had the heart to tell him it was the booster uniform from the Idaho Springs High School football team. He pushed his glasses up his nose. His straw-brown hair stuck out in all directions, like a game of pick-up sticks. "Don't you need to leave, Mom?" "Yes, yes." But I didn't move. Arch turned to Julian and frowned. "Okay, here I am. Why don't you give me something to chop for the brunch you're doing?" Julian said, "Why don't you sit down and have breakfast, Eldridge, and then I will." Arch plopped into a kitchen chair, caught my eye, and gave me a nodding scowl: Everything's going to be okay here, his look said. Sometimes our clan felt like a pride of lions, everyone protective of everyone else. I scooped up the first chafing dish and walked outside. With all their more harmful consequences, at least the storms had brought a welcome break in the weather. A breeze ruffled my chefs jacket. I hustled past Tom's garden. Cabbage butterflies and iridescent hummingbirds flitted from red dianthus to purple Corsican violet. Aspen leaves that had stirred so languidly on their pale branches two days before now quivered, as if in anticipation of a change in season. In Aspen Meadow, fall usually begins in the middle of August, which was just six weeks away. In the distance, patches of brilliant sunlight on breeze-rippled Aspen Meadow Lake quilted the water with sparkles. When I came back in, Arch was eating one of the cranberry-orange muffins Julian had made on Wednesday. I packed the food and the second chafer into the van. Julian insisted on hauling out the dry ice and the speed cart, where the cups of salad would stay cold. At the last moment I remembered the bleach water. The vat of bleach water is a necessary hygiene element for utensils when no running water is available. I packed the closed chlorine-smelling vat in last. With a coffee-deprivation headache percolating, I fervently hoped that one of the food fair booths would offer espresso, and plenty of it. The van choked, coughed, and wheezed before moving unenthusiastically out of the driveway. An inch-thick spew of stones and gravel covered our road and Main Street. When I exited Interstate 70 and moved into the heavy stream of summer-in- the-suburbs traffic, my temperature gauge flickered upward ominously. The first surge of Denver's hot air filled the van, and I thought of Julian, with us for a year, part of the family. After his outburst in the kitchen, he had warned me brusquely to have something to eat before I started working. He'd said, You don't want to faint in that heat. I took a bite of one of the muffins he had placed on a napkin in the passenger seat. The tart cranberries and Grand Marnier combined for a heady taste. I remembered how energetically Julian had banged the tin into the oven before Claire arrived. And then his agonized questions from this morning echoed in my ear: Who would do this? Why . . . I put on the turn signal to go back to Aspen Meadow. Turned it off. Turned it back on. Leave him alone, my inner voice warned. If you do the chamber brunch, you'll only be saying you think he's incompetent. Reluctantly, I turned off the ticker and resolved to stick with the day's plan. After all, the mall opened at eight for special sales in all the stores, and folks were going to come up to the food fair famished from shopping. At least, that was my hope. "Hey, lady! Make up your mind! The light's gonna change!" came a shout from a convertible behind me. When the light turned, I gritted my teeth and urged the van forward. I decided to concentrate on the morning ahead. But I had never done a food fair before, and the idea filled me with unhappy anticipation. Booths at A Taste of Furman County were much sought after, although it was hard to figure out why. Great publicity, I guessed. The big beneficiary of the event was Playhouse Southwest. For the hundreds of servings the playhouse auxiliary told the food folks to provide each day, none of us was compensated. Visitors to the fair, though, paid forty bucks a pop to obtain the official bracelets that allowed them into the tent-festooned roof of the mall garage. The open air was necessary for ventilation, and the roof provided views of Denver's suburban sprawl to the east and the Front Range of the Rockies to the west. Once inside the roped-off area, tasters were promised that horror of horrors, all you can eat, which to food people translates as until we run out. There had been so much demand for booths from local restaurateurs, chefs, and caterers who wanted to offer their wares, the organizers had even split up the serving times into two-hour shifts. I did not know whether potential clients would be likely to shop or eat during my daily slot from ten to noon. I certainly hoped that they'd stop by my booth, be enthralled and enchanted, and whip out their calendars – and checkbooks – to sign me up for all kinds of profitable new bookings. Otherwise, I was going to be very upset. Not to mention out about a thousand bucks' worth of supplies. My van sputtered and slowed behind a line of traffic crawling toward the mall garage entrance. After a moment I saw what was once again causing the slowdown. At the side of the parking lot, by the elegant marble entrance to Prince & Grogan, a crowd of animal rights' demonstrators waved placards that read MIGNON COSMETICS BRING DEATH – DEATH TO MIGNON COSMETICS! Shaman Krill, arms outstretched, hair wild, was leading the crowd in a chant that I couldn't quite make out. The row of cars stopped. I reached across and gingerly rolled down the passenger-side window. "Death on your hands! Death on your face!" A uniformed officer was directing traffic. The van crept forward. As I neared the shouting demonstrators, my hands became clammy on the steering wheel. Three parked sheriff's department vehicles seemed to indicate that the police weren't just there to head cars up the ramps. "Death isn't pretty! Death's pretty gritty!" Maybe there were other cops I couldn't see who were keeping an eye on the activists. Or perhaps the officers were there as part of the continuing investigation into Claire's murder. From the small crowd of people pushing through the nearby door to Foley's department store, it looked as if shoppers were avoiding the protest. This, undoubtedly, was the deterrent the demonstrators wanted, since Mignon was carried exclusively by Prince & Grogan. "Food fair or shopping?" the policeman asked when my van was finally first in line. "Food fair." He pointed to the far right side of the ramp, where a food service truck was lumbering up to the top level. When I slowly accelerated away from the cop, there was a thud on the side of the van, and then another. Frantically scanning the mirrors, I thought I must have been hit by a car backing up, when Shaman Krill's face leered at the partly open passenger-side window. "Hey! Caterer! Going to throw any more food around today? What're you serving, slaughtered cow?" I leaned on the horn with one hand and rolled down the driver-side window with the other. "Help!" I yelled. "Help, help!" The policeman hustled over. By the time I could tell him one of the demonstrators had harassed me, Shaman Krill had disappeared. Even when I stopped the van and hopped out to look where he'd gone, I couldn't see the activist's dark, bobbing head in the crowd. The policeman asked if I wanted to file a report. I said no. I quickly told him that Investigator Tom Schulz was my husband, and that I'd tell him all about it, but that at the moment I was late to set up for the food fair. The officer reluctantly let me go, with the admonition to be careful. I climbed back in the driver's seat and pressed firmly on the accelerator. The van whizzed up the ramp of the parking garage. Yellow police ribbons around the place where Claire died came into view. I averted my eyes. I pulled into a parking space, pinned on my official Food-Fair Server badge, and glanced at my watch. Eight-thirty. A little over an hour remained to get everything set up on the roof before the inspector showed up with his trusty little thermometer to see if my hot food was hot enough and my cold food sufficiently chilly. The diagram of food fair booths showed my booth was next to the stairway up from the second-floor garage entrance to Prince & Grogan. A stream of weight-wielding walkers impeded my schlepping the first load of boxes to the elevator, but I finally made it. Within thirty minutes I had wheeled, carted, and hauled my stuff into place. I put out my ads with sample menus and price lists, fired up the butane burner, and waited for the grills to heat. And then, oh, then, I thanked the patron saints of cappuccino that right across from the spot allocated to Goldilocks' Catering was a booth with the sign PETE'S ESPRESSO BAR. I slapped the first batch of ribs on the grill and dashed across the makeshift aisle to the deliciously appetizing smell. With more success than I would have thought possible, Pete had been running a coffee place at Westside Mall since the shopping center had been refurbished. He'd taken it upon – himself to run a wonderfully inventive promotional campaign, including taking nighttime orders for hot coffee drinks delivered first thing in the morning to nearby businesses. He called it Federal Espresso. Today, Pete, a thirtyish, dark-haired fellow who had managed both to transport and get a power source for an enormous steam- driven Rancilio machine, was wearing a T-shirt that said NEED COFFEE DELIVERED? USE ESPRESSO MALE. He instantly recognized the symptoms of latte-deprivation and fixed me a tall one with three shots. I sipped it gratefully while looking eastward off the garage roof. A beautiful old neighborhood called Aqua Bella was not half a mile away, and the rooftops of the large, older homes were just visible – the turrets of a pale Victorian, the chimneys of an Edwardian. It wasn't as good as looking at the lake and the mountains with my morning coffee, but it was okay. "Gorgeous, isn't it?" said a dreamy voice. "Wouldn't you just love to live over there?" Dusty Routt sighed gustily. "Someday. When I get out of this place," she added bitterly. "I like Aspen Meadow, actually," I replied. Dusty looked better than the day before – Calmer, more in control. For which I was grateful. "Denver's too crowded," I added. "How are you doing? Better?" "Well, I . . . how's Julian?" "Not so hot." She sighed again. "I guess I'm doing better. I'm just getting some coffee before I go work," she said apologetically, and turned to Pete. She shook the food fair bracelet past the cuff of her dark green Mignon uniform to show him. "I'll take two chocolate-dipped biscotti to go with the latte." She picked up one of the pamphlets Pete was offering, The History and Science of Coffee. "Better make that three biscotti," she said. She wrinkled her nose and gave me the pamphlet when Pete handed across her drink and pile of cookies. While Pete tried to sell her some Sumatra Blend, I read that according to legend, coffee provided mental alertness, a cure for catarrh, an antidote for hemlock, and a lessening of the symptoms of narcolepsy. I could have used some narcolepsy last night. I tossed the pamphlet into a trash can. Dusty politely refused Pete's offer for a discount on the Sumatra, picked up her breakfast, and said in a confidential tone, "You know, Goldy, I really shouldn't be doing this food fair. I mean, forty bucks, and the mall workers don't even get a discount! But the bracelet's good all day. . . maybe I'll have something nutritious during my break. I just need to get a little sugar in my system before I go out there and sell, sell, sell." I sipped Pete's marvelous latte and glanced at the ribs. They were now sending up savory swirls of smoke. "That's okay. Julian already told me about what cosmetics folks eat." A look of worry crossed Dusty's pretty, chubby face. "But. . . did he come with you? Is he okay? They called all the reps last night to tell us about the police investigation. . . ." She faltered. This morning, Dusty's short, orange-blond hair was coiffed in a spill of stiff waves framing her cherub-cheeked face. Although I knew she was only eighteen, her heavy matte makeup, dark-lined eyes, too-rosy streaks of blush, and prominent blue eyeshadow made her look much older. Lack of sleep and worry lines didn't help. Not to mention dealing with the news that one of your colleagues had been killed. "What did they say to the reps?" I asked. "I have to get back," she said abruptly. "Come with me? I'd like to talk to you, since we didn't really have a chance yesterday. And it seems as if we never get to when we're in the neighborhood. You're always cooking or going off somewhere, and I have Colin to take care of, since Mom never feels very well. . . ." I glanced at my watch again: nine-twenty. There was still no sign of the goateed health inspector, and I did want to get the second half of my banquet payment from Mignon before things got too busy. . . . Nodding to Dusty, I quickly removed the juicy ribs from the grill and drafted a food fair volunteer to guard my supplies for twenty minutes. Then I picked up my coffee and walked with Dusty to Prince & Grogan. "How is your mother, Dusty? I haven't seen her for a while." Dusty snorted. "Heartbroken." "Heartbroken?" I repeated. "Why?" "Well," said Dusty as she finished her first cookie. "First she fell in love with my dad, had me, and then he left. They never got married, and of course I never knew him. So good old Mom worked hard as a secretary to raise me, and then, not too long ago, she got a chance to have a house, finally, through Habitat for Humanity. And what did she do? Fell in love with the plumber. The plumber working on the Habitat house! She was thirty-eight, he was twenty-five, but never mind! That woman, my dear mother, is gorgeous, she's passionate, she has no idea of the meaning of birth control. So the plumber got her pregnant with Colin, and it's bye-bye Aspen Meadow Plumbing Ser- vice! I heard from somebody that he drove his little pipe-filled pickup truck to the Western Slope, where he could start all over, donating his services to charity." Through a bite of biscotti, she mumbled, "At a discount." "I'm sorry." Actually, I knew the details of this particular story from Marla. Strikingly stunning Sally Routt, Dusty's mother, a single mother with an aging father and a teenage daughter, had become involved with the young, plain-looking town plumber. Had Sally hoped he would marry her when she became pregnant? Who knew? I never saw Sally Routt when she was expecting, because she'd gone into seclusion, and then reportedly suffered through a difficult, premature childbirth. The plumber, with his sad round face and round eyes behind glass-rimmed spectacles, had departed Aspen Meadow at night, leaving behind ac- counts receivable and one emotional debt unpaid. "Don't tell the people at your church, okay?" Dusty pleaded, suddenly conscience-stricken. "Heartbroken or not, Mom's living in fear that she'll lose the house on, like, moral grounds." It was all I could do not to laugh. For Dusty to think that her mother's sad tale had not flowed through our parish with the speed of water through broken pipes was painfully naive. On the other hand, nobody in town seemed to know why Dusty had been expelled from Elk Park Prep, so maybe you could keep some secrets in Aspen Meadow. But at least the Routts were managing to keep a part of their bad news under wraps. "Well," I said, "are you recovering from hearing about Claire's death? How did you finally hear about what happened, anyway?" "Recovering? How can you recover from that? Nick Gentileschi, head of security, called everybody Wednesday night to tell us the bad news." She shuddered, then daintily bit into another cookie. "You might have seen Nick day before yesterday? He was outside in the garage with the guys from Mignon, when they were watching for those stupid demonstrators. He was, like, crying and all on the phone," she went on. "Nick really thought a lot of Claire. Everybody did, actually. You could talk to her, and she was so enthusiastic about the products. . . . Anyway, he said it was a hit-and-run and they were going to step up the security police patrols of the parking garage, to look for careless drivers. I'm thinking, like, it's a little late for that. You know?" I thought of Julian sobbing in my arms. Maybe Nick Gentileschi and I could have a little chat. After I got my check, of course. "Dusty?" I said suddenly. "Do you want to have lunch?" To my dismay, she became embarrassed. We were standing awkwardly in the mall hallway outside the Prince & Grogan entrance. "You want to have lunch with me? Why? You mean as part of the food fair?" "Sure. I have a friend in the hospital across the street – " This wasn't coming out right. And I need to pass the time before visiting hours? And I want to know what's really going on at that cosmetics counter? What kind of problems does the department store have, exactly? No, those explanations wouldn't wash. "I have a friend in the hospital across the street, and she loves fattening food but can't have any." I stopped to think. How much cash did I have? For all my worry about money, I carried little beyond a single credit card and an emergency hundred-dollar bill. Dusty was looking at me with raised, perfectly plucked eyebrows. Her eyeshadow this morning gleamed like the hummingbirds in Tom's garden. "You're going to eat for your friend?" she asked. "That is radical, I've never heard of being sympathetic like that, I'm like, totally blown away – " "No, that's not exactly it." We walked inside. "Here's what I was thinking," I said. "You could sell me something that I can take to my friend. Hand cream, lipstick, makeup, I don't care. Then we can go around and sample the food fair. Twelve-fifteen? I'll pick you up?" "Actually," she said in a low, hesitant voice, "no, I can't do it. If that's okay. I'm behind on my sales for the last two months, so I've been asking to work through the noon hour. That's when most of the women shop. You know, they’re on their lunch hours. Or businessmen visit us then, for their wives' birthdays, and they want to buy perfume or something. . . . Why don't you come in and get your stuff when you finish at the fair?" She swallowed the last bit of cookie and attempted a cheerful grin. "But I need to go now." We had arrived at the long, brightly lit Mignon counter. It faced the store entrance, prime shopping space that Mignon used to good advantage with sparkling mirrors, gilt decorations, and several video screens. I promised Dusty I'd see her later, then stood transfixed in front of the video screens. In my hurry yesterday, I had not stopped to watch the short films. The first showed impossibly thin twenty-year-old women frolicking beside a fountain. Gaping at them were what looked like well-built Italian movie stars posing as construction workers. Another video showed people clapping wildly as skinny models sashayed down runways wearing dresses that dripped long strands of beads. They were not the kind of outfits I could wear to the grocery store. But it was the third film that made me groan aloud. A lovely young woman knelt by the flat tire on her car just as an impossibly gorgeous guy drove up in his white convertible. Within five seconds she was driving off in the convertible with the fellow. With Mignon makeup, the video implied, you can even save on Triple-A dues! Harriet Wells appeared and gave me a huge smile. The head sales associate wore her green smock and diamond-cluster earrings, and as usual her spun-gold hair was done up in an impeccable twist. "The caterer again!" she exclaimed. "Nick Gentileschi was looking for you, something about your check. Want me to see if he's in his office?" I nodded. "That would be great, thanks." She drew out a foil-wrapped package from underneath the counter. "My spice muffins. Why don't you try one and tell me what you think is in it?" She treated me to another sparkling grin. "Free perfume sample if you guess correctly. I'll be right back." And with that, she turned on her high heels and moved to the phone by the cash register. The foil crinkled in my hand. I didn't really care about perfume samples, but I was a sucker for a bet on my tasting abilities. The muffins were tiny and golden, and flecked with something brown. I took a bite and then another: crunchy, with zucchini and cinnamon. Delicious. As I calculated what it would take to reproduce them – honey for the sweetener, large, ripe, extra-juicy zucchini, filberts chopped fine. . . I had the uncomfortable feeling that I was being watched. I glanced around to the shoe department. A tall man with wild, white-blond hair had been looking at sale espadrilles. Now he was staring at me with his mouth open. Maybe it was against the rules to eat muffins inside the store. I swallowed the last bite, straightened up, and pretended to be studying the face cream display that cried: You deserve to be retextured! There was a tipped mirror a little farther down the counter. I moseyed over and acted preoccupied with my reflection. Harriet's smile was icy when she returned to me. "The head of security is occupied and can't look for your check at the moment. He wanted to know if you could come back later?" Occupied doing what, I wondered. Clearly Harriet was also upset that the head of security was unavailable. I said that was fine, thanked Harriet, and told her her muffin was made with zucchini, filberts, and cinnamon. She laughed her high tinkling laugh and rewarded me with two perfume samples: One was called Foreplay and the other was Lies. I never wanted the samples, I just wanted the muffin. Oh, well. Back at the food fair, I tossed the samples into the same trash can where I'd thrown Pete's pamphlet and hustled back to my booth. The volunteer was happy to be relieved. I put the first batch of ribs back on the grill, readied the second batch, and lit the Sterno for the chafers. As promised, another of the fair volunteers brought hot water for the bain-marie, the water bath for the chafing dish. This was so that as soon as the first batch of ribs was done, I could move the meat into a heated serving area. And none too soon, as the health inspector showed up just slightly later than scheduled. He impassively surveyed the spread and plunked his trusty thermometer first into the pile of cooked ribs, then ,the salad being kept cold in the speed cart. He wiped the thermometer meticulously each time, giving a little nod. He asked to see the bleach water and I showed it to him. Then he nodded approvingly, refused a cookie, and moved on to the next booth. Within moments the first batch of visitors shaking their little food fair bracelets appeared on our line of booths. The mall walkers, who had clustered, giggling, around Pete's coffee machine, descended on my booth as if they hadn't eaten in a month. The ribs bubbled invitingly in the barbecue sauce, and I transferred two at a time from the chafer to small paper plates next to the cups of strawberry-sugar snap pea salad, slices of cranberry bread, and piles of frosted fudge cookies. Cries of "Oh, no, I'm supposed to buy a bathing suit today" did not remotely allay appetites. Thank goodness. Hunger makes the best sauce, my two- hundred-fifty-pound fourth-grade teacher had once said, and it seemed she was right. For the next two hours I was so busy filling plates, cooking ribs, and chatting with shoppers about how Goldilocks' Catering could turn their next party into an event that I barely noticed anything outside my own food space. At eleven fifty-five, however, the two co-owners of Upcountry Barbecue showed up to claim my booth, and I was forced to take stock. "Aw, no, Roger," exclaimed one, "she's got barbecue too! This is gonna ruin us!" "I don't see any Rocky Mountain oysters," replied Roger with a smirk. "You gal-cooks just don't have the guts to serve real western food. Ain't that right?" I grinned at Roger and his partner. "I know the women who frequent this mall will love the sliced reproductive organ of buffalo. Especially if you roast' em, put 'em on croissants, and tell the gals exactly what you're serving. Ain't that right, boys?" qRoger and partner exchanged a rueful glance. They'd forgotten the damn croissants. My food was gone. A hundred fifty portions in two morning hours wasn't bad, I figured, and I'd given out over a hundred menus and price lists. The grills and speed cart would be cleaned by the food fair staff and stay locked in place, so I had only one box of supplies to take down to the van. Once the box was stashed, I leaned against the closed van doors. Sudden inactivity made me realize just how hot and exhausted I was. I'd get my check, chat with Dusty, reconnoiter with Julian, visit Marla, then go home and crash. At least that was what I planned as I hauled myself up and walked down toward the entrance to Prince & Grogan. Before I could get there, however, I stopped and shuddered. Maybe I have too active an imagination. Maybe I watch too many movie reruns with Arch. But seeing people – or even those boys in the film version of Lord of the Flies – wearing war paint just sends fear ripping through my bloodstream. People can hide their basest selves behind a veneer of fierce black and white stripes. Transformed, they can claim not to be responsible for what they do. I didn't know whether I was willing to be the victim of irresponsible aggression as I now stood facing at least sixty war-painted demonstrators jostling each other and their signs in back of police sawhorses by the Prince & Grogan entrance. "When you buy, rabbits die!" they shouted at the few customers brave enough to scuttle timidly past the sawhorses and into the store. Worse, there wasn't a policeman in sight. But then a woman strode confidently to the store entrance. Oh, Lord. The woman entering through the highly polished doors thirty paces in front of me was Frances Markasian. She had told me on the phone she was coming to see me at the mall food fair. She hadn't shown up. And yet here she was, going into Prince & Grogan. My check could wait. I swallowed hard and decided to follow Frances. When I came to the sawhorses, the demonstrators surged forward and screeched. "Are you dying for mascara?" "Do you care that innocent animals are tortured for your makeup?" One waved a sign directly in front of my face: DIE FOR BEAUTY! it proclaimed, with a photograph of a pile of dead rabbits. I felt my face turning red, but I concentrated on getting through the doors on the track of the Mountain Journal's premier investigative reporter. Someone's elbow jostled me and my ears rang from the shouted insults, but moments later, I was safely inside. I scanned the opulent store interior. Frances Markasian had made a detour into accessories and was fingering the various leathers of expensive handbags. Once again she was, as my parents would say, all dolled up. This time she sported a scarlet dress with a flared skirt, scarlet heels, and scarlet scarf twisted in some remarkably woven way through her mass of black hair. I quickly paralleled her step as she minced past a table display of wallets and headed for the far side of the Mignon counter. I slithered into the shoe department that faced that side of the cosmetics counter. Frances had spied on me so many times that I felt no compunction about seeing what she was up to this time. It had even become something of a game between us. Whatever today's game was, the fact that it required two disguises in three days made it extremely interesting. "I'm here because I need help with my face," I heard Frances inform Harriet Wells. Dusty was waiting on a man I vaguely recognized-the tall blond fellow I'd seen in the shoe department that morning. Maybe he was an undercover cop. Harriet looked at Frances and frowned. "What would you say is the skin problem you'd like to correct the most?" she asked politely. Out in the aisle between the cosmetics counter and the shoe department, a five-tiered display of plastic boxes filled with a navy-blue and gold display of Mignon lipsticks, soaps, toners, and creams offered a hiding place. I ducked behind it. Within moments, Harriet's voice rose slightly. She was trying to sell Frances some concealer, and Frances was making such uncharacteristically enthusiastic responses that I ducked around the plastic box holding the Fudge Mousse lipstick and Nectarine Desire blush for a better view. From there, I could watch Harriet without her seeing me, since all her attention was focused on Frances, who was whining, "But I just want to look younger." Uh-huh. "This is Rejuvenation, the newest product to come out of Mignon's European labs." Harriet delicately gripped the pale, ribbed cylindrical bottle. "It has biochromes in it, and just look at what it's done for my skin." She lifted her free palm like a fan toward her superbly painted face. "I'm sixty-two," she declared with a sunny smile. "Rejuvenation will take two decades off your face." "Sixty-two?" Frances echoed with loud incredulity as she shifted uncomfortably in the red spike heels. "I would have sworn you weren't a day over fifty-five!" A tiny frown appeared between Harriet's eyebrows, then swiftly disappeared. I myself wouldn't have put Harriet's age over fifty. "The biochromes penetrate to the deepest layer of the skin. They actually stop the aging process," Harriet announced proudly. "Is that right? How much for a big bottle of that?" Frances asked brightly. "Well," mused Harriet, "you need all the preparations to do the complete job. It's like the four basic food groups. First we start with the pre-cleanser. . . ." Here she frowned at Frances and shook her head. "Here, you hold the Rejuvenation while I look for the right cleanser for your skin." She handed the bottle to Frances, who turned it, held it out at arm's length, and grimaced. Harriet groped beneath the counter. When she reemerged, she gave Frances's face a swift, shrewd assessment. "It really does look as if you have quite a bit of damage to your skin. Did your dermatologist send you?" When Frances shook her head, Harriet asserted, "You could certainly benefit from one of our rejuvenating cleansers. . ." and then she chided and explained and piled creams and cosmetics on the counter until Frances's tab was, by my reckoning, well over four hundred dollars. I leaned in closer to Harriet and Frances, but was stunned to be interrupted in my eavesdropping by a stocky fellow who edged in beside me and asked: "What are they saying?" He smiled at me as if this were some kind of joke only the two of us were in on. He had dark brown hair and short, stubby fingers that he drummed on his knees as he crouched next to me. "I don't know what you're talking about," I replied huffily, and straightened up. "Is that your boyfriend?" he asked as if he hadn't heard my answer. His accent was flat and midwestern. His arms seemed too short for his body when he gestured knowingly in the direction of the tall blond man with Dusty. "He is not my boyfriend. Would you please go away?" He opened his eyes wide, as if I'd refused to laugh at his joke. Then he touched the badge on my white jacket. "Are you really a chef? I mean, you're wearing one of those coats. Is your restaurant here in the mall?" "As a matter of fact, it is. Two of my coworkers are right nearby." Maybe I could frighten this guy away with the threat of numbers. "Really?" He looked around. "They won't mind if I talk to their boss, will they? How long have you been here?" "Look, mister, please, please, please go away – " But the guy raised a thick brown eyebrow and didn't move. Emboldened by my ability to be convincingly dishonest at the hospital, I improvised wildly. "Actually, I work for the department store. You might have read about the accident we had in the mall garage day before yesterday?" He pursed his lips and nodded sympathetically. "That blond fellow over there is an undercover cop who's questioning a suspect, and I'm supposed to pay attention . . . so can you please leave so I can do my job?" He ran his hands over one of the plastic boxes stacked in front of us. "This is so much more interesting than shopping for my niece's birthday." "Are you listening to me? At the moment I'm doing something extremely important and confidential," I said desperately. When he looked skeptical, I hissed: "Look buster, what I'm trying to tell you is I – work – for – store – security." "No kidding?" "No kidding." He took me gently by the arm and said, "We need to have a talk." "Get your fingers off me," I said fiercely, unwilling to give up my hiding spot without a protest. "Let go, or I will pull so hard that I'll drag you right out of the store with me! And the whole time I'll be yelling so loud, the security SWAT team will come running!" The guy grinned. His grip on my arm tightened almost imperceptibly. "We need to have a talk real bad." That did it. "Security!" I shrieked, and began to wriggle. I had a brief glimpse of Frances, Harriet, Dusty, and the blond guy gaping as I twisted and flailed and tried to shake the man's arm off me. In my thrashing, I fell against the piled boxes. The clear containers with all their lipsticks, creams, toners, and soaps tumbled. My tormentor braced his legs and continued to imprison me in a viselike grip. "Security!" I screamed. I thrashed and felt my hose rip. "Help!" I called again. Why wasn't anyone helping me? "Somebody from security come now!" The man leaned down. "Lady, I'm here," he said.
9 I've had humiliating escalator rides in my day. The afternoon of a banquet for Brunswick sales reps, I lost control of an oversize box of bowling-ball-size handmade chocolates. I shrieked in futile warning as chocolate globes pelted the escalator steps and ten fur-coated women went sprawling: a strike. Another time, two-year-old Arch threw up all over me and several nearby teenage boys. The boys were extremely unsympathetic. This in spite of the fact that at Arch's age they had probably also overindulged in hot dogs and milk shakes. Unquestionably, though, this was the most humiliating escalator ride of my life. This stocky, brown-haired guy – this lackey who mumbled that his name was Stan White – was presumably taking me to Nick Gentileschi, head of security at Prince & Grogan. Once we were on the escalator, Stan released my arm and quickly stepped behind my back. It was obviously a practiced maneuver, the kind a policeman or a security guy makes when he thinks his perp might bolt. I can't say I wasn't considering it. I tried to ignore all the staring people. They were below us, they were above us, they were pointing from the descending escalator paralleling ours. The usual high, ex- cited hum of shoppers chatting about what they had bought or what they needed to buy ceased as the onlookers swiftly took in our little twosome – the cowering woman in the chef's jacket with a rent-a-cop parked right behind her. It was a particular challenge to ignore a gaping Frances Markasian. You could see the mental wheels whirring to compose a headline: Caught Caterer Cringes! Wife of Homicide Investigator Apprehended after Struggle by Fudge Mousse Lip Gloss. "You are making a huge mistake – " I began to say. Stan White shook his head regretfully. "Lady, if I had a nickel for every time I've heard that line. . . ." Well, this was just great. The steps moved inexorably upward, past the top of the Mignon counter with its display of shiny white bags stuffed with pink tissue paper, past the elephantine Chinese-style planters sprouting fake palm trees. Just don't let any clients see me, I prayed fervently. No such luck. A large woman was leaning over the railing next to the escalator at the second floor landing, just above the cosmetics counter. When she straightened up, my heart sank to new depths. The last person I wanted to see at this moment was Babs Meredith Braithwaite. Even so, I might have avoided her if she hadn't inched over so that the security guy and I collided with her on our rough arrival at the second floor. We stared at each other. Babs's rust-colored suit trimmed with white was somewhat rumpled; her white blouse was hanging out. Her rust skirt slanted crookedly above her brown and white spectator pumps, as if the skirt were unzipped. Nor was her hair as meticulously poufed as it had been two days before. Today it looked like a windblown bird's nest. She was clutching her purse, which was open, as if it had been hastily snatched up. She was panting. She looked as if she had just shoplifted a diamond brooch, when all she'd been doing was spying on the Mignon counter, or so I assumed. The nefarious possibility that I could sic Stan the Security Man on her occurred to me. "There's somebody back there," Babs whispered in a trembly voice to Stan and me. Her hand rose toward the racks of gaily colored bathing suits. She added urgently, "Please help me." She looked the security guy up and down. "Do you work for the store?" "Yes," said Stan curtly. "I'm with security." "There's somebody back there!" Her cheeks were aflame, and it wasn't blush giving the color. I tried to look around Babs's wide body. Somebody back where? Stan White touched my upper arm gently to guide me away from Babs and oncoming traffic spilling from the escalator. When I didn't move, he put his hands on his hips and set his mouth in a stem frown. Babs whimpered, "Aren't you going to help me?" Stan cleared his throat and pointed at me. "Are you with this woman?" he asked Babs. Confused, she shook her head. Stan concluded, firmly, "Then you'll have to find a salesperson. I can't help it if there's nobody back there." "But," Babs said frantically, grabbing his arm, "there's somebody back there in the dressing room. You've got to come and help me." Stan White perked up. This interested him. "Is it a man?" he asked. "In the women's dressing room?" "It's somebody behind the mirror," insisted Babs. "I heard him cough." Reluctantly, she released Stan's arm. "Lady, please." The security fellow shook his head. "We haven't done that kind of surveillance for years. It's against the law." Babs clutched her purse. Her vivid cheeks shook with rage. "But, I'm trying to tell you. . . ! Somebody must have broken in behind the mirrors! Aren't you going to do anything? What kind of security guard are you anyway?" Stan bristled. "Okay, look. I have to do something else first. Then I'll check the dressing room, all right? Please, we need to go." "Go where?" she demanded shrilly. "What are you doing with this woman?" "What we're doing doesn't fall under the Freedom of Information Act, lady." Babs Braithwaite pressed her lips together. "This. . ." She looked at me. What was I, exactly? "This. . . woman is going to be catering an important function for us this weekend. She's also operating a booth at our Playhouse Southwest benefit, and we can't have her – " "When's your party?" the security fellow asked amiably as he made a no-nonsense gesture to me to walk forward in the direction of the department store offices. "Why, why – " babbled Babs as she hustled along beside us, past the Japanese china decorated to look like English bone, " – tomorrow," she finished breathlessly. She slapped her purse down imperiously on a table displaying Waterford crystal. An extremely large and undoubtedly expensive vase teetered, then, miraculously, straightened. "It's Friday," Stan said wearily, without giving Babs so much as a glance. "I promise not to detain her more than twenty- four hours." "But. . . this department store! What is going on – " Babs wailed, while I thought, Twenty-four hours? I don't think so. Stan White nudged me through a door that said SECURITY and slammed it with a satisfactory thwack on Babs Braithwaite's indignant face. A large, imposing man sat behind a large, imposing desk. I felt like the bad kid brought before the principal. Or, since the man who stared at me with such authoritative disdain seemed to be enthroned, make that a disobedient subject tossed in front of the king. From the scowl of the seated man, it was clear he was the one who decided whether the subject was thrown to the lions or was released to work again in the fields of the sovereign. Stan White discreetly disappeared through a side door. I sat down and eyed the plaque on the desk: NICHOLAS R. GENTILESCHI, DIRECTOR OF SECURITY. Then I took in the man himself. Fiftyish, Nick Gentileschi had a face whose extraordinary pallor was set off by flat jet-black eyes. His dark, receding hair was slicked to one side, except for an errant strand that flopped rakishy over his high-domed forehead. If his suit cost more than fifty dollars, he'd been cheated. "Sit," he commanded, gesturing to a wooden chair. Without protest, I obeyed. When Gentileschi said nothing further, I glanced around his windowless office. Like the other still-to-be-refurbished Prince & Grogan offices, the paint on these walls was a disintegrating aquamarine. The department store seemed to care about its appearance everywhere but in its offices, as if prospective employees and would-be criminals weren't worth the trouble of a lovely decor. On one wall someone had mounted a white-framed painting with a plaque underneath: PRINCE & GROGAN, ALBUQUERQUE. The style of the flagship store was Southwestem via Wonderland. The picture showed a multistoried pink stucco building complete with soaring columns, multistoried glass, and a bulging, gilded entrance. A Pueblo Indian wouldn't have recognized it as indigenous architecture, that was for sure. "I didn't take anything, as you can see," I said defensively. "I was just looking around." I rubbed my arm. "Please call the police," I told Nick Gentileschi firmly. I wasn't really hurt. Nevertheless, I wanted to act miffed. I knew security people feared lawsuits like the plague. Maybe I should tell him Babs's story too, about somebody lurking behind the mirror in the women's dressing room. Then again, maybe not. I didn't want to confuse him. With an optimism I was far from feeling, I said, "I'm hoping we can get this all straightened out." Nick Gentileschi raised his thin eyebrows and tapped a pencil on top of a camera on his desk. Vaguely I wondered if a hidden video camera had somehow monitored my not-so-surreptitious surveillance of the cosmetics counter. "The police?" Gentileschi's voice grated like sandpaper. He dropped the pencil and began to jingle the keyring hanging from his belt. Then he turned his boxy, pale face sorrowfully toward the picture of the Albuquerque store. "She wants me to call the police." He grinned, revealing oversize, horselike teeth. "Now, that's one I haven't heard. You haven't stolen anything yet? You want to be cleared before things get worse? Or you have a friend at the sheriff's department?" "Please, Mr. Gentileschi." Acting patient and sweet sometimes worked. I'd give it a whirl. "I know who you are, and Claire Satterfield was a friend of mine – " The thin eyebrows lifted. "Is that right? A friend of yours? You ever go to her apartment for a party? Where did she live exactly . . . ? I sighed. "I didn't go to any parties, and I don't know where she lived, somewhere in Denver – " The heck with this. I wondered if I could remember my lawyer's phone number off the top of my head. "Now, that's an interesting friendship when you don't know where someone lives. Claire was a party girl. Didja know that? Or didn't you discuss that either in your. . . friendship?" He sneered the last word. My skin prickled. "Who do you think you are, the FBI?" I said angrily. "Are you going to make a call or not?" He opened a desk drawer, got out a form, and then carefully selected a pen. His gleaming black eyes regarded me greedily. "What's your name and occupation?" I told him, and he took notes. Then he shifted his weight, smoothed his Grecian-Formula-16 hair with the palm of his hand, and said, "Now, you listen to me, Goldy Schulz, the supposed good friend of Claire Satterfield. We have our ways of knowing what's going on in this store. I know what you were trying to do. I just need to know the reasons. If your answers aren't satisfactory, I'll call the cops myself." "I can assure you my reasons won't be satisfactory, since I don't even know what they were." He blinked impassively and, pen poised over his form, waited for me to say more. When I did not, he sighed, put down the pen, picked up the telephone, and raised one eyebrow, as if he were calling my bluff. "Who should I call at the sheriffs department? Another friend?" "Homicide Investigator Tom Schulz." "I know Schulz. Do you know Schulz? I suppose you're going to tell me you're his sister or something." I chose not to answer. He wouldn't believe me anyway. But to my relief he dialed the sheriffs department. After a few preliminary murmurings, he managed, thank heaven, to get through to Tom. I watched with no small amount of satisfaction as the security chiefs features quickly registered first smugness ("Caught her acting suspicious by the cosmetics counter'), then discomfort ("No, she didn't touch any of the goods"), and finally embarrassment ("No, she didn't hurt anybody or take anything'). But the moment of discomfort passed just as quickly, and Gentileschi confirmed an appointment to meet with Tom later that afternoon. Then he thrust the phone across the desk at me. "He wants to talk to you," he said glumly. When I took the receiver, I could hear Tom humming a dirgelike tune. I said, "The great intellect – " He was not amused. "Look, I said not like hitting the demonstrator. That means not like being picked up for suspicious activity by department store security." "This is not my fault," I said in a low voice. After all, I was just trying to learn something to help Julian. No matter what the security people said about my presence, I had not caused trouble in the store. "I wasn't doing anything." "Goldy, please remember, we're trying to work with this guy." "I wish you the very best of luck in that particular enterprise," I said crisply. "Listen, Tom, did you check out that other person I asked you about?" When Gentileschi leaned over just slightly to catch what I was saying, I turned in the wooden chair. "Double oh seven, what would I do without you? Okay, Miss G. We're already looking into Hotchkiss. He has a record and he runs a cosmetics place. But I will definitely tell the guys to ream his behind. And don't worry about Nick, he's an old friend of ours. Watch out though, he's got a reputation with women." I turned back to look at the polyester-clad, dyed-haired man across the desk from me. "Must say, Tom, I find that extremely hard to believe." He chuckled. "Okay, look. I don't know when I'm going to have another chance to talk to you while you're down there. And I've been hard to reach – " "No kidding." "But there is something you can do. Somebody I need you to talk to, a friend of yours. You think Dusty Routt is the one who might have hinted to Frances Markasian this Krill character was one of Claire's old boyfriends? He swore to us he didn't know Claire. Maybe Markasian was baiting you with an idea of hers, see if you'd bite." "I'm seeing Dusty at lunchtime, once I get out of prison." I tried to give Nick Gentileschi a prim look. He smirked. "Well, the organization called People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals hasn't heard of Shaman Krill. And neither has the National Anti-Vivisection Society. Hell, even the SPCA swears they don't have a member named Krill. I don't know how long he's been an animal rights activist, but he hasn't been one long enough to earn him any kind of reputation. Our guys went to bring him in for more questioning, but he'd taken off from his demonstration buddies, and he wasn't at his apartment. And by the way, none of the demonstrators belong to any of those organizations. The legitimate organizations think Spare the Hares is some kind of wacko splinter group. Anyway. If you think Frances got the idea Krill was Claire's boyfriend from this Mignon sales associate named Dusty Routt, I'd sure like to hear about it." "Why don't your guys just ask her?" "We've already talked to Dusty Routt. At length. She swears she's never heard of Shaman Krill. So either she's lying or your friend Markasian got the info from somebody else, or got it wrong about who the boyfriend was. And speaking of your friend Markasian – " "You know that person in question is never going to tell me a thing. She'll protect her sources to the grave." "Frances Markasian? Not tell a thing to my Goldy? Never." Tom chuckled again. "Feed her some doughnuts or something. You know, the way they loosen folks' tongues by slipping 'em a few drinks? How about a little sodium Pentothal in your chocolate truffle cheesecake?" I told him I'd do my best and hung up. Truth Serum tiramisu was not in my repertoire, but never mind. "Well, Mrs. Schulz," said Nick Gentileschi with that equine grin that made my skin crawl. "Whadya know? Seems you were just the person I was looking for." Then, without a hint of apology for the fiasco of my in-store "bust" and "interrogation," he shuffled through an untidy stack of papers next to the camera and retrieved a check. After scanning it, he handed it over: the balance due Goldilocks' Catering on the Mignon banquet. I stuffed it in my skirt pocket. Gentileschi went on with, "Sorry we didn't get it to you sooner. Personnel gave it to me when we heard your assistant went to the hospital. As you know, we're in the middle of a major crime investigation here. An unexplained death doesn't help the accounts get paid." I fingered the check in my pocket. There was something slimy, something Uriah Heepish, about Nick Gentileschi that made me increasingly uneasy. He'd gone straight from badgering and prejudging me to acting as if we were pals. Still, it would be better to have the man on my side than not. And Tom said I should cooperate. "I wasn't lying when I came up here," I confessed. "I don't know why I was listening to what was going on at the counter, except that my assistant, the fellow who went to the hospital, is practically a member of our family. He is – was – Claire's boyfriend. He's devastated by her death, and I'm trying to help." Nick Gentileschi crossed his arms and wriggled in his chair. "We all cared about Claire, you can count on that. She was a good girl. We've stepped up security in the parking lot. Since it looks like foul play, we're going to help the police in any way we can." I said innocently, "Yes, my husband referred to that. I certainly hope you are doing everything to help the case." I rubbed my arm again. "Everything relevant, that is." He glanced at the picture of the home office again, clearly trying to decide what to tell me. He didn't know how to balance secrecy with my irritation over being falsely arrested. There was an ego thing involved too. He was dying to show me what a big shot he was. I guess Albuquerque sent back good vibes, because he said, "Know what our biggest problem is, Mrs. Schulz?" I shook my head sympathetically. "Lawsuits." Bingo. He exhaled and moved around in his chair, making it squeak. "If Claire Satterfield's parents decide to sue because they think we have lax security in our parking lot, this store and this mall could go down the tubes all over again." He raised his chin and added proudly, "I've been in this place a long time. Served as security chief when it was Ward's. And believe me, being unemployed for four years was not something I want to repeat." I hadn't been a psych major for nothing. In good Carl Rogers fashion, I said, "Not something you want to repeat." Abruptly, Nick Gentileschi stood up and braced him- self against his desk. He looked at me for a moment and I squirmed. Then he announced, "We're analyzing all the films of her sales, seeing if anyone suspicious turns up too often. But you figure" – he held out his large hands too close to my face and ticked off his points on his fingers – "someone had to know when she was going to be in the parking garage, that she was going to be there at all . . . " Uncomfortable with his stare and his sudden closeness, I stood up too, and inched backward. "Figuring out Claire's whereabouts wouldn't have been too hard. Especially given that the banquet attracted so many high-rolling customers. Not to mention a few demonstrators." "Let me tell you what the problem is," he said suddenly. Another problem. I took up refuge against one of the smudged aquamarine walls. "Go ahead." "We're not careful enough in this store," he said matter-of-factly. "Yeah, we have security. But we're not warning employees about people who come in with an ulterior motive. Take that guy you were talking to Schulz about." I raised my eyebrows innocently, and he grinned. He said, "The one with the record and his own cosmetics place? His name's Reggie Hotchkiss. He's around us all the time. I mean, why? What's the big deal with our cosmetics counter? Guy went to jail in seventy for burning his draft card, destroying federal property. Convicted of trying to break into the CIA. He's into makeup now because his mommy founded a cosmetics company. Now that he's in his forties, Mr. Hotchkiss is suddenly interested in making money. Uh-huh. The guy's spying on us, I say. That's what I told Schulz. Could be more there, that's what we're going to discuss later," he concluded grimly, "after I escort you out of the store." He strode to the door and opened it. "But. . . I don't want to leave the store just now. What do you mean by 'more there'?" He wagged a finger at me. "Remember Martha Mitchell? Maybe you're too young. She wanted to get too involved in her husband's business too. A guy can't be Attorney General and tend to a wife who's always meddling." "A guy can't be Attorney General if he's intent on breaking the law," I said sweetly. Gentileschi's features hardened. "Mrs. Schulz, let's go." As we walked back through the china department, I took a new tack. "I hope you told my husband the details of Hotchkiss's record, if he didn't know already." "You bet." "So tell me," I continued, "how are you going to analyze these films you were talking about? I mean, where are your cameras?" He gave me a look that told me I'd lost any tactical advantage I'd had. He wagged a finger at me and said, "I don't think so." “Oh, come on." We started our descent on the escalator. "I'm just wondering how you saw me. I mean, technology must have changed the way you do things over the years." Nick Gentileschi puffed out his chest. "Things haven't changed that much, I can tell you that." He raised one of those eyebrows. "And we're talking some years." He gestured to a protruding area that framed the entrance to the store just inside the doors. The three-sided frame, which looked like a walled-in deck that had been painted the same color as the store walls, was about six feet wide and deep all the way around – up one side of the entrance, spanning the top of the door, and coming down the other side of the entrance. It faced the Mignon counter. About five feet up the horizontal section of the frame, a large vent extended the length of the front. "I can't tell you how the cameras work, but I can tell you how we used to do most of our security. See that boxed-in area across from the Mignon counter? They decided not to get rid of it when they renovated the store." I nodded and studied the large, protruding structure as we descended the escalator. I had never even noticed it before. "It's called a blind," Gentileschi went on. "We used to sit up there." "A blind?" I repeated. "Yeah, we'd sit in the blind. Like a duck blind, you know? The place where the hunters sit to watch for the ducks. You can see out, but whoever is hunted can't see in. Anyway, we'd look out through those vents to see what was going on in the store. We'd watch people. Say a woman picks something up, maybe a bottle of perfume. She wants to steal it but she isn't sure. She hawks all around. . . ." He slitted his eyes and looked from side to side in imitation. "That's hawking. She could spend ten minutes trying to make up her mind whether she's gonna swipe it." He chuckled. "So say she finally doesn't lift it. That would really piss us off. So we'd squirt her with Windex. Right through that vent on the blind!" "Why, Nick," I said demurely, "I never imagined a security guy could get away with that kind of behavior." We had reached the first floor. His warm, moist hand shook mine briefly. "You'd be surprised," he said. He winked roguishly. And on that happy note, he headed off for men's suits. "Gosh, what happened to you?" exclaimed Dusty when I returned to the Mignon counter. She was picking up the last of the plastic boxes and arranging them on a cart. "What were you doing?" Harriet Wells, who was waiting on a black woman, tilted her head and smiled to acknowledge my return. Dusty and Harriet must have known I wasn't stealing anything. Why didn't they speak up in my defense when they saw Stan White leading me away? Maybe they were taught not to trust anyone. Given what had been happening around this mall lately, perhaps they were spooked by anyone acting odd in their domain. "I wasn't doing anything," I told Dusty, "except trying to see if you were free. But you were talking to some guy." I gave her a naive, questioning look. "A tall blond guy? I mean, you looked as if you were very involved with him." She laughed and waved this away. "Harriet did put me down to work through lunch. So if you come over and let me do your face, you can buy something for your sick friend and we can talk, all at the same time. Then if another customer comes along, if you don't mind, I can wait on him or her, and then get right back to you." I was hungry but said that was fine, helped her stack the last of the plastic boxes on the cart, then asked if I could use the phone by the counter. She told me to go ahead, she'd be right back. Then she wheeled the cart away. I called Southwest Hospital and asked if Marla Korman had had her atherectomy yet. Someone at the nurses' station reported that Marla had not gone yet, and they did not know when she would be going. Typical. I meandered over to the counter and listened to Harriet tell her customer that, believe it or not, she, Harriet Wells, had just had her sixty-fifth birthday, and just look at what Rejuvenation cream had done for her skin. The black woman put a ninety-dollar bottle of the stuff on her credit card. "Here we are," said Dusty brightly. She nipped behind the counter, flipped through a file box, and retrieved a card. As she was writing my name at the top, I slid onto one of the high stools on my side of the counter and said, "Tell me where the cameras are." Startled, she looked up at me and giggled. Her cheeks colored. She gestured toward a silver half-globe protruding from the ceiling above the shoe department. "That's like, a one-way mirror. The camera sees out but you can't see in. It has pan, it has zoom, and it's watching us all the time. See, check this out." She ducked behind the counter and came up with a Prince & Grogan bag in one hand and three miniature jars of pink stuff in the other. "These are free samples of Rejuvenation, the new cream Mignon is pushing. I'm allowed to give three samples to each person, which includes me. And of course, it includes you. Anything more than that is considered employee stealing and I'll be out on my behind. Now, you can bet they're zooming in on me." She nodded at the silver half-globe and held up the three jars before putting them in the bag. "Okay," she said with a laugh, "now you've got your free stuff that ordinarily costs ninety bucks a bottle. Let's take a look at your face. Would you describe your skin as oily?" Actually, I told her I wouldn't describe my skin as anything besides normal, because I just didn't pay that much attention to it. She frowned, and I remembered that when I was a doctor's wife, I'd worried about my complexion endlessly, and bought all kinds of stuff. I guess it was some kind of sublimation for worry about what was going on in the rest of my life. Your skin is under relentless attack, the ads screamed, and you have to fight back. No kidding. Needless to say, the gumption I'd eventually developed hadn't come from a bottle. In the money-scrimping years that followed my divorce, the only thing I used on my face was sunscreen. As far as makeup went, I hadn't missed a thing. And certainly the last thing I wanted to go back to was my endless trips to the counters of La Prairie, Lancôme, and Estée Lauder, seeking the best concealer to cover my black eyes and bruised cheeks, looking for someone who hadn't waited on me before, hadn't seen the damage the Jerk liked to inflict. "Goldy? Hello? You in there? What kind of cleanser are you using now?" Pulled back to reality, I replied that I used soap. "Soap?" echoed Dusty incredulously. "Real soap? Soap-soap?" When I nodded, she persisted, "What brand of soap- soap?" "Whatever's on sale at the grocery store." Dusty couldn't help it, she put her hand on her chest and began to giggle. "That must be how you got to be friends with Frances Markasian! You know, that reporter you introduced me to?" "The woman in red who was here earlier, right? The one I introduced you to yesterday?" "Yeah, spending lots of money, I couldn't believe it. She sure has changed her tune. Maybe she has a new boyfriend. Did you see that article she wrote on cosmetics for the Mountain Journal? I went home and looked it up, to see if it was the same person. I swear, she must be the queen of the skinflints. She wrote that people should just use Cetaphil, witch hazel, and drugstore moisturizer. Can you imagine?" "I must have missed that issue. When was it?" Before she could reply, Harriet, who had been writing in the large ledger, closed it with a firm slap and came over. "I remember one time," she said in her honeylike voice, certainly not a voice I would associate with someone in her late sixties, "when we had a widow come in. She was fairly young, and all she'd ever used was drugstore makeup." She shook her head at me beneficently, as if to say, You see, being a soap-user isn't the stupidest thing we've ever seen here. "That poor woman. . . it just brings tears to my eyes to remember." I looked at Harriet's eyes. They were wet, all right. "Of course, her skin was a mess – too dry in one place, too oily in another. Her foundation didn't match her skin tone, she wore bright green eyeshadow, and; her cheeks were so caked with blush, she looked like she; had scarlet fever. I sold her our complete line. She had the insurance money, you see, and she could do whatever she wanted. A thousand dollars' worth of cosmetics I sold to that woman, and she was so happy! In less than an hour." She reached for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. "I'll bet you just loved that, Harriet," Dusty commented. Harriet ignored this. "Oh, it was wonderful," she said to me. "Really touching, what I did for that woman. She looked beautiful when she walked out of here. She looked perfect." Down the counter, a woman began to try out the perfume testers. She was wearing what looked to be some kind of designer sundress with big black squiggles on a white background. Below her elaborately streaked and curled hair, gold necklaces dripped around her neck and a gold bracelet with bells tinkled when she shook her wrist with each new perfume sample. Dusty put down her pen and § moved toward her. Catapulted out of a post-green-eyeshadow reverie, Harriet took two quick steps in Dusty's direction, put a hand on her shoulder, and snapped a loud "Excuse me!" before pushing past her to be the first one to stand in front of the Woman with Bucks. "Whoa," I said when Dusty returned, crestfallen. "What was that all about?" "Don't worry," said Dusty bitterly. "I have Harriet's pump prints all up my back. And I'm the one who has to worry about the sales figures." She gestured to the big blue volume in which Harriet had been writing. "Every time I look at the ledger book, I break out in a sweat." "Does she walk over everybody that way?" "If you're in her way," murmured Dusty as she held up a bottle of foundation to my cheek to see if it matched my skin tone. Shaking her head, she clinked the bottle back into its drawer and picked out another. "You know this Rejuvenation we're selling?" I nodded. She continued, "Our sales goal on it is twenty-three hundred dollars a month per sales associate." She pointed to the ledger. "Today's the third of July and Harriet has already sold two thousand dollars of the stuff this month. That's what, eighteen total hours of sales time? Incredible. Of course, she says the most awful things to customers." Dusty's smile was wicked. "Claire and I figured Harriet must be at least eighty by the end of the day, since she gets older each minute when she's trying to sell anti- aging cream." I unscrewed the lid on a jar of thick cream, then used the little plastic applicator to spread a dollop of the viscous, sweet- smelling stuff on the back of my hand. I said mildly, "Was Harriet jealous of Claire?" The wicked smile on Dusty's lips traveled to her eyes. "Claire had one client, a man who's a weird-genius kind of guy, who spent a lot of money. You mentioned him, he was here before – a thin, tall blond man? Anyway, never mind that it was his wife's money, this guy spent it like crazy, buying stuff for his wife, I guess, but always only from Claire. He wouldn't even buy a tube of lipstick from one of the rest of us. He'd hang around here like a loyal dog, waiting until her shift. And you know how Claire was. She'd flirt and bat her eyes and just have the best old time. Or maybe you never saw her do that. . . . Hold still, I'm going to use this cleanser on you." I sat motionless while Dusty used two cotton balls to spread luscious-smelling cream over my cheeks. It felt divine. If my stomach hadn't been growling, I would have been certain I was in heaven. "Anyway," she went on, "Claire would just make this guy feel like a million dollars. 'You're not really goin' to buy that too! Y'goin' t'be broke!' " Dusty's imitation of Claire's Australian accent was dead-on. "So. Pretty soon the wife, who spends a lot of money here herself, comes in with her husband to see why her husband's developed such an enthusiastic interest in cosmetics all of a sudden." "When was all this going on?" I asked, trying to keep still as Dusty smeared lime-scented toner over my face. I slid my glance sideways to see if Harriet was having any luck with Mrs. Got-Rocks in the black and white dress. "Watch out!" Dusty cried sharply. Startled, I fell off the stool where I was perched. "Huh? I was just looking to see how Harriet was doing." "I don't want to get this stuff in your eye! You don't know what could happen!" Dusty had become so suddenly flustered that I sat back slowly on the stool and opened my eyes wide. "I'm fine. Look. I love the feel of this stuff you put on me – " Dusty took a deep breath and began to write on my ticket, or whatever it was. When I asked her what she was doing, she informed me that this was my client card. She'd record everything she sold me so that next time she could just look it up when I came in and needed new blush or whatever. "I have to tell you honestly, Dusty, I don't think there's much chance that I'll be spending a lot of time or money here. . . ." "Okay, close your eyes and keep them closed. I'm going to do your moisturizer," She didn't seem to hear me. I obeyed. "So what happened with this man and his wife and Claire?" Dusty finished with the moisturizer and began to dab on something else. From the position of her fingers, I guessed it was concealer. I didn't dare open my eyes though, for fear of another eruption. "I think Claire and the man had an affair. He was, like, smitten. I mean, the guy seemed crazed. Obsessed. I do know they broke up later, because she told me. But he still came around – you know, hanging back where he figured we wouldn't see him. He would skulk through Shoes, watching her. I mean, who could miss him? He's so tall, and that blondish-white hair makes him look kind of young and real cute. Okay, now I'm doing your foundation." More scented stuff was liberally spread over my face. Pat, pat, pat. "Never tug or pull on your face," Dusty warned sternly. "That's what causes premature loosening of the skin around the eyes." Noted. Keeping my eyes closed, I inquired, "So what happened to the skulking guy? Why was he here this morning?" "Well, I don't know about this morning, because he was just asking a bunch of disgusting questions, like what had happened to Claire's body and stuff like that. Okay, I'm doing your eyes. Hold still." While Dusty worked on my eyelids, I was reminded of those X-ray technicians who tell you to hold still and not breathe. Then they go behind a foot-thick wall and zap you. What happens if you breathe? Do you go radioactive, or do you just screw up the X ray? "All right," said Dusty. "Now blush." It took me a second to realize that wasn't a command. "Can I move? What happened to the guy?" "Don't talk or I won't get this on straight. Well. As far is the affair goes, a while back the guy's wife started coming in just to ask if her husband had been here. I mean, you talk about screwed up, You can look in the mirror now." I did as ordered. I looked different, that was for sure. No more smudges under my eyes from lack of sleep; lots of radiant cheek tone that made me look either acutely embarrassed or much more physically active than would be justified by a short daily regimen of yoga. Most prominent and startling were the black eyeliner and brown eyeshadow. I no longer looked like a caterer; I resembled an Egyptian queen. Make that a promiscuous Egyptian queen. "Wow, Dusty," I gushed. “You're amazing! This guy who was watching Claire. . . What was his name, do you remember?" Dusty batted her eyes at me and then held them open wide. I had the uncomfortable feeling that she was vamping me. But the eye movements were apparently some kind of universal signal of what she wanted me to do. She needed to apply my mascara. When I obeyed, she continued. "His name was Charles Braithwaite. Don't you know the Braithwaites? Our bio class went over to his lab once on a field trip. Look up now, and hold still." "Yes, I know them," I said carefully. "Babs Braithwaite invaded my life a few weeks ago, and it hasn't been pleasant." In fact, I thought with a shiver, Babs was making me feel distinctly uneasy, the way she kept interjecting her presence into Julian's and my life. Dusty said, "The Braithwaites are, like, mega-rich. I mean, they live in this huge place in the country club. But I guess Charles Braithwaite fell in love with Claire. Like the bumper sticker, you know? Scientists do it unexpectedly. Okay, look out, I'm going to do your lipstick." She giggled. "Nectarine Climax. How do you like having that on your lips?" "Sounds. . . intriguing. You went on a field trip to Braithwaite's lab? What did he do in the lab?" My head was spinning. Dusty dotted my lips with a Q-Tip loaded with what resembled cooked pumpkin. She spread it all around, then ordered me to blot. Only when she'd put the cap back on Nectarine Climax did she answer, "Oh, you know, he has that big greenhouse. Haven't you seen it? I never wrote up my report on the trip because I . . . left the school. But anyway. Last I heard, Charles was working on roses or something.”
10 I looked in the mirror. Nefertiti blinked back. My eyes, dark-lined and shadowed the color of burnt toast, had a hard time concealing astonishment. Roses or something. Experimenting. The way you experiment to produce a blue rose, like the one I'd found on the garage floor near where Claire was hit? I furrowed my newly powdered brow, squinted at the smorgasbord of brightly packaged products lined up on the shiny counter, and asked Dusty to sell me some hand cream for my friend in the hospital. While I dug through my wallet looking for the emergency hundred-dollar bill, she picked out a jar for eighty bucks. Twenty dollars wasn't going to get me too far in an emergency. "Please, Dusty," I begged, "don't you have something less expensive?" She shrugged, as if I were about to make the biggest mistake of my life. "The smallest jar is sixty." "I'll take it." While she rummaged below the counter for the sixty-dollar size, I asked nonchalantly, "What about a guy named Shaman Krill? Did Claire go out with anybody by that name, before or after her fling with Charles B.?" Dusty plunked a shiny box down on the counter. "Shaman Krill? Never heard of him. What does he look like?" I handed her the hundred-dollar bill. "He's an animal rights' activist with a dark ponytail, gold earring, short stature, and big attitude. Sound familiar?" She wrinkled her nose. "Are you kidding? He sounds disgusting. I never saw anybody like that. And Claire would never have gone out with some weirdo." She pressed buttons on the cash-register terminal to ring up my purchase, lifted the jar and the receipt – for the cameras, I guessed – and gave me the bag. "Thanks, Dusty." She tilted her head and gave me a sweet smile. "Come back soon. It's fun to have somebody to talk to." Time to leave the store, time to find Julian, time to go see Marla. Time to see if I could get my friend-who'd-just-had-a- heart-attack to smile at my freshly minted face. And yet something was holding me back. I couldn't go just yet, and besides, Julian was still doing the chamber brunch. The paper bag crackled in my hand as I surveyed the store, the store that twinkled with bright lights and glittering decor and mirrors I hated to look in. Mirrors. I looked up to the second story. Not an hour ago I had seen Babs Braithwaite leaning half-dressed over the escalator and claiming somebody was back there. Nick had talked about surveillance from the blinds-that-were-like-duck-blinds. Claire had been helping Nick; Claire thought she was being watched. Now Babs thought she was being watched. I dashed up the moving steps. Back where? Behind the dressing room mirrors? Was there somebody back there? On the second floor, I knew better than to look up to locate the camera or glance back and forth to check on the presence of security people, called "hawking" by Nick Gentileschi. That would alert them to my attentions, and I certainly didn't want to have them watching me again. Even a paranoid has real enemies, Henry Kissinger was reputed to have said. I lifted a hanger with a hot-pink and yellow bikini and headed confidently in the direction of the dressing room. In the recessed entry, a short hallway to the right led to the mirrored rooms. I walked along the row of dressing rooms. One was occupied by a woman trying on a suit while attempting to calm her recalcitrant toddler. The rest were empty. Was this just more evidence of Babs acting hysterical? She'd seemed so convinced that someone was watching her. And not just a camera either. But where could you watch someone from? At the end of the hallway of dressing rooms was one of those expensive imitation rubber plants and a rack of bathing-suits apparently waiting to be returned to the sales floor. Behind the rack and almost invisible because it was painted the same color as the walls was a door. Without hesitation I dropped the suit, pulled the rack out of the way, and tried the door handle: locked. Now, where would Nick Gentileschi, that cliché of a dime-store cop, put the spare key, if there was such a thing? I thought back to my visit to his office. He had been wearing a keyring. But there had to be more than one key. Where would the department store keep a key to an area behind the ladies' dressing room? Wait. I had seen something the day before, when I was trying to find the right person with my check. There had been a key box on the aquamarine office wall belonging to Lisa, the lady perplexed by the notion of accounts payable. I veered off toward the offices. What would Tom say if he knew I intended to filch a key? Well, I would see if I could get the key and find out what Babs was talking about with somebody back there. Then I would worry about Tom. The store offices were virtually deserted, probably be- cause of the food fair. To the one young woman in accounts receivable, I asked knowledgeably, "Is Lisa here? I talked to her yesterday about accounts payable." I touched my Food Fair badge, as if that made me official. "She told me to come back today." The young woman shrugged. "You can check her office." Well, now, I would just do that. I knocked and walked into Lisa's office. She was gone. Hallelujah. I stuck my head out and announced to the young woman, "She's not here. I'm just going to leave her a note." The woman shrugged. Instead of writing a note, of course, I stepped over the pile of computer print-outs, crossed to the key box, and pulled on it. It wasn't locked, but one corner was painted closed. I needed something like a blade to cut through the aquamarine muck. Lisa's desk yielded a nail file and I levered it in. My next tug brought the cabinet open and I stared at what must have been forty keys, of which only about half were labeled with ancient, corroded masking tape. I scanned them. In barely visible ball-point pen, one scrap of tape said, SECOND FLOOR-LADIES' DRESSING ROOM. My fingers closed around the key and I slipped it into my shirt pocket. Thanks, Lisa. Not wanting to attract the attention of the cameras, I walked calmly back to the dressing room. I moved the plant out of the way, fumbled with the lock, and then pushed into the blackness of the space beyond the door. The odors of dust, concrete, and cardboard containers were almost overwhelming. I slipped the key back into my pocket and groped along the wall for a light. There was no way I was going into this area, whatever it was, and risk breaking my neck tripping over a box of lingerie. Eureka. My hand closed on a switch. When dim fluorescent light flooded the room, I saw that I stood in a huge, tall rectangle. Stripped of all the cameras, concealed piping, lighting, and other electrical wiring of the main store, this ceiling went up what looked like two full stories, past enormous steel shelves and a metal ladder going up to the roof. There was a door on the left. It couldn't lead to the dressing rooms. I turned. The dressing rooms should be located on the right beyond the back wall where I stood. Boxes, plastic bags full of merchandise, and carts impeded my progress as I advanced parallel to the wall. My feet scraped across the concrete. My uniform was getting filthy from all the dust I was kicking up. But I was rewarded. Two boxes had been moved haphazardly – and hastily, it appeared – to make a narrow pathway to a door in the wall. I wiggled through and tried the door: it was open. On the other side was a very dimly lit passageway, that appeared to be horseshoe-shaped. I tiptoed along and gasped. I was behind one-way mirrors. In front of me, a thin woman was trying on a pink bikini. I felt myself blush. I held my breath, averted my eyes from the mirrors, and walked quickly around the U-shape. Along both rows of mirrors, there were chairs, a half-empty paper coffee cup, and several crumpled fast-food wrappers. If there had been someone here earlier, he or she was gone now. A plump woman appeared behind the revealing mirrors, her arms loaded with swim suits. In the dressing room beside her, the thin woman, now clad in the pink bikini, swiveled her hips and frowningly scrutinized her cleavage. I beat a hasty retreat. Pushing past the clutter of the storage space, I closed the door behind me. Then I hightailed it out of the store grasping my bag with its jar of cream for Marla. Tom would, no doubt, be extremely interested to know that the security/peeping-tom area was accessible. He'd also be intrigued by what Dusty had told me of Claire, the infatuated Charles Braithwaite, and Braithwaite's horticultural experimentation. But frustration ruled as I rushed along the mall looking for an available pay phone. The kiosks were full. Waiting lines for every pay phone snaked in front of the boutiques. I cursed under my breath; my stomach growled in response. Half past one with no lunch and two small muffins for breakfast-typical meal schedule for a caterer. I decided to zip up to the food fair for my share of the free samples, then find Julian and hurry over to the Coronary Care Unit to see Marla. I'd call Tom from the hospital. Out on the roof, a refreshing breeze stirred the air. A nearby bank thermometer announced a digital neon temperature that blinked from eighty-one to eighty-two and back again. I scanned the rows of booths, trying to decide where to indulge my hunger. Despite the maze of roads, fast-food spots, and housing developments spreading as far as the foot of the mountains, here on the roof the food tents, flowers, streamers, and music had transformed the expanse of concrete into a completely credible fair. Marvelous scents mingled and wafted through the air. So did laughter, happy voices, and a band playing jazz. As I stood underneath the flapping Playhouse Southwest banner, I smiled and took a deep breath of the delectable aromas: pizza, barbecue, coffee. . . and something else. Cigarette smoke? No. I looked around. Yes. Perched on a small raised platform on a roof adjoining the parking structure, and utterly heedless of the dirty looks she was attracting, Frances Markasian, eyes closed, face set in bliss, was relaxing and indulging in her nicotine habit. Her chin tilted skyward while her mouth opened and closed like a guppy's. Unlike a fish, however, Frances was blowing perfect smoke rings. Her dark mass of curly hair lay wild and undone over her shoulders. Her red heels and bags of cosmetic purchases lay scattered in disarray on the concrete. To cool off, or maybe just to catch a few rays, she had pulled the flouncy red skirt up to reveal knobby knees and calf-high stockings. I wondered where she'd stashed the smokes this time. I skirted the garage wall, hopped onto the adjoining roof, and walked up to Frances. I was quite sure being where we were was illegal, but that had never stopped Frances before. I cleared my throat. She opened one eye, then both. "Don't tell me. Bathsheba as a chef." "Don't tell me," I replied evenly. "Bob Woodward as Elizabeth Taylor. In a Marlboro ad. No, wait. Doing the roof scene from Mary Poppins. Except you don't look like Julie Andrews, either." She blew a smoke ring and gestured for me to have a seat. The two-foot-square platform contained litter that could only be hers: an M&M bag, a Snickers wrapper, an empty can of Jolt cola. Of course, Frances was too much of a skinflint to spring for a ticket to the food fair. Which made her enthusiastic cream/rouge/lipstick/concealer/foundation/mascara shopping spree this morning all the more intriguing. I brushed her wrapper-debris into a small pile on the asphalt roof and sat. She took another greedy drag on her cigarette, then blew a thin stream of smoke upward. "So where's your escort? He was kind of cute for a rent-a-thug. What'd he catch you doing anyway?" When I opened my mouth to reply, my stomach howled in protest. I ignored it and said, "Nothing. Security's just suspicious, that's all." She lifted one eyebrow. "Suspicious of a caterer?" "Maybe they were suspicious of the wrong person," I countered. "Look, Frances, I've seen your duct-taped sneakers and secondhand clothes. I know you're a tightwad and proud of it. I even heard you wrote an article on what a ripoff all makeup is. For someone with your thrifty bent, you sure bought a lot of cosmetics today." I watched for her reaction, but behind the unaccustomed makeup, she was stone-faced. "Isn't it about time you told me what you're doing with Mignon?" I pressed. I was getting light-headed from hunger, but I was weary of Frances's evasions. "Why the sudden interest in cosmetics at a Denver department store, when your beat is Aspen Meadow, forty miles away?" She smiled, leaned over, and picked up one of the red shoes to crush out her butt. "You keep asking me that," she said, then smiled slyly. If I didn't eat soon, I was going to pass out. I tried to think. Frances didn't care about Claire as a person, and she certainly couldn't be convinced to have any sympathy for a grieving Julian. I needed another angle. "Okay, Frances, here's the deal," I announced grittily. Caterers could be just as tough as small-town reporters. "To you, this whole thing is a story. What kind, I don't know. But my assistant, Julian Teller, wants to know what happened to his girlfriend. He needs to know what happened to his girlfriend. And I need to know, because Julian Teller is like family, not to mention that he's running my catering business right now. The guy is having a very hard time. He's simply not going to be able to function until we get this cleared up." If then, I added mentally. Over at the food fair, a group of teenagers in T-shirts, ragged shorts, and scruffy high-top shoes shuffled along devouring pizza. ; They stopped by the open tent where the jazz band was finishing up its set. I took a deep breath, which was unwise: The aroma of the pizza sauce, garlic, and melted cheese made me dizzy with hunger. "So. If you don't tell me what you're up to, I'm going to march right into the Prince & Grogan offices and tell them who you are and where you're from. Then, in case there's no action, I'm going to get on the phone with every Mignon executive in Albuquerque – " "Tell me, Goldy," Frances interrupted blithely, "do you ever listen to jazz?" "Jazz? Of course I do. So what?" "Y'ever heard of Ray Charles?" "Frances, what on earth is the matter with you?" "Ask a simple question, you get a simple answer." Frances was losing her grip. Perhaps it was the lethal combination of Marlboros and M&Ms. Then again, maybe she was trying to be clever by pulling her usual routine. She invariably changed the subject to get away from whatever she didn't want to discuss. "Tell me what you're doing with Mignon," I demanded fiercely. "Investigative reporting. That's it, I swear." "I don't think an atheist can swear," I snapped. "It doesn't mean anything." When she chuckled, I insisted, "What kind of investigative reporting?" She sighed and reached for the Prince & Grogan bags at her feet. "Your husband isn't the only one with medical training. I did a year of med school before turning to journalism – " "Excuse me, but that's the ex-husband." "Sorry." Her mournful look was accentuated by the heavy makeup Harriet Wells had applied around her eyes. Here we were, I reflected, two normally unadorned women who'd been outwardly transformed to look like a couple of hookers – and just so we could get information. "By the way, Goldy, I was wondering something." Frances lit another cigarette. "Did you hear that your ex-husband beat up his new girlfriend last night? She called the cops and we picked it up at the Journal, on the police band. Seems she slid his Jeep into a ditch during the storm, where it stuck in the mud. The doc got really pissed. She's across the street in the hospital with broken ribs and bruised arms." An image of this poor, pained woman, a new girlfriend I wasn't aware of, floated up in my mind. The Jerk had always been able to find fresh female companionship. When a current girlfriend didn't work out, or ended up in a problematic place like the hospital, he would quickly find a replacement. I thought about Arch. Although he knew why I’d divorced his father, Arch had never witnessed the violence that had destroyed my marriage. If his classmates at Elk Park Prep heard about this incident from a tabloid-type article by Frances in the Mountain Journal, which I wouldn't put past her. . . I demanded, "Are you going to run a story about it in the paper?" Frances took a deep drag. "Nah. The publisher's wife is pregnant and John Richard is her doctor. The wife wants the publisher to hold off on running any story until she delivers." A headache nagged behind my eyes. "Look, Frances, John Richard's not my problem anymore. What's the deal with the department store? I have to go get something to eat, and then I need to go visit a friend in the hospital." She pretended to look puzzled. "Not the girlfriend – " "Frances! What are you up to?" She set her face in steely anger and tossed her butt in an arc across the roof. "I'm investigating the false claims of Mignon Cosmetics to make women look younger. Period." I was incredulous, partly at Frances's own naiveté. "You're kidding. That's it?" She frowned and nodded. "Was Claire Satterfield helping you?" I asked. "I didn't even know who Claire Satterfield was before the accident," Frances replied. Her tone indicated that she sure wished she had known Claire. Just think of all the information a Mignon sales associate could have provided. . . . "But why did you bother to find out she'd had other boyfriends? Why do you think she was deliberately run down?" "Background, Goldy, background. The claims are what's news." "But for heaven's sake, those claims are not news. This so-called story has been in books, newspapers, magazines, on radio and television. Haven't you read any Naomi Wolf? “Get real." "What are you talking about?" she said bitterly. She blew smoke out her nostrils. "I beg to differ." "Look, Frances," I said. "In their hearts, women know all this outrageously expensive goop doesn't make them look younger. But the cosmetics people try to guilt-trip every female in the country into feeling they have to do something to take care of themselves. Otherwise, these companies want women to believe, they'll grow old and ugly. They'll never have money, a husband, a white picket fence, a lover, a fur coat, a station wagon, and somebody to drive away with when you get a flat tire. That's the name of the cosmetics game." She glared at me and held the cigarette aloft. "Foucault-Reiser is the parent company of Mignon. F-R has been experimenting with cosmetics for thirty years. And experimenting in ways you would not believe," she added darkly. In my mind's eye, I saw heaps of rabbit carcasses. Hard to take on an empty stomach. "Well, I guess I sort of would – " Heedless, Frances went on: "Foucault-Reiser launched the hideously expensive Mignon line five years ago, with all kinds of wild claims, fancy packaging, and questionable products. Control the destiny of your face. Like hell. Large pink plastic jars of cream didn't sell, so Mignon switched to dark green glass jars with gold lids, the kinds of containers you imagine once held royal jewels and medieval potions. The message was: This is magic stuff. Sales took off." I nodded and remembered eons ago, when Arch asked if he could have one of my empty perfume jars for a Dungeons and Dragons prop. Frances reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle of makeup. "Nobody wants a jar of mud – otherwise known as foundation – with a little white plastic top." She wrenched the shiny cover off the lid, revealing – sure enough – a white plastic top. "But they put a tall gold top over the white plastic so that consumers will think they're getting something of infinite value. And then there's perfume. . ." I groaned, ready to admit she had a story. But she was on a roll. Frances made a face. " 'I need something really sexy,' I told that woman with the French twist. She sold me Ardor." Frances brandished a heart-shaped bottle of perfume. "Funny, she sold Ardor to my neighbor for her eighty-year-old mother, whose sexiest social engagement is when her garden club plants bulbs. And the same sales associate, Harriet, told the daughter of the head of the Journal advertising department that Ardor was just the right perfume for a girl to start wearing to school. She's twelve, Goldy. Sales of Ardor, as you might imagine, have taken off. And speaking of sales, if their associates don't keep up their quotas, they're fired. Kaput. So these same sales associates, of which your Claire S. was one, make claims to customers that get more and more bizarre. More and more outlandish. No one has challenged Mignon, and I'm going to be the one who does it." "Oh yeah? And just how're you going to do that?" She rustled around in one of her bags and held up a small rectangular box. It was covered with navy-blue satiny paper crossed with thin gold and silver stripes. "Mignon Gentle Deep-cleansing Soap with Natural Grains. Twenty bucks. It's soap, period, with about a dime's worth of ingredients, including" – she peered at the label – "ah-ha, oatmeal! But it'll chap your skin if you use too much of it. Did you hear what that Harriet Wells said to me?" She glared at me indignantly. " 'Cleans deeply but gently into the pores. Restores the original state of your skin!' " Frances grunted. "Crap. Soap robs the skin of lipids. Use it as much as old Harriet says to, and you'll have a nice red face." "Don't you think people know – ?" "No, I don't think people know anything, I think people believe what they're told." She reached into the bag again, then held up a tall rectangular box covered with the same elaborate decoration. "Magic Pore-closing Toner? Forty-five bucks? To do what? They swear it tones the pores. As if your skin cells were muscles, ha. You want an astringent, try witch hazel. If you need anything at all. Oh, and did you happen to notice this fall they're going to be adding Mediterranean Sea Kelp to their Magic Pore- closing Toner? Link any cosmetic with something European, and it's a sure sell. And this!" She thrust a squat jar of cream at me. "Did you hear all the baloney that Harriet-woman was feeding me about how she was sixty-two and this moisturizer stuff stopped her aging process? This junk doesn't even have sunscreen in it! Hate to tell maybe – early-fifties Harriet, but that's the only thing that'll prevent wrinkles, and folks need to start using it when they're young or they're sunk. Biochromes, my ass. What the hell is a biochrome, I ask you?" Her black-striped eyes opened wide. "It was never mentioned in any biology class I ever took. Or in chemistry. Or physiology. Or dermatology, for that matter." I clapped. "Yeah, yeah. They're going to run all this in the Mountain Journal. And the wife of your publisher is never going to wear makeup again. Is the Journal bankrolling you in this undercover operation?" I gestured to the red shoes, the bags of cosmetics, and her dress. Before she could answer, however, I got that strange feeling I’d been having the last two days, the kind I used to get when the Jerk was following me in his Jeep after we were separated. I’d been having the feeling a lot lately: on the highway coming to the banquet when I’d veered in front of a pickup, just after the helicopter passed over; during the storm night before last, when I thought I saw the light go on in the pickup at the end of our driveway; even at the Mignon counter this morning. As I sat next to Frances, the feeling began again as a kind of prickling along the back of my neck. I looked up for the pizza-eating teenagers, but saw only a sudden movement toward one of the tents, the kind of thing you catch out of the corner of your eye. "What is it?" Frances demanded, her senses ever acute to some emotional change in the person to whom she was talking. "Goldy, what's the matter?" I looked around and saw absolutely nothing suspicious. This was what happened when you didn't get enough sleep, I told myself. Or enough food. You had hallucinations. A teenager with long, stringy brown hair hopped onto the store roof where we sat and approached us. He said, "Uh, who's the caterer?" I identified myself and the fellow said, "Somebody said to tell you there's a message for you over at your booth." "From whom?" I demanded. But he had turned his back. When I called out to him again, he shrugged without turning and loped back off into the food fair crowd. "I'll go," Frances said firmly as she gathered up her glossily wrapped parcels. "It might be the rent-a-thug. I could vouch that you've been sitting here berating me for the last fifteen minutes. Besides, you need to eat your lunch." I smiled at Frances's ill-disguised nosiness, at her sudden insincere concern about my need for nourishment. "Nah," I told her lightly, "it's probably the food fair people. Or maybe it's a new client. I'll be right back." But she ignored me. We walked across the roof and maneuvered back onto the top of the parking garage. I told the money-takers that Frances was helping me, and didn't need a bracelet because she didn't eat normal food. They waved her through. The jazz band had gone on break. Their audience had dispersed and turned their ravenous attention back to the booths. "Okay," I said, as if granting Frances permission for what she was going to do anyway. "Let me get just a quick bite to eat first, and then we'll see what the message is." The crowd buoyed me along to the booth of a vegetarian Mexican restaurant. I chose a burrito stuffed with roasted peppers, tomatoes, and onions. It dripped with guacamole and melted cheddar, and sour cream oozed out of both sides when I took a bite. The American Heart Association definitely wouldn't approve. My mouth full, I thought of Marla and resolved to get really serious about lowfat cooking. Tomorrow. "Enjoy," said Frances with a laugh. "Isn't this where your booth was?" The booth had been abandoned early by the barbecue people. I guess "all you can eat" had been more than they could handle. They'd even pulled down the flaps on the tent, as if to say nobody was home. Frances pulled up the flap and peered into the dark interior. I stepped up beside her and felt the hot, stuffy air inside. There was a plastic bag taped to the near table. "There it is," said Frances as she stepped confidently forward. "Wait," I said. "Frances," I said again sharply, "wait." But I couldn't restrain her; one of my hands held the burrito, the other the tent flap. There was a sudden movement. I heard the intake of breath that accompanies effort. "Frances!" I shouted. "Help!" she cried. Stale air swished against my face. Something was coming at us. Because of my years with the Jerk, I had learned how to protect myself from a potential assault. The air – or maybe it was liquid, I realized – whooshed. I dropped the burrito and buckled forward. "Duck!" I shouted to Frances. A loud sloosh traveled through air. It was coming toward Frances and me. The smell was familiar. . . acrid. It was a bucket of bleach water. "Close your eyes!" I screamed to Frances. I shut mine tight, held my breath, and covered my face with my hands. The water cascaded over my doubled-over body in a hard, heavy slap. Cold liquid saturated my chef's jacket. Someone pushed past me. One of the canvas tent flaps brushed my legs and I heard footsteps. But with the possibility of bleach anywhere nearby, I knew better than to open my eyes. "Frances! Are you there? Keep your eyes shut, it's chlorine bleach!" A stream of loud, inventive curses came from about a yard away. Yep – Frances was there. "Back out of the tent," I ordered, ignoring her angry protests. "Follow my voice. Go slow." Still doubled-over, my hands covering my face, I treaded backward slowly. Soon, cooler air indicated I was outside the tent. I felt metal. Moving metal. A baby stroller. "Help!" I cried. "I have bleach on me! Don't let any get on the baby!" A woman screamed and the metal veered away. I started to lose my balance. Voices erupted all around and within a few seconds I felt a large, gentle hand on my shoulder. An adult? A teenager? Whoever had assaulted us? The hand guided me sideways. "Come on," a man's calm voice urged. "Let me get you a towel." "I have a friend with me. She needs help too." "The red dress?" asked the voice. "I'm holding her arm." More colorful curses indicated this was true. I sighed. Over the acrid stink of the bleach, the welcome aroma of coffee came close. The masculine voice attached to the hand on my shoulder asked someone for a couple of towels. A piece of cloth with the consistency of a dish towel was placed over my head and tucked around my ears. My sodden hair was being expertly wrapped, turban-style. "Please," I said, "I need some plain water to rinse my face – " "All right, stand back, everybody," came another male voice, a familiar one. It was Pete, the espresso man. "Goldy, I'm going to toss a pitcher of plain water in your face," he warned, up close. "It's not cold, not hot. Well, maybe a little cool. Just relax. Then I'm going to do the same for your friend." A splash of liquid hit my face and neck. Another towel was thrust in my face and I vigorously scrubbed my cheeks, forehead, and eyes free of bleach and eye makeup. Frances yelped when the water gushed on her, but then she fell silent, no doubt engaged in the same drying activity. I straightened and felt the cool bleach water trickle down inside my clothes. I opened my eyes, sure that my makeup had run together into one unholy mess. A sea of curious faces surrounded me. The one recognizable face was Pete's. The person guiding me had brought me to the front of Pete's espresso booth. Instead of wondering just what had happened in the tent, my first ridiculous thought was: How in the world did Pete get a booth for the whole four-hour time period, when I had to share mine with the barbecue folks? "Goldy?" Pete's grin was benevolent. "Do you and your friend want some coffee with a couple of shots of brandy? How about a couple of dry sets of clothes? On the house." Half the folks in the crowd laughed, as if the whole incident were some kind of stunt arranged by the fair people for the band's break. As I accepted Pete's offer of coffee, I searched faces for anyone familiar – malevolent or otherwise. But whoever had done this appeared to be long gone. At my side, Frances was brusquely demanding to know what was going on, had anyone seen anything? Anyone seen someone rush out of the tent? Ignoring her, I waved at the person approaching us. It was Julian. The crowd, sensing that the entertainment was over, dispersed. Only a couple of stragglers remained. Maybe they were hoping the bleach bath would belatedly eat through our clothes or skin. "Listen," said a deep voice from behind me. The first thing I noticed, looking up, was that his long-sleeved shirt was wet. My eyes traveled upward to the delicate features of his face, to the mop of frizzed, Warhol-type white-blond hair. I had seen this tall man that morning, that day, in Prince & Grogan. It was Charles Braithwaite. "I . . . I helped you," he faltered. The skin at the side of his earnest blue eyes crinkled with concern. He was in his thirties, maybe early forties, but because of his height and his extreme thinness, his age was difficult to determine. "I . . . I wrapped those towels around the two of you. But you need to rinse that stuff out of your hair, ladies. Either that or you're both going to look like skunks. Dark on both sides and a white stripe down the middle." His palm pressed his long, pale hair over to the side in a practiced gesture. I groaned. "Oh, that's just great." I took the cup of spiked coffee that Pete offered and wondered what Charles Braithwaite was doing first at Mignon, then at the food fair. Tom's words echoed in my ears: Someone who's too helpful . . . someone who's always around. . . Frances demanded if Pete had seen anything. When he said no, she took a large swallow of her drink and said it was too hot. Did he have a phone, she wanted to know, she had to call her boss. Pete laughed. No phone. He handed us T-shirts and sweat pants that listed his location and all the curative powers of coffee. The man was an advertising genius. I turned back to my tall, blond savior. If that was what he was. "Did you see what happened to us?" I asked. "Did you see anyone else come out of the tent?" He shook his head. "I heard you," he replied. "Then the two of you stumbled out of the tent. I smelled the bleach, and then I came over. . . ." "Yes, thanks," I said lamely. He nodded. His light blue wrinkled rayon shirt, now streaked with liquid, fell unfashionably from his thin shoulders. He was wearing dark slacks and old-fashioned tie-up saddle shoes. His canoelike feet were at least a size fourteen. Frances blew noisily on her coffee, then turned her attentions to the tall man. "What are you doing here?" she demanded abruptly. Charles Braithwaite blushed to the roots of his filament-like hair. The saddle shoes began to inch away. "Well, as I was telling your friend. . . I was here because. . . well, let's see. . . I heard the two of you yelling – " "What in the hell – " Julian began as he rushed up, puffing. He was still wearing his serving clothes from the morning. "Goldy? And you?" He looked quizzically at Frances. "From the newspaper? Why are you all wet? Why is your hair all wrapped – ? Dr. Braithwaite! What's going on . . . why are you here?” I looked curiously at our tall, gangly rescuer, who again mumbled something along the lines that he had to go. "Goldy, what happened to you?" Julian demanded. "Did you all fall into some water, or what?" "We'll be at your place tomorrow, on the Fourth," I said to an increasingly uncomfortable Charles Braithwaite. "Maybe you could show me your greenhouse –" "No. I can't show anyone," mumbled Dr. Charles Braithwaite, embarrassed. He brushed a shock of white hair out of his eyes. "You need to get some dry. . ." His long fingers gestured awkwardly in my direction. Irritated, Julian hovered over me. "What happened to you?" he asked again. "Somebody threw a bucket of bleach water on us," I answered with resignation. "Whoever it was said there was a message at my booth. Frances was trying to help – " Frances narrowed her eyes at Charles Braithwaite. Alarmed by the predatory assessment in them, the doctor began to sidle away. Unabashed, Frances caught him by his wet sleeve to halt his retreat. "Doctor Charles Braithwaite," she said in an accusing, parental tone. "Thanks for helping us, indeed. You were at the Mignon Cosmetics counter this morning. Now you're here. Just what kind of interest does a world-famous microbiologist have in a cosmetics company? Eh, Charlie-baby?" Holding Charles's sleeve with one hand and the wet turban on her head with the other, Frances glared ominously at her prey. Being wet and disoriented can put one at a disadvantage. Not so Frances, whose crimson dress was already drying with a large orange stripe down its center. Over in the heart of the food fair, the jazz band returned from their break and began a blues riff. Charles Braithwaite glanced fearfully at me, then stared longingly in the direction of the jazz band, as if the soothing music could bail him out. Julian, meanwhile, had followed our wet trail to the tent that had been my booth that morning and our attacker's hiding place this afternoon. He angrily whipped back the tent flaps and then quickly strode around the entire tent. At each corner he threw the flaps up, as if daring an intruder to be concealed there. At the back of the tent he stopped short. I shivered inside my cold, wet clothes and tried to ignore the fact that Frances was fiercely interrogating Charles Braithwaite concerning his interest in the mall and the food fair. Here at the mall for no reason? I wanted to say to him. Looking for your blue rose, maybe? It's at the sheriff's department. Julian came around the side of the tent holding a clear plastic bag with tape on it. He'd removed it from the table. Inside the plastic bag was a single sheet of paper. Julian ripped into the bag and offered me the contents. It was one of those cryptic messages we used to send in school, where the words and letters are cut out of magazines or newspapers. This note said: GOLDILOCKS GO HOME. AND STAY THERE.
11 “Well, I better, ah . .. I need to be going," said Charles Braithwaite in a meek voice. He had somehow tugged free of Frances and was backing away. His wild, pale hair shone like a corona in the sunlight. "Glad to have been able to help. I have to meet somebody," he babbled as Frances made a step to follow him. "I want to thank you again in person," I called after him. "Maybe tomorrow, at your place! Your Fourth of July party, you know? Remember?" He didn't respond, not even to wave, as he slunk swiftly away. I turned back to Julian, who was puzzling over the note. "Okay, kiddo," I said, "did you go with Dusty on some field trip to his place?" "Oh, yeah. Don't you remember? It's awesome. But he's got a real hangup about security. He got all our names printed out on a list before we came in. Then he wanted to check our driver's licenses to make sure we were who we said we were, only not everybody had a license. And even though I think he believed we were who we said we were, Dr. Braithwaite still had covered some of his current experiments with tarpaulin before we came trooping through. It was a kick. Real secretive. You know, like he was the CIA or something." "Did you see any roses? Experimental roses?" "Oh, Goldy, he was doing all kinds of experiments. We just saw his equipment." I said, "Hmm." Tom could take care of Charles Braithwaite and his experiments. I didn't know what to do about the note. My clothes were damp. My heart was still beating hard. If the mall security force was as distasteful as Prince & Grogan's, they wouldn't be much help. Call Tom asap, my inner voice warned. If you don't let him know you've been attacked, he's going to be mightily upset. "Listen, Julian, could you put the flaps down and let me go into the tent and change? I still need to see Marla today." He obeyed in silence. Frances, hands on the hips of her' wet dress, squinted thoughtfully at the departing Charles Braithwaite. Then she gathered up the clothes Pete had given her and slipped into the tent next to me. The flap thumped down into place. "What do you suppose is going on?" she hissed as I removed my sticky chef’s jacket. "I have no idea." I peeled off my skirt and decided to keep my underwear on. It was only slightly damp. But my skirt surely resembled one of Arch's tie-dying projects. My fingers grasped the dressing-room storage key; I slipped it into my splotched bra. I didn't even want to picture what bleach would do to my hair. My thoughts were on Charles Braithwaite. Why had he been up on the roof? Maybe there'd been a breach in his security. Had the blue rose been stolen from him? Why? And what possible connection could it – and Braithwaite – have with Claire's murder? I struggled into the clothes from Pete and rubbed my arms. "I'll call you later," Frances said abruptly, I need to go talk to our helper." She quickly gathered up her wet belongings and ducked out of the tent. I felt a surge of pity for Charles Braithwaite. But I envied Frances, too, as I was also desperate to know more about what the reclusive scientist was up to. "When I emerged from the tent wearing my new duds and shaking my damp hair, Julian was sitting on the concrete, looking depleted. Fairgoers gave him occasional curious glances. But most rushed around and past him, like stream water flowing around a rock. "What is it?" I asked him. "Feeling sick?" He didn't respond right away. Finally he looked at me. His face was patchy and covered with the familiar sheen of sweat produced by the exertion of cooking and serving. His eyes glittered with a wetness he wasn't about to acknowledge. "God, I don't know. I'm just so tired.” "I told you not to do that damn chamber brunch." I helped him up. "How'd it go, anyway?" His voice was weary. "Fine. And that's not it." He brushed himself off and rubbed his knuckles, raw from too much washing, on his white caterer's shirt. "I called Tom, the way you said. He said that when they get here, Claire's parents are taking her body back to Australia. They're not even going to have a memorial service in Colorado." "Julian, I’m sorry." "It doesn't matter." His toneless voice wrenched my heart. "Something else. After the chamber brunch, Marla's nurse at the hospital called. She said they're moving Marla into a private room, and she was asking for her nightgowns and her mail, and would someone from her sister's family go get her stuff?" I cursed at myself for forgetting. "Anyway," Julian went on, "I said I was the nephew and I would. Marla told the nurse where the spare key was and so now everything is in my car. I thought I should bring it down. Since I was planning to come anyway." Bless Julian. We picked up Marla's belongings from the Rover and I drove us to the hospital in the van. I checked the lobby's pay phones to call Tom. They were both in use. After some confusion at the reception desk, we found the right elevator and made our way to Marla's new private room. I clutched the jar of hand cream I'd bought at Prince & Grogan. Julian, his mouth pressed in a tight line, held a grocery sack full of bedclothes and mail. When we were on the right floor, I asked at the nurses' station when Marla was expected to be discharged. The on-duty nurse smiled and said probably tomorrow, and they certainly were going to miss her! I grinned back. Sure. "Oh, I swear, finally!" Marla said when we entered the room. She was lying in bed, looking even more uncomfortable and depressed than the day before. Tony Royce, a thick-mustached equities analyst who was Marla's current boyfriend, sat on a ventilation unit next to a window. In a corner of the room sat a nurse, one I recognized from the Coronary Care Unit. The nurse announced softly: "Two visitors, Miss Korman.” Marla said, "Tony, I need to see my family. Okay?" Tony Royce appraised Julian and me the way you would cattle, then snorted. "They're not your family!" But he propelled himself off the ventilation unit anyway and sauntered toward the door. Because my income did not allow me to invest heavily in equities, Tony viewed me as being from a lower rung on the evolutionary ladder. I didn't much like him, either, but I kept that to myself. Usually, like now, I ignored him. "How are you?" I asked Marla gently. "Did the atherectomy go okay?" Marla raised a warning finger and whispered, "I guess so. It's over, that's the best part. Notice the private room and nurse?" I nodded. For the first time in three days, I saw a tiny, brief smile cross Marla's face. I guessed she'd finally convinced someone to look up her record of contributions to the hospital. I smiled too, but then noticed Tony Royce standing by the door. Since Tony had not been to the hospital since Marla had her attack, he was probably feeling as bereft as I had the first day. On the other hand, his relationship with Marla rested largely on the fact that she was one of his best clients. Maybe he was just being difficult. "I'm sorry," the nurse said with more insistence, "the patient can't have more than two visitors." I glanced at Julian. His eyes pleaded with mine. I relented. "Okay," I said. "Stay here and I'll walk out with Tony." "Oh, thanks a lot," Tony said jokingly as I took him by the arm and propelled him out the door and into the hall. "Come on, you've been with her today and we haven't," I told him. "Besides, I need to ask you a financial question." "You? A financial question?" He looked at my borrowed outfit. "What, coffee futures? You're talking about a lot of money." "What do you know about a company run by someone called Reggie Hotchkiss?" "You mean Hotchkiss Skin & Hair?" When I nodded, he massaged his mustache with his index finger. "Not much. Why, Goldy? You interested in the stock? I'm not sure they're publicly owned." "I'm interested in the company. Can't you just find out; how they're doing? I'll pay you in cookies." He snorted again and said he'd see what he could do. He gave another you've-got-to-be-kidding assessment of my damp hair and sweatsuit proclaiming the virtues of Pete's coffee. Back in the private room, the drabber-than-yesterday's hospital gown and absence of her usual twinkling barrettes and jewelry made Marla's depressed visage seem even more washed out than during either of my previous visits. "Do you. . . want me to stay?" Julian asked Marla when I returned. He hesitated, perched beside a turquoise chair of molded plastic. "I know you probably need to be with Goldy. I just. . . wanted to bring you your stuff. And see how you were doing." The juxtaposition of needing to see one person and perhaps wanting to see another was not lost on Marla. "Stay," she said weakly. "I need as many friends as I can get, at this point. And the nurse says I can have longer visits now, anyway." "Thirty minutes," came the calm admonition from the corner. Marla held out her hand to Julian. "Here I am thinking of myself, and I understand you've had the worst news. I'm so sorry about Claire." Julian took her hand and looked at it. His shoulders slumped. "Thanks, Marla. I'm sorry too." Eventually he let go of her hand and flopped into the chair. I asked her how she felt now that she'd survived the atherectomy. She told me to lean in close, then whispered that her groin and back were still killing her. Then she told us she'd talked to the private nurse arranged to start when she came home. The nurse would double as a driver, and this seemed to relieve her. I sat in Tony's place by the window. The ventilation unit blew chilled air out onto my calves. Outside the window, people of all ages in athletic gear walked and jogged around a paved track. They weren't patients, I wagered, but doctors, nurses, and administrators. In any event, it wasn't exactly the view I'd want if I'd just had a heart attack while running. I thought I could see Dr. Lyle Gordon lumbering through his laps. If Marla could have seen him, she would have made a joke about it. That was her way. But she was still flat in the bed, and every few minutes her mood seemed to sink a little lower. The three of us sat for a while, saying nothing. "How's Arch?" Marla asked finally. Julian and I fell over each other saying how great Arch was, wearing his Panthers shirt and doing tie-dying, and looking for old Beatles and Herman's Hermits records. "I think I have some Eugene McCarthy buttons in my attic," Marla said feebly. We all fell silent again, the brief spark in our conversation like a fire gone cold. "Well, show me what you brought," Marla tried again. Julian picked up the bag and delicately unloaded the articles and mail onto the foot of the bed. I picked up the bedclothes and folded them into reasonable clumps before stacking them on the bedstand within Marla's reach. Marla took the pile of mail from Julian and sorted through it without interest. "Oh, boy, the doctor's not going to like this," she said, holding up a postcard. She read, "From my mother, post-marked Lucerne. 'Have found a perfectly wonderful couple to hang around with and will be going to their chateau for a month! I'll write again when I have their address.' " She tossed the postcard on the floor. "So much for Mom coming in to lend a hand." "Jeez," said Julian, "can't you write to her General Delivery or something?" "It's one thing if it's Bluff, Utah, Big J.," Marla told him affectionately. "It's another if it's the entire country of Switzerland. This couple probably latches on to Americans and brings them to their rented chateau to give them a big pitch and swindle them out of millions of dollars on some stock deal in Mexico. Wouldn't be the first time for dear Mom. I actually think she enjoys it." She stared at another postcard. "I already told good old Lyle Gordon all he needs to know about our family history. I got the ‘you-are-going-to-die-if-you-don't-change-your-ways' speech." She gave me a mournful look. "No more goodies from Goldy's kitchen." She sighed again and turned her face toward the window. "God, I'm better off dead." "Don't worry," I said, too quickly. "I'm going to cook all lowfat food for you. And it'll be so delicious you won't be able to tell it's good for you." She closed her eyes. "You hate cooking diet stuff." "I'm going to learn to like it." "Oh, to be thin!" Marla said with a hoarse laugh. "I may get there after all. The hard way." "Don't," I said. Then my eyes fell on a FedEx package on the white hospital bedspread. "What's this? Want me to open it?" She nodded. I ripped it open and handed it to her. After a moment, she grunted. "It's from Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. They always want to impress their customers with how they're getting you all the latest things. You know Reggie Hotchkiss, Goldy. Don't you? He was a big radical with the S.D.S. and got his picture in Life magazine ages ago. He went to jail for destroying federal property and dodging the draft and all that." "Destroying federal property? What kind?" "Oh, I don't know. Let me think." She took a deep breath. "Oh, yeah. After he burned his draft card and failed Ito break into the CIA, he tried to drive his mother's Bentley up the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, and hit a lamppost en route. That was the picture that was in Life," she added. "Someone said it was all propaganda from the British car maker. You must have seen him around town, he goes to everything." "The only time I saw Reggie Hotchkiss up close and personal, I was trying to eavesdrop on a conversation he was having with Dusty Routt about Mignon products. She said he was going to get into trouble." Marla sputtered, "The guy's a genuine yuppie, Goldy. The last thing he would do is get into trouble when he's trying to take over his mother's cosmetics business." She frowned at me. "Haven't you ever had a facial at his place?" I laughed. "No, can't say that I have. Haven't had the time, money, or inclination. Especially since I've been knee-deep in nonfat dips and chocolate tortes." "And ducking bleach water," Julian interjected. Marla ignored him and handed me a yellow piece of paper. "Well, here's a free coupon for the facial. You have to buy fifty bucks' worth of cosmetics from their fall line, though, so you might not want to use it. God knows I won't be able to." I glanced at the coupon, then flipped through the slick pamphlet from Hotchkiss. The glossy photographs were of boxes, bottles, and jars of soap, cream, toners, makeups of various shapes, sizes, colors. What confused me was how the printing underneath each photograph was imperfectly aligned with the products. It was as if the photos had been taken long before, and the descriptions added hastily, just before the pamphlet went out. . . . Wait a minute. Fall into Color with Hotchkiss Skin & Hair! Hadn't I just had those very words printed at the top of a banquet menu? Hotchkiss Magic Pore-closing Toner with Mediterranean Sea Kelp – tones skin as it closes pores! Hotchkiss Patented Extra Rich Nighttime Replacement Moisturizer with Goat Placenta-slows down the aging process scientifically! Ultra Gentle Eye Cream Smoother with Swiss Herbs – firms eye area with secret European formula! Hot Date Blush. Chocolate Mousse Lipstick. Unbelievable. The words and descriptions were virtually the same. I thought again of Reggie Hotchkiss, the man with the persistent questions at the Mignon counter. But this mailer had gone out yesterday morning. My bet was that it had been hastily printed and FedEx'd the day after the Mignon banquet, when Mignon's latest products were unveiled. He was there. He had been. What had Dusty said? We saw you. Maybe Claire had seen him too. Maybe she wasn't supposed to. I tucked the coupon into the loaned sweatpants. I had to talk to Tom, the sooner the better. I scanned Marla's face, and saw that fatigue was finally triumphing over her desire – her need – to be with family. Julian and I made noises about leaving. Eyes half-closed, she protested weakly. "Tony told me a friend of his played golf three days after he had a heart attack." “Golf sucks," Julian observed. The weak smile widened. Marla shifted her bulky body around under the sheets, trying to get comfortable. "Tony thinks I should go to this dinner party with him tomorrow in the club. Since I'm pressuring Gordon to bust me out tomorrow, it's a possibility. I can't imagine anything more depressing than being at home alone when all the fireworks go off, anyway." "A party?" I said, confused. “A golf party?" “Golf parties suck," Julian contributed. Now Marla seemed to be having trouble breathing. But she inhaled and struggled onward anyway. The nurse in the corner looked up from her notes. The EKG machine did: not seem to be registering any distress, however, so she stayed put. Marla went on. "No, no, at the Braithwaites' big estate, do you know them? She's quite the socialite and he's a – " "Scientist," I said. "I know. Please don't talk about it. Marla, do you need the nurse to come over here?" She pressed her dry lips together and shook her head. "Do you know the people having the party?" "Yes, of course I know them. But I thought you knew them. I'm catering the dinner, for goodness' sake. And Babs Braithwaite said you recommended me." I thought back to Babs's chatter about Marla. I said, almost to myself, "So how did she hear about me if you didn't – " "Oh, Goldy, for heaven's sake!" interjected Julian in a harsh whisper. "You've got ads. You're in the Yellow Pages! You're doing the food fair. Why does it matter how she heard about you?" Marla had fallen asleep. Her chest rose and fell regularly. Julian and I tiptoed out of the hospital room and stopped in the hall. I faced Julian suddenly. "I'll tell you why it matters. Babs Braithwaite lied." He gave me a patronizing look. "This is the Braithwaites we're talking about? The scientist who's married to the woman who slammed into the Rover" – he demonstrated by whacking his hands together – "when she said I didn't put on my turn signal? Which I did." "The very same." "Goldy, she's a cow. She'd lie about anything." "That rich cow called me before she hit you, and said she'd heard so much about me from Marla. Why lie about that?" "I don't know," he said, resigned. "Look, here's a pay phone. If you're going to call Tom, you'd better do it." I got Tom's voice mail at the sheriff's department. Where was he? I asked the tape. I added he might want to keep checking into Hotchkiss Skin & Hair, that they seemed to be involved in some very obvious industrial espionage with Mignon, courtesy of Reggie Hotchkiss. Dusty Routt, I said, claimed there was no relationship between Claire and Shaman Krill. I also told Tom there was an observation area behind the mirrors in the ladies' dressing room on the Prince & Grogan second floor, and that he might want to check out the Braithwaites. And Charles Braithwaite, I said finally, was deeply involved with roses. Blue ones, maybe? Suddenly, I decided not to tell Tom about the bleach water or the threatening note. I knew he would get extremely upset. Julian gave me a curious glance, so I hung up and we took off for the mall garage to get the Range Rover. But retrieving the Rover was not that easy. Neither of us could remember where he'd left his car. As we drove up and down and back again, Julian became increasingly agitated. It had been stolen, he insisted. We'll find it, I assured him. The garage was just very confusing. I began another circle of the levels of the packed parking structure. No Rover. Finally we decided to hunt on foot. I parked in the first available free spot. The parking space was by the shoe store's entrance where, unfortunately, the Spare the Hares! people were back in force. The war-painted crowd was larger and louder. They surged forward each time someone started toward the doors. They were chanting another slogan that buzzed in my ears. "Just walk quickly by them," I said under my breath to Julian, who had drawn in his chin and was staring at the chanting demonstrators. I absolutely hated walking by them. Every time I did, it seemed, something bad happened. "What are they saying?" he asked. "Hey, hey, Mignon Cosmetics! Get your hands off helpless rabbits!" Julian said, "Far out, man," and kept on walking. Kept on walking, that is, until Shaman Krill popped out from between two parked cars. The demonstrator was holding something long, furry, and stiff in one hand. I didn't want to look at it. When I tried to move away, Shaman Krill shadowed me. When I tried to duck around him, he followed. "Oh, no," I moaned. I wanted to look around for the police, but was afraid to take my eyes off Krill. "What's going on here?" Julian demanded. Krill did not heed him. He fastened his wild-eyed, Charles Manson gaze on me and leered. His small, pointed teeth gleamed eerily. Something shifted in the dark eyes of the angry, taut man in front of me. He was gleeful. He knew he was in control. I, of course, had seen that look many times before, in the eyes of the Jerk. "Hey!" shouted Krill in an exaggerated mockery of recognizing an old friend. "Food-fight lady! Look what I got! And this time your pig won't save your' He yanked the rabbit carcass upward; I recoiled. "You're history!" he screeched as he tossed the carcass at me. I ducked for the second time that day. The carcass bounced off my back. "That oughta even things up a little!" Shaman laughed hysterically. "No luck from that rabbit's foot!" "You're sick!" I shouted. I stood up, my fists clenched. "You're crazy!" "You're arrested," said Tom Schulz happily as he grabbed Shaman's arms. "For assault."
12 Another policeman, a fellow named Boyd whom I knew well, snapped on the handcuffs. The dead rabbit, I noticed, lay by the front left Cadillac tire. I wondered if they would have to take it as evidence. "Wow," said Julian, brightening. "That was cool. Talk about just in the nick of time, man, I'm impressed." "So this is where you've been." I walked quickly over to Tom. "Why didn't you tell me you were staking out the garage to look for Krill?" "Because we haven't been here that long – " "Tom, I really need to talk to you. You wouldn't believe the things that have happened today – " "Life-endangering things?" he queried, holding tight to a struggling Shaman Krill. "You pig!" shouted Krill. "You idiot!" "Well, not exactly – " I said. "Look, Miss G., we just got a tip" – he aimed his remark at Krill – "from a real member of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals that this guy was here. They call you the volunteer cheerleader," he told Krill. He turned back to me. "Goldy, where'd you get those clothes?" "Oh, it's a long story." "It always is with you." He eyed Julian. "Is he okay?" "Who can tell? Check your voice mail when you're finished with this guy." I'll finish you!" Krill yelled, but no one was listening. Officer Boyd picked up the rabbit carcass with gloved hands and put it into a paper evidence bag, and then the three of them took off in a sheriff's department vehicle. Who, I wondered, was Shaman Krill really working for? Two levels down, Julian and I finally found the Rover. Julian drove me back to my van and we arrived home in tandem around six o'clock. When we came through the door, the melancholy rhythm of "Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band" reverberated down the stairs from Arch's room. When I called to him, he replied that he was testing a strobe light and would be there in a minute. Trying to focus on things domestic in general and on dinner in particular, I opened the walk-in. Wrapped triangles of creamy Port Salut, tangy Brie, and crumbly Gorgonzola cheeses beckoned. Tom had made a sign that said Ours! with an arrow pointing to the shelf below, to distin- guish the extravagant purchases of foodstuffs he made for our newly formed family. I could always count on that shelf to bulge with the choicest berries and other produce, the ripest cheeses, the most expensive seafoods. I was trying to decide from the Ours! shelf when Arch arrived in the kitchen, still wearing the Panthers shirt. He'd found a pair of round-framed sunglasses and strap-up-the-legs sandals to go with the shirt. He looked like a beachcomber. "I'm hungry," he announced unceremoniously. "In fact, I'm going to faint if I don't have some food." He lifted up the sunglasses and glanced at my outfit, then at my face and hair. "Gosh, Mom, you look weird. I know you like coffee, but don't you want to advertise your business instead of Pete's?" "Arch, please. . ." "All right, all right. Just. . . when are we going to eat? I mean, I don't want to be rude, but it's been a hundred hours since lunchtime." "Well, I was kind of thinking of taking a shower first," I said hopefully. Arch moved the sunglasses down his nose, clutched his stomach, and made his eyeballs bulge. "Oh, stop," I grumbled. So much for the shower. Marla was coming home the next day, in any event, and if I was going to follow through on my promise to do some lowfat cooking for her, now was the time. "Dinner in forty-five minutes?" I asked brightly. Arch looked around the empty kitchen. No food was started. The table was covered with advertisements for the fair. "What are you fixing?" he asked dubiously. "Why don't you let me – " Julian began. "Absolutely not," I broke in, "you're taking a break. I'm fixing pasta," I said noncommittally to Arch. Pasta was always a safe bet. What did I have on hand? Hard to remember, since Tom had taken it upon himself to buy so many goodies for us. "What kind?" my son wanted to know. "Arch – " "Maybe you'd just better let me order in from the Chinese place." "Hey, kiddo! What are you, the plumber's son who can't get his leaky sink fixed for a year? I'm going to cook dinner! I may be in professional food service, but I always fix the meals around here, don't I?" "Well, not always – " he began, but when he saw my glowering expression, he fell silent. Julian came to my rescue. "Come on, Arch, let's go listen to rock groups for a while." Julian tousled Arch's brown hair that stuck out at various angles. Since it was summertime, I never told him to comb it. Worrying about the prep school's dress and appearance code didn't start until fall. Arch pulled away. "You don't need to take care of me, Julian. I'm okay." "I'm not trying to take care of you. I really want to listen to some tunes." "But I can't on an empty stomach!" He narrowed his eyes at me, not to be dissuaded. "What kind of pasta? Fettuccine?" "Fettuccine Alfredo," I pledged. It was his favorite. If I promised it, maybe he'd quit hassling me and allow me to cook. On the other hand, how I would make a lowfat Alfredo – a dish that ordinarily required a stick of melted butter, two cups of heavy whipping cream, and loads of Parmesan cheese – was beyond my reckoning.
LOWFAT FETTUCCINE ALFREDO WITH ASPARAGUS
2 tablespoons finely chopped red onion 2 ½ cups diagonally sliced asparagus with tight tips (tough ends of stalks removed) 1 teaspoon (about 2 cloves) mashed and chopped baked garlic (see note) 1/3 cup nonfat dry milk 1 ½ cups skim milk or more as needed 1 ½ tablespoons Wondra instant-blending flour 2 tablespoons light process cream cheese product (not nonfat) 2/3 cup grated Parmesan cheese 9 ounces cholesterol-free fettuccine ½ cup chopped arugula
Heat a medium-size nonstick sauté pan. Remove from the heat and spray with vegetable oil spray. Add the onion and sauté over medium heat until limp, about 5 or 10 minutes. Add the asparagus and the garlic, cover the pan, and turn off the heat. (The steam from the onion will cook the asparagus.)
In a large skillet, combine the dry milk and skim milk and whisk until blended. Add the flour, stir, and cook over medium-high heat until thickened. In a small bowl, add 2 table- spoons of the hot sauce to the cream cheese and stir until smooth. Return this mixture to the hot sauce. Add the Parmesan and stir until melted. Keep hot. If the mixture becomes too thick, thin it out with small amounts of skim milk. The consistency should be like cream, not gravy.
Cook the fettuccine in boiling water according to the package directions until it is al dente; drain. Add the hot pasta and the garlic and the vegetables to the sauce in the skillet. Stir and cook over medium-low heat until heated through. Serve garnished with chopped arugula.
Serves 4
Note: To bake the garlic, preheat the oven to 350 . Place a whole head of garlic in a small baking pan. Drizzle one teaspoon of live oil over the head of garlic; add ¼ cup water to the pan. Bake the garlic, loosely covered with aluminum foil, for 45 to 60 minutes or until the cloves are soft. The cloves will slip right out of their skins to be mashed, chopped, or served whole. The whole garlic cloves can be served as a side dish with any roast meat; the mashed garlic cloves are also delicious mixed with hot homemade mashed potatoes.



"I don't believe it," Arch replied stubbornly. "That's what they said when Eugene McCarthy won the New Hampshire primary," Julian interjected. Arch gaped at Julian in awe. "How'd you know that?" "You'd be surprised at what you can pick up," Julian said mysteriously. "Take the Vietnam protest, which had as one of its favorite slogans Johnson Withdraw! Like Your Father Should Have!” I yelled, "Julian!" Arch shrieked with laughter and scampered up the stairs. "Gosh, Goldy," Julian said in his get-a-life tone of voice. "Don't you think Arch knows about sex? Sometimes I wonder about you." Well, I thought as I desperately scanned my freezer for cholesterol-free fettuccine, sometimes I wondered about me too. Miraculously, I found a package of the right pasta. I started water to heat in the pasta pentola. The boys had turned off Sgt. Pepper, perhaps to discuss. . . well, I didn't want to think about it. I opened the kitchen window. A late afternoon breeze floated in along with trilling notes from the saxophone at the Routts' place. I smiled. Here we were in rural Colorado. and yet it felt as if our house sat across the alley from a New York jazz club. I chopped some red onion, then washed and sliced slender, brilliant-green asparagus that I had found in a tight bundle on the Ours! shelf. When I'd drizzled a bit of olive oil over a head of garlic and set it to bake in the oven, I thought back on the events of the day. Applying logic, or trying to. I'd gone into Prince & Grogan trying to find Claire's murderer. Tom had said it was all right to do some digging, as long as I didn't get into trouble. And I had gotten into trouble, or at least been busted by store security, doused with bleach water, and told to go home. But these weren't my fault, I rationalized. Besides, I thought as I got out Wondra flour, I was determined to help Julian recover from Claire's death. If I just knew why this happened, he had cried so helplessly here in the kitchen. Claire's life had revolved around Mignon. So it seemed logical to look at what she herself had called "that cutthroat cosmetics counter." And, I also rationalized as I measured, since I was a woman, like it or not I was more able to get gossipy-type information than Tom and his deputies at the sheriff's department ever would. The Mignon counter at Prince & Grogan, Westside Mall, was a place of high energy, high profit, high emotional stakes. I mean, where else could you go and be promised beauty and endless youth with such enthusiasm, conviction, and pain to your wallet? Where else did you have to watch for shoplifters, pretend to be decades older than your actual age, worry about spies from rival firms, and fend off wealthy pick-up artists in the form of weird scientists? I poked wildly through one of my drawers until I found a grater. I'd been able to help Tom before in his investigations. Of course, he'd never particularly welcomed my involvement until it was allover. And no matter how much I maintained Julian needed my help in figuring out what happened, my protestations would fall on deaf ears. Still. I'd heard Dusty say to Reggie Hotchkiss, We saw you. You are going to get into so much trouble. I'd been in that garage. I hadn't seen anybody except a crazy demonstrator. But I'd found a blue rose close to Claire's body. And that rose had perhaps been developed by Charles Braithwaite – the same Charles Braithwaite who, according to Dusty, had been infatuated by, and later broken up with, Claire Satterfield. And then there had been Babs Braithwaite, who had run into me at the top of the escalator, claiming that somebody was hiding in the women's dressing room. Only I hadn't found anybody in the dressing room. Except I'd unexpectedly encountered her husband again. This time Dr. Charlie had magically turned up on the roof. On the roof, that is, after Frances Markasian and I had been hit with an unhealthy dose of bleach water. I wondered if Charles Braithwaite would have had the courage to do that. . He didn't strike me as the courageous type. It was the bleach water, and the warning to go home, that made me realize I had to figure out what was going on with the murder of Claire Satterfield, no matter what Tom said. Instead of Frances Markasian being at my side when the chlorine came sailing through the air, it could have been Julian. It could have been Arch. Whoever had tried to warn me off would stop at nothing, it seemed. So I was in this thing until the bitter end. With that decided, I grated the pungent Parmesan cheese into golden strands. Then I rummaged through my cabinets for something that would be like cream and decided on mixing nonfat dry milk into skim milk. It didn't sound as good as whipping cream, it certainly didn't look as good as whipping cream, and I wasn't sure if it would taste anything like that favorite – and marvelously fattening – ingredient of food service people. But the mixture didn't have any fat in it, so it was definitely worth a shot. For Marla. I also retrieved a package of lowfat cream cheese from my refrigerator – one of the remnants of the Mignon banquet vegetable dip saga – and decided to blend some of that into the sauce, for richness. Or simulated richness, I thought dutifully, as I slowly poured the dry milk mixture over the flour and began to whisk vigorously. L As I stirred I tried to reflect. What could I deduce from . my latest visit to the mall? I was becoming quite an expert on that place: the location of the covered catwalk around the entrance, called a "blind" by the security people who liked to lurk there, the intricacies of hidden cameras trained and focused on customer transactions, the not-so-obsolete one-way mirrors. I glanced out my window. The pale leaves of the aspen trees in my backyard shuddered in the wind. The saxophone music lilting through the open windows made me think of Dusty-poor, eager, friendly Dusty, expelled from Elk Park Prep, losing a potential boyfriend in the form of Julian, losing another friend in the form of Claire, stepped on by ambitious fellow sales associate Harriet. And living in a house built by Habitat for Humanity, which was certainly a long way from the Aqua Bella mansion she'd yearned for aloud when we were sip- ping coffee on the mall's garage roof. But looking back on her exchange with Reggie Hotchkiss, it seemed to me that she'd been radiant, teasing, even flirtatious, before they'd argued. If it really was an argument, and not just more of a tease. In that relationship, Dusty was the sought after one. Dusty was the one with information. Or so, perhaps, Reggie Hotchkiss had made it appear. And then I thought of Harriet, perfectly coiffed, ambitious, keeping her distance from the inquisitive Reggie, even attempting to prevent Dusty from talking to him. Harriet had been working at that Mignon counter a lot longer than Dusty had, why didn't Reggie Hotchkiss ask her questions? Perhaps he had, or he'd tried to, yet she was loyal to the company. She certainly wouldn't want to jeopardize her commissions by telling secrets to the rival Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. Or would she? And what about the Braithwaites? Charlie was obsessed by more than science, that much was clear. Had he dropped the improbably hued rose near Claire's body? Why was Babs hanging out – literally – above the cosmetics counter, when I was hauled away by Stan White, Nick Gentileschi's henchman? Did Babs know what was going on between Charlie and Claire, if anything? I scooped out some of the thickened cream sauce into the dollops of cream cheese, whisked them together, then stirred the mixture back into the sauce. While this was heating I sautéed the red onion and then added the smashed cloves of baked garlic and the asparagus, covered the pan, and put it aside. The water was boiling. I dropped in the ribbons of pasta, decided to serve it with a salad of fresh raspberries and lightly steamed baby peas, and turned my attention to dessert. If we were going to have pasta with vegetables, then we could handle a dark, rich dessert. I decided on the fudge soufflé that I'd stumbled upon in my attempt to make Nonfat Chocolate Torte. When chocolate chips and skim milk were heating in the top of a double boiler, I beat egg whites with sugar, salt, and vanilla until they were fluffed and opaque. Then I swirled the chocolate and egg white mixtures together and put the resulting dark cloud of chocolate back in the double boiler to cook while we ate dinner. Next I stirred the shredded Parmesan into the fettuccine, vegetables, and sauce, heated this until the luscious-looking concoction was just bubbling, and called the boys. I looked at my watch: six forty-five. Amazing. Not that Arch would appreciate my culinary speed and skill, however.
FUDGE SOUFFLÉ
½ cup unsweetened cocoa powder ½ cup confectioners' sugar 1 cup skim milk 1/3 cup semisweet chocolate chips 5 egg whites ¼ cup sugar ½ teaspoon vanilla extract Lowfat whipped topping (optional)
Whisk the cocoa powder, confectioners' sugar, and milk in the top of a double boiler over boiling water until smooth. Add the chocolate chips and stir until the chips are melted. Stir and lower the heat to simmer.
In a large bowl, beat the egg whites until soft peaks form. Gradually add sugar and beat until stiff peaks form. Fold the vanilla and ½ cup of the chocolate mixture into the egg white mixture.
Bring the water in the bottom of the double boiler back to a boil. Stir the chocolate-egg white mixture into the chocolate mixture in the top of the double boiler. Using an electric beater or a whisk, beat this mixture for a minute or until it is well combined. Cover the double boiler and continue to cook over boiling water for 25 to 30 minutes or until the soufflé is puffed and set. Serve with lowfat whipped topping, if desired.
Serves 4
I put a call in to Tom and again got his voice mail. I told him we were eating the most delectable goodies for dinner that he could possibly imagine, and the later he got home, the less likely it was that he would get some. Mean, I knew, but tactics were tactics. And delectable the meal was. The cheesy, thickened cream sauce coated every delicate strand of fettuccine and crunchy bite of asparagus. The salad was light and refreshingly tart. Arch ate hungrily. Julian consumed nearly nothing. When I asked if they wanted fudge soufflé for dessert, he merely shrugged. As I began to clear the dishes, I again suggested to Julian that he go to bed instead of trying to help clean up or work on the Braithwaites' party. He wouldn't be much help on the Fourth if he was too exhausted to do anything. To my surprise, he assented and trudged up to his bunk. Arch, ecstatic that he'd get a double portion of dessert, gleefully sneaked away with it to the television room. Grateful for the quiet, I started to rinse dishes and place them in the dishwasher. It was half past eight. So much for Tom making it home for dinner. But as soon as I had that thought, the front-door latch popped. Tom strode in, stood at the kitchen threshold, opened his arms, and said, "You look beautiful." Hard to ignore my runaway, bleach-splotched hair, my face streaked with makeup, Pete's oversize Virtues of Coffee sweatsuit. "Is that a joke?" He circled me in an enormous hug. "Never," he whispered in my ear. For the first time that day, I relaxed. But then I tensed, trying to think of how to explain my appearance. "Some. . . bleach water spilled on me today." It was sort of the truth. Half of the truth. "Well, I wasn't going to ask. How's Marla?" His mouth close to my ear sent shivers down my spine. "Surviving. Want to taste some of the lowfat food I'm teaching myself to cook for her? Want to hear how I got into trouble today?" "Do I have to? I'd rather do something else," he murmured. "Incorrigible." "Beautiful." "Later." On that hopeful note, he reluctantly pulled away from me. I poured him a glass of red wine, started the fettuccine reheating, and asked if he'd listened to the voice mail. "Oh, yes," he replied with a broad smile. "Yes, yes. And I listened to my other messages too. Had a little visit with the horticultural powers that be. Seems Charles Braithwaite, Ph.D., is in the process of getting the blue rose patented, which takes quite a while. One thing you have to do when you're patenting a flower? You name it." I put a plateful of the steaming pasta in front of him. He wound up a spoonful of the fettuccine and downed it. His bushy eyebrows arched upward. "Gosh, Goldy, this is delicious. Lowfat?" "Don't act so surprised. What's Braithwaite going to name the rose? And did you do any research on Hotchkiss?” His green eyes twinkled. "Charles Braithwaite was naming his blue rose the Claire Satterfield." "Good Lord!" Arch stuck his head into the kitchen, waved to Tom, and announced he was going up to bed early. I must have looked stunned. At the beginning of July, Arch was rarely willing to hit the sack earlier than he did during the school year. "But –" I began. Arch pulled his mouth into a tight scowl. "I just don't want Julian to think I've abandoned him." "I'm sure he doesn't think you've – " But he was gone. I didn't go after him because the phone rang. It was Tony Royce. While Tom savored the fettuccine and polished off the salad, Tony informed me that Hotchkiss Skin & Hair was a privately held company that didn't have to report its profits and losses to shareholders, so the information he'd been able to get for me was sketchy. "That's okay," I told him. My pencil was poised. "Sketchy is better than zilch." "Hotchkiss Skin & Hair needs a face-lift, Goldy. We're talking major surgery." "Skip the puns, Tony – " But he was on a roll. "I mean," he persisted, "we're talking a company that puts a new wrinkle on financing!" I know Tony and Marla had fun together, and that she thought he was brilliant with money. But the substance of their relationship, I had to admit, I just didn't understand. "And their financial status is . . . ?" I prodded. "Who are you talking to?" Tom suddenly wanted to know. "Just a sec, Tony." I covered the phone. "Marla's boyfriend. He's an equities analyst, and he looked into Hotchkiss Skin & Hair for me." Tom was incredulous. "Doing the financial check on the company is our job. What are you doing?" I said defensively, "I just happened to run into Tony at the hospital. I'll tell you all about it." "You'd better." "Okay, Tony," I said back into the phone, ignoring the expression on Tom's face, "what's their financial status?" Tony Royce snorted. "Terrible, terrible. Hotchkiss has been giving facials for years, when women thought they needed them and would line up out the door to get one. But from a business standpoint, facials aren't exactly a big growth industry these days. They're labor-intensive. Which means expensive, and you can't do a huge markup on them. And, unless you've got a steady demand from the carriage trade to sustain your business, you're out of luck." He paused to sigh, taking deep satisfaction from being the man in the know. "But baby-boomer women. . . now, there's an interesting demographic group. The ones who have money mostly work outside the home, and they don't have time for facials. Or," he said with a chuckle, "no advertising genius has yet convinced these women that they need to have facials. So Mama Hotchkiss, sensing she needed to change with the times, decided to launch a new set of products designed for these very same baby-boomer women. It was called Renewal. Didja ever buy any Renewal, Goldy? I mean," he chuckled, "not that you need it or anything." "Can't say that I made that purchase, Tony." Another lugubrious sigh. "Neither did anybody else. Renewal flopped. Big-time. Mama Hotchkiss went to the bank for a loan. Nobody was biting, even when she offered free facials. Bankers don't like facials, Goldy. They prefer to look intimidating and ugly inside their expensive suits so that customers will bow down, scrape, and lick the floor." Speaking of licking and scraping, I checked on the soufflé that I was trying to keep warm for Tom. It was still dark and puffed. I removed the double-boiler top from the heat. I'd found that working with food often helps when listening to arrogant people on the telephone. "So," he persisted, "what do you think happened?" "Renewal flopped, just as you said," I replied. "But the business didn't go under. So . . . if a cake I'd staked my reputation on flopped, and I didn't lose the business, I'd develop a cookie. Or a torte. You have to sell something." "Take you out of that apron and put you in a banker's suit, Goldy." High praise indeed, considering the source. "Thanks. So Hotchkiss started to look for new products? But they needed more money for that, so they went to some pal of yours." "Hey. I know everyone in the Denver financial community, and I've lived here for only a little over a year." "You're marvelous. Forget the cookies, I'm going to have to pay you in brownies." Tony made a long hmmm noise. "So they got a loan to develop new products. Their business plan was drawn up by none other than – " "Reggie Hotchkiss!" I concluded triumphantly. "If you knew all this, why'd you ask me?" He sounded peeved. "I didn't know any of it, Tony. You did sketchy for me, I just filled in the holes. How long does Hotchkiss Skin & Hair have to prove themselves?" "They report to my banker friend next month. But he's been getting glowing reports from Reg. They've got a new line, they're guaranteed success. Everyone makes piles of money." Yes, I knew all about their new line, it was fresh from Mignon Cosmetics. But I decided not to mention that to Tony. I asked him how and when I could deliver the promised brownies to him. He said he'd be at the Braithwaites' party tomorrow night, and hadn't a little bird told him I was catering that party? You bet, I said, and hung up. I told Tom what I'd learned. He even took out his trusty spiral notebook and jotted down a few notes. Then, while he watched in amusement, I flipped through the phone book, located Hotchkiss Skin & Hair, and put in a call. Lucky for me, the corporate number had a tape saying if I wanted a facial or anyone of their products, leave my name and number. Someone would get back to me just as soon as one of their skin-care staff became available. I summoned a frantic voice. My newly discovered acting ability was going to get me into deep trouble one of these days, but right now I had to admit I was rather enjoying it. "This is Goldy Schulz calling, and I need a facial at your earliest convenience! I . . . I saw a brochure of your new product line and I want to buy everything. Everything. I need it! You have to understand, I'm desperate! I know you all are the ones who can help me!" I left my number and disconnected. "Woman," Tom mused as he rinsed off his dish. "Sometimes I don't know what to think about you." I ladled scoopfuls of hot fudge soufflé into bowls and spooned on lowfat whipped topping. I handed one to Tom. "I've told you all I know. Now, what did you find out about Hotchkiss? And what about Shaman Krill? What he's up to?" Tom shook his head and took a bite. "Oh, God." Oh, God, was right. The fudge soufflé was warm and rich, and melted on the tongue, just the way the thousand- calories- a-bite hot fudge sundaes did. Marla was going to love this. "Tom? What did you find out?" He wrinkled his brow and dug into the soufflé. "Hotchkiss is in trouble financially. Desperately needs to have success with his new line." "If you knew all that, why didn't you tell me?" "Because I have ways of investigating that don't involve sleazy characters like Tony Royce." I sighed. "So you don't mind if I get a facial?" "'Course not. Just don't – " "Get into trouble, I know." I felt guilty not telling him about the bleach water and the threatening note, but I knew he would halt my sleuthing around immediately if I 'fessed up. "There's a ton of fudge soufflé here," I warned him. "Both of the guys went to bed already, so I hope you'll eat more." He gestured with his spoon. "Remember when you were living with the Farquhars, and you told me all about how chocolate was an aphrodisiac?" I nodded, and he I picked up our bowls and put them in the sink. Then he pulled me up from my seat. It was so unexpected that I laughed. Maybe because he'd been gone so much lately, it felt as if we were going to be newlyweds forever. He kissed my cheek, then my other cheek, then my ear. "Isn't that what you told me? You're such a great caterer. To do all that research, I mean." He narrowed one eye and arched one of those bushy brows. "Tell you what, though, I've always thought of myself as a good cop." "A great cop," I corrected him, and kissed him back. "But I certainly," he said as he scooped me up easily into his arms, "never" – I squealed as he started to walk out of the kitchen – "ever," he said emphatically as he carried me up the stairs to our bedroom, "had this much fun doing police work in my entire life." So much for second helpings.
13 Saturday morning, July 4, brought a very early call for Tom. His subsequent departure accompanied a mumbled farewell to me that I thought included words about bail. But I was still half-asleep, and registered only the loss of his body heat from our bed. At half past five I gave up on slumber. Daylight had invaded our bedroom, and the morning concert of birds was in full swing. I was exhausted. I'd crept downstairs at midnight when I heard Julian talking on the phone. His tone had been the one he used with friends – confiding, pleading. I can't stop thinking about her. When they take the body, it'll be like she's really dead. Why would someone do this? I'd felt guilty listening in and tiptoed back upstairs. Now, with another food fair day looming and no relief in sight for Julian's pain, I felt as if it was all too much. I pushed the window open, took a deep breath of cool, sweet air, and gazed at the bowl of ultra-blue Colorado sky. Stretching up to the horizon, vast expanses of pines covered the closest mountains like thick waves of forest-green needlepoint. Brilliant chartreuse groves of aspens in full leaf patched the deep green undulating over the hills. The air was extremely still. Aspen Meadow Lake offered a plate-glass reflection of the spruces and ponderosa pines lining its shore. With any luck, this weather would hold through the food fair and the fireworks at Aspen Meadow Lake. I went through a slow yoga routine, fixed myself a cappuccino, and moved efficiently around the kitchen to assemble more ribs, salad, bread, and cookies. I caught sight of the bag that had held Marla's hand cream and realized it was finally Saturday. The day Marla was due home. Also the day Claire's parents were arriving from Australia to claim her body. I sat at the kitchen table and tried to remember if Julian had told me what he was doing today. Had I failed him in not being around during this painful time? At least during the night he'd been seeking companionship by talking to someone on the phone. I sipped the last of the cold coffee, rinsed my cup, and caught sight of a note Julian had left under a refrigerator magnet. He had arranged to get' together with some school buddies. Would I please, he wanted to know, leave him instructions for preparing the Braithwaites' Fourth of July party tonight? I'll be home by ten A.M., and I want to learn how to do that turkey curry, he wrote in his small, cramped script, So don't just give me the easy stuff! And then – Did you find out anything about. Claire? J. Grief tightened my throat. In two months Julian would be at Cornell. A year ago, he'd needed a place to live for his high school senior year, a salary for his work with the catering business, and a short course in food service before he began his official college studies in food science. But the tight family unit we'd developed since had come as a bonus, a surprise, a slice of what the theologians call grace. Now his departure loomed like a black hole. I punched buttons on my kitchen computer to bring up the menu for the Braithwaites. My mind mulled Julian's last plea: Did you find out anything about Claire? No, Julian. Nothing helpful. Nothing to answer your questions or to ease your pain. Nothing to explain why I – and by extension, my family – was being threatened. Yet. Through an effort of pure will, I pushed the sadness aside. I wanted to help Julian patch his shattered young life back together. That would be my farewell present. In the interim, it was time to work. My screen held the lowfat menu Babs Braithwaite had ordered: Cucumber-Mint Soup, Barbecued Fruit Skewers, Turkey Curry with Raisin Rice and Condiments, Vegetable Slaw, Homemade Rolls, Frosted Fudge Cookies. Honestly, lowfat food was beginning to dominate my life. The printer spat out the menu while I checked that we had all the ingredients for the curry and the cookies. I removed ground turkey from the freezer to thaw, then chopped onions and apples for the sauce. I scrawled a note to Julian that he could start by chopping the fruit for the barbecue skewers. The phone rang and I gave my usual greeting: "Goldilocks' Catering, Where Everything Is Just Right!" "Ah, may I speak with Miss Shulley?" The voice was high and extremely snooty. I figured it was a wrong number, but the caller plowed on to explain: "This is Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. Is Miss Shula available? She requested an urgent appointment for skin treatment and asked to order all the products from our catalogue. I was wondering how she planned to pay for her order." My blood ran cold. I'd never even had a facial, and here I was, a not-well-to-do caterer ordering all kinds of hideously expensive products and making an appointment for a treatment – which the woman pronounced with the same kind of awe usually reserved for electroshock therapy – under false pretenses. The caller was bound to ask all kinds of questions I was not prepared to answer – What is your skin type, or do you even know? Is this your first visit? How many years of neglect are we talking about? I pressed my lips together and wondered how much of a drain it was going to be – from time, money, and emotional reserves – to find out exactly what Reggie Hotchkiss was up to. "This is Mrs. Schulz. I made the call. And I have a coupon for the facial." The voice became instantly ingratiating. "Oh, Mrs. . . . Zult, we can take you at your earliest convenience. There's no problem with scheduling a skin treatment. And of course we'll also provide you with all the products you requested. How soon can you make it in today, and do you plan to pay by check or credit card?" Why did she need to know this? Did they have people stiff them for soap and moisturizer? "Ah . . . well, I live up in Aspen Meadow – " "In the country club area? Or in Flicker Ridge?" Needless to say, the answer to that question was neither of the above, although I catered in million-dollar homes in those areas quite often. I imagined my interrogator with a pen poised over the same kind of client card that Dusty had filled out for me at Mignon. I said, "How much. . . er . . . time should I allow?" "Well, Mrs. . . . Shoop, that depends on what you would like us to do for you. What problems are you having with your skin?" "Aah . .." What problems, exactly? "My... er . . . face is in a state of crisis. I . . . don't feel as if I'm as attractive as I could be." "Mrs. Chute," purred the smug voice, "that's why we're here! You'd best allow two hours for a facial and makeup application. That's not very long to undo several decades of abuse." Decades of abuse sounded a bit extreme, but I said only, "Two hours? I can be there by one. How do I get there from Westside Mall?" She explained where in the Aqua Bella neighborhood Hotchkiss Skin & Hair was located. I could drive or I could walk. "And with the coupon," I said uneasily, "just how much more will it cost to undo several decades of . . . complexion problems?" She told me. I said I'd put the whole thing on my credit card, hung up, then grabbed the counter to keep from fainting. "Gosh, Mom." Arch entered the kitchen from the direction of the TV room. He pushed his glasses up his nose. "Now what?" Today's tie-dyed T-shirt was a symphony of bilious colors. "Remember. . . when your soles separated from your sneakers and I couldn't afford to buy you a new pair?" "Only dorks call them sneakers these days, Mom. But okay, sure. That was in November of sixth grade. You got me some new athletic shoes at Christmas. So?" "I'm about to spend the cash equivalent of ten pairs of athletic shoes." Arch, being a literal fellow, looked at my feet. "Why'd you do that?" "'Cuz my face needs it." He slowly raised his large brown eyes behind their tortoiseshell glasses from the floor to my face. "Am I missing something here?" "Oh, Arch. I'm sorry. You went to bed early, and now you're up early. What you're missing is a nice breakfast. How about some?" Unlike the previous day, he brightened. You never could tell with kids, when they would be hungry. But breakfast, unlike the world of beauty, was something we both understood. Since Marla was coming home in the late morning, I resolved to prepare a dish that I could take over and leave for the private nurse to heat up in Marla's kitchen. Something healthful that wasn't oatmeal. If I worked quickly, I'd still be able to set up for the food fair with time to spare. Watched by my ravenous son, I began to measure flour and whip yet more egg whites. Something beautiful and appealing to the eye and to the tongue. Something breakfast-y that would satisfy Marla's sweet tooth. Something that could be frozen and reheated without catastrophe. Within moments I was dropping dollops of batter speckled with fruit cocktail on a nonstick cookie sheet, and feeling pretty smug. Arch transported the food for the fair out to the van, and by the time he was finished, a delicious pancake aroma swirled through the kitchen.
KILLER PANCAKES
2 cups all-purpose flour 1 cup sugar 1 teaspoon baking soda ½ teaspoon salt 2 egg whites 1 16-ounce can juice-packed fruit cocktail, drained and juice reserved maple syrup or chopped fresh strawberries macerated with a little sugar
Preheat the oven to 350 . Spray 2 non- stick cookie sheets with vegetable oil and set aside.
Sift the dry ingredients together and set aside. Beat the egg whites until frothy. Beat in the juice. Gradually add the dry mixture, stirring until well blended. Fold in the fruit cocktail.
Using an 1/8-cup (2-tablespoon) measure, scoop dollops of pancake batter onto the sprayed pans, leaving at least 2 inches between the pancakes. Bake for 10 to 15 minutes or until puffed and golden. Serve hot with maple syrup, fresh strawberries, peaches, or other fruit.
Serves 4
"Oh, I forgot to tell you," he said as he mixed Dutch cocoa powder with sugar to make hot chocolate. "Julian's gone to visit some friends. He left early. And Tom left early too. Tom said to tell you Krill is an actor. I thought krill lived in the ocean." I said I wasn't exactly sure, but I thought Krill was just some weird guy who was very convincing acting like a weird guy. I brought out the cookie sheet with the fruit-cocktail pancakes. Arch oohed approvingly at the golden, puffed rounds. He heated maple syrup – a mail-order gift from his grandparents, who doted on him – while I put together a fresh strawberry sauce for Marla. When his mouth was full, Arch said, "You m'berd's c'ming early f’me today?" When I glared, he swallowed and repeated: "You remember Dad's coming early for me today? We're going over to his condo for the Fourth. I think Keystone puts on some fireworks. Now do you remember? Not as good as Aspen Meadow lake, probably," he added, no doubt to console me. "No," I said lightly, "I didn't remember. Thanks for reminding me. Are you packed?" "Sort of. I still have to find my sparklers. Hey, Mom! These pancakes are awesome. . . I mean, cool! You should call them Killer Pancakes!" He shoveled in a few more mouthfuls. I looked out my kitchen window and found myself wishing for some of that soothing saxophone music. But at this hour, the only sound was the morning rush of traffic down Aspen Meadow's Main Street, topped by a louder, closer sputter of a foreign car coming down our road. The sound was familiar, and I knew it the way I knew the sound of the mailman's old grinding Subaru. But I couldn't place it. Then I did hear a familiar roar – the Jerk's Jeep. I sighed and headed for the front door to let him in before he staged some sort of stunt. He'd never touched me when Arch was present. On the other hand, when it carne to my ex-husband, there was always a first time for most things bad. I opened the door and he strode in angrily. He bellowed for Arch. He seemed loaded for bear, although I judged him to be sober. Of course, I'd been wrong about that before too. "In the kitchen!" was Arch's fearful response. "Don't mind me," I said as I started to close the front door, then thought better of it and left it ajar. John Richard bent over Arch's plate which held only a half-pancake in a puddle of syrup. Then he slowly moved his eyes to stare into the half-full cup of hot chocolate. Arch, who had stopped eating, gave me a confused glance. John Richard rasped, "Why do you eat that shit your mother gives you? You want to grow up fat and sick and have a heart attack like Marla?" I said, "Get. Out." Why was he doing this? Did he secretly feel guilty himself about Marla having the heart attack? Unlikely. "Gee, Dad," Arch interjected, "it's okay – " A loud knocking made the front-door frame reverberate; a female "Hoo-hoo?" echoed down the hall. John Richard stood with his hands on his hips, unmoving, staring at my collection of cookbooks as if fascinated by their arrangement on the shelf. Arch ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs. He knew he had to get his stuff, and quickly, to avoid a scene. "Hoo-hoo, Goldy, it's your partner in bleach!" came the voice again. Frances Markasian peered into the foyer. She had reverted to her normal attire: black T-shirt, frayed blue jeans, duct- taped sneakers, voluminous black raincoat, and equally voluminous black purse. She looked like a skinny bat. "There you are!" she said. "Sorry to be here so early, but I was just trying to catch you before you went to the fair. Is that okay? Can we talk? Can I come in? I won't smoke." I came out onto the front porch and gestured in the direction of the porch swing. "Let's just stay out here. I thought I heard your Fiat, I just wasn't used to hearing it so early in the morning." Frances backed toward the swing, her head tilted as she appraised me. "Goldy, are you all right?" I attempted a smile. "Let's just say I had an unexpected visitor early this morning." “Who.” "Frances, what exactly is it you want me to do for you?" She drew out a Marlboro, held it up for my inspection, and I nodded. Much as I hated cigarettes, I knew Frances would get down to business more quickly if she had nicotine. She fished around in her purse for a lighter, brought one out along with a Jolt cola, lit the cig, popped the can top, inhaled, exhaled, and took a big swig from the can, all in a quick series of practiced motions. "Okay," she said presently, "I need more Mignon cosmetics and I don't want them to get suspicious. So I was hoping you could get the stuff for me – " "Oh, Frances, for heaven's sake, I have so much to do today – " " – and I've checked with my editor, and he wants you to cater a big shower for his wife in two weeks, lots of guests, couples, a hundred people, name your price." She smiled broadly and took another drag. I guess I could spare five or ten minutes. "Look, Frances. I can't spend a lot of time at that counter today. I have another appointment today, my friend is coming home from the hospital, and I have to cook for a big party tonight –" "I know, I know, the Braithwaites'. But that's not until tonight, and I was really hoping you could get this stuff for me today." I sighed. When did she think caterers did their preparations? The cigarette dangled from the side of her mouth as she rooted around in her purse again and finally pulled out a list along with a plastic zip bag. She unzipped the bag and fanned out its contents: three hundred-dollar bills. Then she started reading the list: "Magic Pore-closing Toner, thirteen ounce; Extra Rich Nighttime Replacement Moisturizer, ten ounce; Ultra Gentle Eye Cream Firmer, ten ounce. . ." She finished reading, inhaled, blew out a fat stream of smoke, then flicked her ashes over the side of the porch and handed me the money. She was probably the last person in the universe who would want to buy three hundred dollars' worth of cosmetics. "Okay? Bring me the change – if there is any – and the receipt in the bag. I mean not that I don't trust you. But you know." "Sure, sure, Frances, whatever you want," I replied, resigned. I'd long since found that it was easier just to give in to this most-persistent reporter. Behind us, the screen door creaked open. A scowl darkened Frances's face. She flicked her cigarette in the direction of the sidewalk and began to root around again in her purse. "Goldy," came John Richard's angry voice, "would you mind leaving the kaffeeklatsch until later and getting your butt in here to look for. . . what the hell – " His brow wrinkled and his dark eyes were fastened on Frances as if mesmerized. I followed his gaze back to Frances and saw she was pointing what looked like a hunting knife handle at John Richard's solar plexus. "Oh, Frances," I snapped, "for heaven's sake, put that away. What kind of thing is that anyway – " But she paid me no heed. "Get off of this porch," she said calmly to the Jerk. "This is a ballistic knife. The blade is projected from the handle by a spring-loaded device. John Richard Korman, I've just taken the safety off my ballistic knife. I am not in the mood for another baptism by bleach water – " "Bitch!" the Jerk spat out in furious bewilderment. "I don't know who you are or what your problem is – " The muscles in Frances's unmade-up face were steely. "Funny, I know who you are. And I know about Eileen Robinson, lying in Southwest Hospital with two broken ribs and a pair of bruised arms to match. And I know what happened to me yesterday in the company of Goldy, your not-amicably-divorced-from-you ex-wife. I was unprepared before, but that's over." She waved the knife handle. "I am not even slightly intimidated by you." Sunlight glinted off the weapon. "Move." Arch whacked the screen door open. "Okay, Dad, I found my sparklers – " He careened into his immobile father. "What's. . ." Then he noticed Frances and her weapon. His eyes and mouth opened wide. His eyebrows rose. "Uh. Excuse me? Mom? Should I call 911?" My ears were ringing with frustration. What if Frances released the knife and it hit Arch? "No, no, don't call. Just go with your dad. Frances, put that knife away. Please. Now." Frances did not flinch. John Richard's face was a study in fury. He stuck out his chin and curled his hands into fists. "I don't know who you are, lady, but you're confused. Not only that, but you are breaking the law." She stared right back at him. "Do you have a permit to carry that? I doubt it. I doubt it very, very much." He started in the direction of the porch steps. Down he went, with Frances's ballistic knife following each step he took. As if to attract the attention of neighbors, the Jerk yelled, "You are menacing me, you bitch! Whoever the hell you are! Do you hear? I'm going to file a complaint.” Frances retorted calmly, equally loudly, "Be my guest!" John Richard bounded into his Jeep, started it, and revved it deafeningly. Arch was still gaping at Frances, who had her eyes and weapon trained on the Jeep. "Does that knife have an explosive charge or a spring-loaded device?" he asked in a low whisper. Before Frances could answer, John Richard leaned on his horn. Arch scooped up his bag and sidled over to the porch steps. "Miss Markasian? I don't mean to be, like, judgmental, but I think maybe you should cut back on your caffeine. Don't hurt my dad, okay?" And with that, he sprinted to the Jeep. Frances pressed her lips together, nudged the safety back in place, and dropped the big knife back in her bag. The Jeep roared away. "Dammit, Frances, what in the hell do you think you're doing?" She picked up her Jolt cola. "I told you. Knowing what I know about what happened to Eileen Robinson, and after that little incident on the roof, I swore I'd be ready the next time. That's it. So when you came out your door looking so upset, and then His Menacing Majesty appeared unexpectedly, there I was, a little girl scout, all prepared." She sighed. "You should get a weapon, Goldy. It really gives you a sense of power." "No, thanks. When do you want to come back to pick up all these cosmetics I'm buying?" "Later." And with that she hefted up her bag, for which I had a new and profound respect, hopped down the porch steps, and strode away. I looked up and down the curbs for her car. It wasn't parked on the street. And by the time I looked for Frances, she had disappeared. Back in the house, I finished making the Killer Pancakes and set them aside to cool. Then I sloshed together a new bucket of bleach water for the fair, carefully covered it, and hauled it out to the van. After packing the Killer Pancakes between layers of waxed paper in a plastic container, I got the spare key to Marla's house from where Julian had left it for me, and started out. Clouds were just beginning to float in from the westernmost mountains. Perhaps it wouldn't be a bright and cloudless day after all. The events of the morning certainly hadn't been very sunny. By the time I'd let myself into Marla's house, stored the food in the refrigerator, and written a note to the nurse, the westernmost sky was gray with fast-moving, towering thunderheads. Although the rain usually arrived in the mountain towns several hours before it traveled eastward to Denver, even the possibility of being drenched inside a roof tent was unappealing in the extreme. My spirits sank. The early-bird shopping special had ended Friday. As a result, very few walkers and eaters were lined up outside the mall's entrance. The Spare the Hares! people were nowhere in sight. I parked and hauled all my supplies up to the roof, where a small cluster of people was already beginning to gather. For the early morning musical entertainment today, the food fair organizers had hired a calliope player. The place sounded and felt like a half-empty merry-go-round.
I fired up the burners, set out the salad, bread, and cookies, and plopped the ribs on the grill, where they began to sizzle. That done, I survived the daily visit from the health inspector and started to serve the occasional guest. Pete, whose customers were equally sparse, brought me a triple-shot latte and my caterer's uniform, which his wife had washed and pressed. I showed my gratitude by loading him down with ribs and cookies. "This is probably the best brunch I'll have this year," he said appreciatively. I toasted him with the paper coffee cup. He frowned. When I looked confused, he said, "When you hold that cup up, turn the logo out, okay? I need all the advertising I can get." I obliged. After a very slow two hours, I packed up the leftovers, returned them to the van, and plucked Frances's list and money from my purse. I had an hour to shop and make it to nearby Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. With any luck, the visit to the cosmetics counter would take less than ten minutes. There were hardly any shoppers inside the department store either. Dusty Routt wasn't at the Mignon counter. The only sales associate was Harriet Wells, and she was writing in the by-now-familiar large ledger. "Hi-ho, remember me?" I called brightly as I approached. Her look was glazed, then memories clicked into place and she said brightly, "The caterer!" She glanced from side to side and whispered, "Would you like another muffin? Tell me what you think is in this one. The store's so dead today, no one will notice. You look starved." Her laugh tinkled above all the crystal bottles of perfume and bright shelves of makeup. I gratefully took a fragrant golden-brown muffin. I bit into it: The orange flecks turned out to be carrot and the spice ginger. I truthfully told her the muffin was wonderful and asked for the recipe, always the most sincere form of thanks. While we were talking about the virtues of using sorghum versus honey for sweetener, the ceiling – or some- thing nearby – cracked. Actually, there was a loud cracking sound. 1 glanced up at the security blind but could see nothing. "What in the world. . . ?" I demanded as Harriet offered me another muffin. "Well, you know," she said with a wise smile, "there is a fault line that runs right through Golden. We may be in for an earthquake yet!” I finished the muffin, licked my fingertips, and brought out my list. As I started to tick off the items, Harriet's eyes gleamed. "Wait, wait," she commanded me excitedly. "Let me get your client card. That's the only way we'll be able to keep track of all these products!" I didn't want to enlighten her that all this stuff was for someone else. If I did, we would have to start a client card for Frances, or at least amend the one she had, and on and on. As Harriet expertly assembled the lovely glass jars filled with creams and lotions, the ceiling, or wall, or whatever it was, made another ominous creak. "Goodness!" she said, and looked up. "Maybe there's a plumbing problem. Honestly!" I handed over the money, feeling nervous, feeling that I wanted to get out of the store. But not quite yet. While she was making the change, I asked quickly, "So what do you think happened to Claire Satterfield?" Harriet shook her head and sighed. "I think she was run down by a member of that horrible group. Those awful people saying" – she made a face – "spare the hares. They've bothered us before." "Really? How?" "Oh! They come in here and yell at us. They say, 'How can you sell cosmetics that are tested on poor, innocent animals?' They make a scene and drive the customers away. It's pathetic. Why don't they just go out into the wild with the animals if they love them so much? Why bother us?" She showed me the receipt and made a perfunctory gesture to show the products and receipt to the camera. Then she ducked down and brought out my bag. I tucked it in the zip bag with the change and turned to leave. Crea-eak! Craa-a-ack! went the wall of the security blind. "For heaven's sake!" exclaimed Harriet. We were standing not two feet away from each other. I felt another shiver of fear. "You'd better call security," I said. Security came. It came in the form of Nick Gentileschi. Above the store entrance, the security blind floor broke open with a splintering crash. Gentileschi's heavy body plummeted from overhead. Oh my God, I thought as his bulk in its dark polyester suit fell and fell. Oh my God, please, no . . . His body would have hit me if I hadn't jumped out of the way. Instead, his weight landed hard on the glass-and-chrome Mignon counter. Metal shattered, glass crumpled, shards flew. At the last moment I thought to cover my eyes. Harriet Wells leapt back and screamed. She kept screaming like a woman possessed. When I uncovered my eyes, glass was everywhere. Gentileschi's body had landed in an impossibly contorted position. I knew he was dead. In fact, from the stiffness of his body atop the shattered makeup counter, I guessed he'd been dead for several hours before his weight sent him tumbling out of the blind. A gaping hole above the store entrance was jagged with splintered wood. Inside the craggy hole was blackness. Harriet Wells screamed on. "Oh, no, please," I said as I backed up, away from the mess. "Please let this not be happening. . . ." Harriet's screams turned into a sirenlike screech for help. Curious customers sidled up to the scene, like filings to a magnet. I was about to turn away, when a flash of paper caught my eye. Something slipped out of Nick Gentileschi's pocket and rested next to the place where the linoleum met the plush gray carpeting. The slip was actually two pieces of. . . what? I looked more closely. Photographs. I leaned in and stared incredulously at two photographs taken at very close range. A large woman was half-naked, caught by the camera in the act of undressing. A dark skirt hung from the woman's ample hips. A dark-and-light jacket was draped on a wall hook behind her. The top of her body was completely exposed; her breasts hung pendulously as the camera caught her action of slipping off her bra. Even slightly out of focus, the woman was recognizable. It was Babs Braithwaite.
14 I backed away from the photographs, the shattered counter, and the sight of Nick Gentileschi contorted above fluorescent-light display. From the corner of my eye I could see Stan White hurtling down the escalator. Shoppers, surprised and morbidly curious, gathered on both ends of the aisle. My feet inched backward until I hit the table filled with zircons. The boxes tumbled. I fell on top of them. I realized that the gasping I heard was coming from; me. I closed my mouth, rolled over, and saw Stan White display his badge to the onlookers. "I'm from department store security!" he bellowed. "Please clear the store. Do not use this exit!" And with that, Stan White turned away from the hesitantly departing crowd and gazed dispassionately at Nick Gentileschi's body. He felt for a pulse, then stepped into the aisle and loomed over me. In the background, I could hear Harriet sobbing. "Are you all right?" he demanded. "Yes," I burbled from the floor, "I think so." My hair was in my face and my skirt was tangled around my hips. I was having a hard time breathing. "Did you see what happened?" When I nodded, Stan stabbed a stubby finger at me and barked, "Don't leave." He gulped and added, "Please." Leaving me sprawled amid the fake gems and their velvet boxes, he darted over to the remaining group of gaping spectators. Grimly, he herded them away from the area leading to the counter. Then he pulled displays into the aisles to isolate the area around the shattered glass, the destroyed merchandise, and Nick Gentileschi's twisted corpse. I watched as he made call after call on the phone behind the cosmetics counter. Harriet sat on a low shelf, her knees to her chest, her back pressed against the cabinet that held the Frosted Cherries Jubilee lipsticks. She was whimpering uncontrollably. Her lovely, perfectly made-up face and manicured hands were streaked with blood from splinters of glass. Her blond twist of hair had fallen apart and hung in clumps and strands, like remnants of insulation. I maneuvered myself behind the counter, carefully avoiding the mess, and asked if I could help. Her whimpers immediately turned to wails: "Twenty-eight years! Twenty-eight years in this business! And nothing, nothing has ever happened. Not like this. Why is this. . . why?" When I reached for some cotton balls to dab away the blood on her face, she made batting motions to get me away. "No, no, no!" she screamed. "Leave me alone! Go away!" Fine, I thought, fine. Wait for the police, paramedics, whatever you want. "Okay, please move back," said Stan White once he was off the phone. "Please move away from the counter." He scowled in my direction, apparently recognizing me for the first time. "You? What are you doing here again?" "Nothing." I squeezed past the mess again, in no mood for explanations. He made an awkward move in my direction, then looked confused. When he caught shoplifters in the store, he knew what to do. When he had a corpse to deal with, however, he was less sure. "Don't leave," he ordered me again. "The police are coming. They want to know if anyone saw . . . if there were any witnesses." "I'm not going." I stood, shaking, on the lush carpet. I couldn't bear to look at Nick Gentileschi's corpse sprawled on the shattered Mignon counter. Nor could I listen to another moment of Harriet's abject weeping. Dizziness swept over me. An empty seat in the shoe department beckoned. I sat down uneasily, making sure that I faced away from Nick Gentileschi's body. The store's overhead speakers crackled and the gentle background music stopped mid-bar. A female voice announced that owing to an emergency, Prince & Grogan was now closed. Apparently Stan White had called the office with the intercom. All shoppers should depart in an orderly fashion, the calm voice went on soothingly, either through the exit that went into the parking lot or via the elevator located next to Lingerie. This would take them down to the parking lot exit. I glanced at the wall display of pumps, espadrilles, and walking shoes, and thought vaguely that the police wouldn't want everyone dismissed. But the store had a reputation to uphold, and that reputation said the only excitement was in shopping. The dramatic loss of their security chief didn't qualify as a good retail experience. It wasn't long before the Furman County Sheriff's Department arrived in force. Tom must have been tied up with another investigation, because the stern-looking team strode in without him. A victim advocate accompanied them. I stayed only long enough to give my name and phone number and the very sparse details of what I'd heard and seen. Cracking noises. A body falling. No one suspicious around. Yes, I'd known the deceased, but only in passing. When the investigating officers asked if I knew whether he had any enemies, I said they might want to look at the photos that had fallen out of his pocket. Why? The cops wanted to know. I told them the woman in the pictures had claimed someone was behind the mirror when she was trying on a bathing suit yesterday. The investigating team took their pictures, brushed fingerprint powder over every surface in sight, and sealed up the photos from Nick Gentileschi's pocket in evidence bags. They also strung up yellow police ribbons, assigned a smaller team to start on a search of the store in general and the security office in particular. The victim advocate asked if I needed help. I said I did not, but that I was fairly sure Harriet Wells needed quite a bit of it. A policeman stationed himself at each door. The store was now officially closed. I looked at my watch: one-thirty. I should go home, I thought. Go home and cook. Forget this event, these people, this place. These people and their products are the farthest thing imaginable from what they say they offer. And what did they say they offered? Beauty. Freedom from stress. Longevity. What a joke. I walked out the exit by the parking lot. Rain pelted down. I slumped onto the curb and again fought dizziness. Frances Markasian should have come herself to buy her cosmetics. If she had, she would have been the one to see Gentileschi tumble out of the blind and crash onto the glass. Thinking of Frances made my stomach turn over. She wouldn't be sitting on a curb feeling ill. She'd be back there asking questions and making a pest out of herself. I was crying. When I tried to wipe my face, I realized that somehow, through the horror and confusion, I was still clutching the bag with Frances's Mignon purchases. The paper, damp and limp from the rain, rustled softly when I looked inside. Yes, there were her jars of stuff and a plastic bag of bills and loose change. I started walking. I wasn't ready to go back to the van. I needed to move, to clear my head. All around, people trotted through the rain to their cars or to the heavy main doors to the mall. I looked into a Prince & Grogan plate-glass window. I didn't see the leggy mannequins clad in short black suits, but instead gaped at my bedraggled reflection. Standing there, watching my elongated, pained face, I thought about the body as it came falling down, down, down. What had Nick Gentileschi been doing up in the blind? Especially when department store security supposedly didn't use them anymore? Why were the pictures of Babs in his pocket? Did this have anything to do with Claire's murder? The cars whooshed behind me on the wet thoroughfare Oh, Claire, I found myself whispering, I am so sorry. I am so sorry I can't figure this out for you. I am so sorry, Julian. It's just getting worse, instead of resolved. Like my van returning to Aspen Meadow by rote, I walked as if I had someplace to go. Where was I supposed to go? I couldn't remember. My shoes sloshed through puddles. Cold droplets continued to beat down all around. Kids pedaled past me on bikes. One yelled something like Get inside, lady! but I didn't acknowledge him. Forks of lightning flared in the distance. Thunder rumbled overhead. I walked on. I didn't care about the wet, didn't care that my caterer's outfit was getting soaked. If I got pneumonia, I, thought absurdly, I could go to Marla's house and her nurse would take care of both of us. I walked down one street, then another. I saw Nick Gentileschi's body tumble from a great height. Again I heard the sickening crack as his weight hit the glass counter. Finally, I stopped. Where was the store, exactly? Where was the hospital? The mall? Where was I, exactly? The houses, street, sidewalk, shrubs, and fences swam slowly into focus. I had arrived in the older neighborhood of Aqua Bella that Dusty had pointed out so enviously when. we were sipping our lattes on the mall's garage roof. Of course, "older" in Denver usually means "from the 1950s." Along the sidewalk where I stood, drenched and disoriented, a Frank Lloyd Wright-style redstone-and-brick ranch was flanked by a white Georgian two-story with pristine black shutters and a turreted blue and pink neo-Victorian mini-mansion. The Victorian was like a large feminine presence. No one had controlled the zoning along this street, unfortunately, and none of these lovely buildings was an actual domicile. A small sign at the end of the sidewalk to the ranch home indicated it was now the office for a trio of dentists. The Georgian was devoted to accounting. A blue and pink picket fence primly separated the sidewalk from the lush green lawn in front of the Victorian. White wicker furniture brimming with blue and pink cushions dotted a spacious front porch. An elaborately lettered sign on the picket fence announced that the business was Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. Behind a glass door intricately patterned with white metal, the blue front door to Hotchkiss opened. Behind the fence, the rain, and the glass, a silhouette appeared in the lighted doorway. The visage regarded me, then beckoned. It was the young, cheerful face of Dusty Routt. I moved toward the Victorian house. Perhaps I had intended unconsciously to come here all along, since I had received the directions over the phone. But Dusty worked at Mignon, not at Hotchkiss. Hotchkiss was Mignon's competitor. Dusty held the glass door open as I stumbled inside. "Goldy! Jeez, come in . . . you're, like, totally. . . Look at you! You're a wreck! I mean. . . I saw in the appointment book that you were coming, but. . . you're so late! What were you doing out in the rain? Where's your van? Why didn't you wear a raincoat?" I found myself in a foyer decorated with pale pink carpeting, matte pink walls, small gold and crystal chandeliers, white leather and gilt wood French provincial chairs, and a long glass counter arrayed with cosmetic products. The place was so at odds with my drenched, wraithlike appearance that I let out a crazy cackle. Dusty stared. I couldn't tell her what I was thinking-that Hotchkiss Skin & Hair looked like an upscale whorehouse. A pretty woman stood behind the reception desk. Her wide, pale face boasted dark streaks of brownish-pink blush. Her voice was as soft as her swirled nimbus of cocoa-colored hair and pink mohair sweater. She asked, "Are you ready for your appointment?" I looked at Dusty. Out of her Mignon uniform and wearing a white shirt and green culottes, she looked younger-more her age. I said, "Nick Gentileschi . . ." Dusty tilted her head. "What about Nick? Did he come with you? Is he here?" She glanced back toward the rainswept sidewalk. "He wouldn't come here," she said, confused, "because he works at – " I cleared my throat. "Nick's dead. There's been an accident at the store." Dusty's carefully plucked eyebrows shot up. "Oh my God! Dead? Nick? It's not true. Is it?" When I nodded, she said, "I've gotta go. Oh . . . this is unbelievable – " "You are Mrs. Schulz, then?" inquired the soft-voiced woman at the desk. The pink mohair materialized as a dress around a voluptuous body. "How did you say you were going to take care of your charges today?" "Uh . . ." I fumbled with the slippery opening to my pocketbook. What charges? "I need a cab," I said uncertainly. "We'll call one for you," Ms. Mohair assured me breathily. "We just need your credit card." I guess it had been a long time since I'd taken a cab. I thought they took only cash. I handed her my Visa. "What happened to Nick?" Dusty demanded. I was suddenly aware of being wet and very cold. "I have no idea. Dusty? Could I get a . . . ?" "A what?" she asked. "What happened to Nick?" "I don't know." My teeth chattered. "One minute I was standing at the counter, the next he was crashing out of that blind above the store entrance – " "The blind?" She was incredulous. "He fell out of the blind? What in the world was he doing up here?" The woman with the soft voice reappeared with my credit card and a paper slip and I signed. For what, I wasn't quite sure. What had happened to Marla's coupon? "We can take you back now, Mrs. Schulz. Let's get you a dry robe," she said intimately, ignoring Dusty, "and put those damp things in our dryer. Shall we?" It sounded good. In fact, it sounded wonderful. "Gosh,. Goldy," said Dusty, "are you sure you want to do your facial now anyway? "Oh!" Competing voices invaded my brain. I'm so sorry, Claire. I'm so sorry I couldn't figure anything out. I’d made this appointment with Hotchkiss Skin & Hair because I was trying to discover why and how Hotchkiss was copying or stealing from Mignon, and if the fierce competition between the cosmetics companies could extend to killing people. Behind the reception desk, I saw first one, then another woman scurry down a far hall. Both wore lab coats. But I felt unsteady. Stay here, where all was unknown? Or ask Dusty for a ride back to my van? Tom would certainly want to know what was going on. With sudden resolve, though, I decided to stay. I would manage, I would have this facial, I would call a cab. And I would tell Tom all about what had happened at the department store. But a question nagged. "Dusty," I said, "what in the world are you doing here?" She pressed her lips together and relieved me of my purse and the paper bag. Then she leaned in close and whispered, "Reggie Hotchkiss wants to hire me. I mean, he's promised. We just had a meeting. You know, I just have to get away from Mignon. That place is crazy. Come on, I'll take your stuff back." "Mrs. Schulz," said the soft-voiced woman, who had materialized once again at my side, "just look at what a mess you are." She took my arm with surprising firmness. A shiver with a life of its own went through my wet clothes. What a mess, indeed. Dusty said she'd bring my stuff to my room when I was in the robe. The pink-mohair lady led me down the hall, where she put me in a small chamber that had the antiseptic feel of a doctor's examination room. Instead of an examining table, however, the middle of the room boasted an enormous reclining chair. It was probably the throne where you got your facial. Large, imposing machines sat next to the chair. Ms. Mohair handed me a green hospital-type gown that tied in the front. She said in that soft, whispery voice, "'Somebody will be with you momentarily." Then she was gone. Ravel's Bolero was being piped incongruously into the professional-looking space. I stripped off my damp clothing and hung it on a hook, stepped gingerly across the black and white linoleum, and pulled a couple of paper towels from the dispenser over the sink. After what I’d seen fall from Nick Gentileschi's pocket, I was paranoid about my own shivery nakedness. Who was watching? Oddly, the room held no mirrors. I glanced up at the ceiling – no cameras that I could discern – then chided myself for being ridiculous. I cinched the warm hospital gown around my middle, patted my damp hair with the paper towels, and took a deep breath. Within moments a short, ponytailed woman of about twenty-five swished into the room. She was carrying a large plastic bag. "These are yours," she announced. "Your friend had to leave. Your purse and department store bag are inside. They're wet." She dropped the bag lightly by the wall and shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her white lab coat. She frowned as she assessed me. She wore little makeup over an acne-scarred face that was quite plain. I don't know why I found both of these physical aspects surprising. But her whole appearance, from the tightly pulled ponytail to her white stockings and white tied shoes said technician rather than beauty queen. "Your hair is wet too," she observed. She strode efficiently to a cupboard, retrieved a warm, folded towel, and handed it to me. I thanked her and rubbed the towel over my scalp. "But you did not make an appointment for hair," she said with a slight, scolding shake of the head. "This towel's fine. My hair is just. . ." Well, my hair. No amount of money lavished on it was going to change that unstylish mass of curls into anything. "Let's just start with the face today, okay?" And start she did. While Bolero played in the background, the white-coated woman, whose name was Lane – short, crisp, efficient, fitting her persona – told me we were beginning the process with a thorough cleansing. Her fingers energetically massaged thick, creamy stuff onto my face which she then wiped off with a warm, wet towel. This was followed by a fruity-smelling toner, which she applied in simultaneous swipes across the left and right sides of my face. "Okay!" she said when the toner was turning my face into what felt like a dry Popsicle. "I'm going to start a list of all the products you should be using for your face. For starters, Wizard cleanser and pore-closing toner." "Well, er, how much do they cost?" She waved this away. "We can just put it on your card." "I'm sorry, I need to know." She consulted a sheet. "Thirty-six dollars for a ten-ounce bottle of cleanser." Impatient. "Forty dollars for a twelve-ounce bottle of toner." I didn't mean to gasp, but I did anyway. I saw Arch going shoeless for the rest of his life. "But that's even more than Mignon! And I thought they were the most expensive. Lane pursed her lips, then announced: "We are the most expensive. Do you want to improve your skin or not? We are the best. You'll see real results if you work with these products." I mumbled something along the lines of "Okay." Lane slapped down the pencil on her tray. "Let's go to the next step, then." She turned on one of the imposing machines next to the chair. I became more nervous when she assured me that the machine was for brushing. Or, as I thought when Lane stroked my face with electric brushes attached to hoses that ran to the machine, it was sort of like getting a shoe polish for the face, minus the shoes and the polish. When she was done, Lane gave me a disapproving, suspicious look and ordered me to close my eyes. Having learned my lesson from my Mignon makeover with Dusty, I closed my eyes without argument. Lane placed a wet cloth over my closed lids, levered the chair back, and turned on a rumbly machine that she told me was for steam. "I'm taking your clothes to the dryer, and I'll be back in twenty minutes," she said. Her white nurse's shoes squeaked toward the door. "Relax." Left to steam, my thoughts, and Bolero, I tried to unwind. I tried to think about what it was Maurice Ravel was setting to music. Unfortunately, all I could hear was the crash and thud of a vehicle hitting Claire, the shatter and crack as Nick Gentileschi fell out of the department store's blind. When Lane returned, she whipped the cloth off my eyes, turned off the steam, and retrieved what looked like a small magnifying glass from her pocket. I recoiled. My face had never been examined at close range. "I'm going to turn off the light," she declared bluntly, and assess the amount of damage you've done over the years to your skin." By the time I'd managed to stammer, "Do I have to?" the overhead light was off, a purplish light had winked on, and Lane's magnified eye was accompanied by tsk-tsk noises a la Sherlock Holmes. She flipped the lights back on, donned plastic gloves, and picked up a needle. "Wait, wait." I sat up quickly. "I thought women came; in to have facials because it was fun and relaxing. Sort of like having a massage." "You're going to look so much better," she assured me. "We need to get rid of those blemishes." She brandished the needle. "Please, no," I said feebly. "I have a real problem with. . . needles." Lane's countenance was that of a nurse with an unpleasant but utterly necessary medication. She said, "The receptionist reported you claimed you were terribly upset about your skin. Now you say you're unsure about buying products, and you don't want to have a facial. Are you certain you came in here really wanting to improve your appearance? Or is there some other reason you're here?" Paranoia reared its unattractive head again, and I succumbed. "It's why I'm here," I said meekly, and slumped back in the chair. Lane poked and I shrieked. Again I got the displeased-nurse routine. Blemishes, she said as she poked again. I felt blood drip down my forehead. Lane dabbed at it. She put down the needle and, with two plastic-gloved fingers, squeezed the skin on my nose with all her might. I screamed again. At least with a dentist you got anesthetic. Lane sighed reprovingly and brought the gloved hands to her abdomen. "Are you going to let me finish my work or not?" "Not," I said decisively, rubbing my poor, bent nose. The area above my nostrils felt as if it were on fire. My will – my entire desire in life – was now focused on getting out of Hotchkiss Skin & Hair. "Do you just want your masque now?" "Will it hurt?" She rolled her eyes and sighed, then said, "No! Of course it won't hurt." Lane had no credibility with me anymore. But I didn't think a masque could be too bad unless you let it dry and it became more like a theater mask. Or maybe the masque would get to be like those masks they use in horror flicks to suffocate people. . . . Lane tapped her foot. Yes, I told her, I was desperate for the masque. She swabbed on some more thick, creamy stuff, draped towels over my face, and left. Oh, thank you, God, I said as I pulled the towels away and rubbed the cream off. Thank you, thank you, thank you for giving me a chance to get out of here. I didn't want a masque, I didn't want a facial, I certainly didn't want any makeup.
I tiptoed over to my damp shoes and eased my feet inside. The rubber soles squished noisily as I headed for the door. I can't escape in this robe, I realized with dismay. But how in the world would I find the dryer where they'd put my clothes? I retrieved the big plastic bag, grabbed the sack with Frances's purchases, and put it in my purse, which I snapped shut. Clutching my purse, I peeked out in the hall. It was empty. I again thanked the Almighty and began to sneak past closed doors toward the back of the mansion. At each door I listened, but heard only silence, the buzz of the machines, or the low murmur of the facialists as they tortured other clients. My whole problem, I thought as I moved from door to door down the hall, is that I am not a masochist. If I'd been a masochist, I would have endured all that pain for beauty. Then again, if I'd been a masochist, I would have stayed in my first marriage. At the last closed door on the hall, I stopped. It was a wider door, the kind that usually goes to some kind of utility room. Inside a machine methodically whirred and thudded. A dryer. I opened the door and whipped inside a tiny room that held what looked like a closet and a pantry covered with louvered doors. The door squeaked closed behind me. Shelves in the closet held neatly arrayed towels, uniforms, and large bottles of what I assumed to be cosmetic stuff. I creaked open the louvered doors and was rewarded with a washer and dryer. Above them and on each side were shelves filled with a much more haphazard assortment of stored items. These I ignored as I squeaked open the dryer door and reached in for my clothes. They were warm but still slightly damp. Someone was coming. I nipped into the pantry and pinched my fingers closing the door. I don't know why I was so afraid of being discovered aborting the facial, but I think it had something to do with the needle. The person who had come in was humming. I eased in behind a couple of white lab coats. Something like animal fur brushed my neck. Through the louvers I could see the hummer reaching for the bottles on the shelves. The fur began to tickle my neck. Sweat broke out on my cheeks. The hummer tapped the closet door shut with her foot and strolled out. I creaked the door back open and reached behind me to snatch the fur away from my neck before I sneezed. No luck. A tiny but powerful convulsion escaped my lips and left my eyes watering. That would teach me to walk for blocks in the rain. Cursing and sniffling, I stepped out of the pantry clutching the fur thing. Wait. It was a wig, sort of a frosted blond affair. I tossed it down on the dryer, retrieved my clothes, and quickly dressed. As I was about to leave the room, my eyes slewed over to the wig again. Hairpieces frightened me, by and large. They were too much like dead animals. But I had seen this wig before. I picked it up and examined it. Who had been wearing this monstrosity? Where had I seen her? A memory began to resolve itself. Before the Mignon banquet. I’d seen someone in the garage. A woman, dressed in bright yellow. Yes, I could see her striding purposefully toward the door, then sticking her head out the service entrance and demanding to know what was going on when Tom and I were trying to tend to Julian. Then I remembered something else: Claire frowning when she recognized someone at the banquet. My saying, What? And her frustration. Her saying: Oh God. And then Dusty, the next day, saying: We saw you. We recognized you. Man, you are going to get into so much trouble. Yes, I had seen this wig. Slender, good-looking Reggie Hotchkiss had been wearing it when he sneaked into the Mignon Fall into Color Banquet. It was at that banquet that he'd probably picked up the ideas he needed for his autumn catalogue. I just didn't know what else he'd done there. Run down the very successful sales associate of a rival firm?
15 I tossed the wig back on the shelf. I slipped out the utility room door and saw illuminated red letters at the end of the hall: EXIT. Ten steps to freedom. No alarm went off as I pressed the door bar, landed on a concrete step, and inhaled cool, rain-dampened air. Here behind the Hotchkiss establishment, a ragtag lawn and overflowing rosebushes ran the length of the pink and blue picket fence. A rusty-hinged gate interrupted the fence between the brambles at the far end of the yard. Praying that I wasn't being observed, I walked across the wet grass, lifted the latch, and felt a rush of light-headed relief as I escaped into an alley. Steam misted off the streets of the Aqua Bella neighborhood. Sunlight struggled to cut through the thickly humid air. To the west, clouds lifted along the foothills, leaving trails of creamy fog snaking between dark green hills. To get oriented in the Denver area, the key is to re- member that the mountains are always to the west. The mall was situated between the Rockies and me, so I started off at a moderate westward jog down the sidewalk. I hopscotched over shiny patches of puddle. Behind me, I could almost imagine Lane's terse, businesslike voice screaming, Stop that unmasqued woman! But I was in no mood for entanglements. I panted and bumbled along. How could I have walked this far? I touched my forehead. It was still bleeding. Someday, I thought, Marla and I would have a good laugh about my Hotchkiss makeover masquerade. By the time I slipped behind the wheel of my van, I thought I was going to have a heart attack myself. As I drove back to Aspen Meadow, I inhaled deep yoga-exercise breaths. Claire Satterfield had been dead for three days. Nick Gentileschi had tumbled out of the blind today. His body hadn't even twitched when it landed. How long had he been dead? And then there was Reggie Hotchkiss, who had spied at the Mignon banquet, under cover of wig. In addition to all that, tonight I was catering a chi-chi dinner for a couple up to their wealthy ears in the imbroglio: Claire's presumed lover, Dr. Charles Braithwaite, and Charlie's wife, Babs, the woman Nick Gentileschi had been covertly photographing in the Prince & Grogan fitting rooms. How did I get myself into these situations? When my van chugged off the interstate at the Aspen Meadow exit, the rain clouds had cleared and left an immense bluer-than-blue sky. I passed the country club, where sunlight glinted off the roof of the Braithwaites' greenhouse at its high point on Aspen Knoll. It was from there that the guests would finish munching their fudge cookies and watch the Fourth of July fireworks display over Aspen Meadow Lake. Which would give me some time to do some snooping around in the infamous greenhouse. I swung the van up to our house and saw that Julian had returned and left the Range Rover at a slight angle in the driveway. I parked in the one available spot on the street. When I hopped out, Sally Routt, Dusty's mother, was outside, pulling weeds. Her son Colin was on her back, snuggled into one of those corduroy baby-holders. I didn't see Dusty, which was probably just as well. I couldn't take any questioning on how the Hotchkiss facial had gone. Besides, I needed to phone Tom. I called a greeting to them, but Colin seemed fascinated by the mass of long-stemmed purple fireweed. Colin was so thin and tiny, it was hard to believe he was three months old. As he reached for a monarch butterfly on a fireweed stem, his little hand was dwarfed by the butterfly's dark, outstretched wings. Deprived of his target, his head of gleaming strawberry-blond hair bobbed in my direction. Poor, sweet child, born too early, to a family that could scarcely manage to take care of him. I felt my heart squeeze inside my chest. When I came through the security system, I smelled simmering onions, cooked potatoes, and. . . cigarette smoke. The latter seemed to be drifting down from the second story. At least it's not hashish, I thought grimly as I took the stairs two at a time. In the spare bedroom at the front of the house, I found Julian sitting hunched over in the maple rocking chair I had used to rock Arch when he was an infant. Smoke curled from an unfiltered cigarette in his hands. His foot tapped the floor as he pushed back and forth. A small pile of ashes lay at his feet. He had not noticed me. I said, "I'm back. What's going on?" He didn't look around. His voice was morose, resigned. "Not much. I read your note and marinated the fruit. I cooked the potatoes and onions for the cucumber soup too." His face twisted. "Did you find out any – ?" "Not yet. Actually, there's some more bad news." I sat down in the old love seat that now belonged to Scout the cat. "Want to hear it?" "I guess." "Nick Gentileschi died at the store. He had an accident." Julian's eyes opened in terror and disbelief. "What? The security guy? What happened? Does Tom know? What kind of accident?" “Oh, Julian. . ." I sighed. "He fell out of one of those blinds. I don't know more than that. I was just about to go call Tom. Want to come down?" He seemed suddenly aware of the cigarette he held and tapped ashes into his palm. "I'll be down in a little bit. Listen, Goldy, I'm sorry – " "About what? I'm trying to help you – " "It's just that I don't want you to get hurt." "I'm not going to get hurt. Now, I know you probably. don't want to talk about this, but do you think you're going to be up to helping me with the Braithwaites' party?" His "Sure" was anything but. I walked pensively down to the kitchen. Before I could call Tom, the phone rang. It was Arch. He rarely called from the Keystone condo because the Jerk, who lavished money on himself, complained about any extra dollar Arch cost him. The only exception to this rule was on those rare occasions when John Richard had done something – failing to show up was one of his favorites – that made him feel guilty. When John Richard was hit by a rare attack of conscience, Arch would get loaded down with gifts he would never use. In fact, when my son came home from one of these weekends toting a new mountain bike, skis, or Rollerblades, I knew there'd been trouble. I gripped the phone and tried not to sound panicked. "What's wrong?" "It's not about Dad, don't worry. He's asleep in the other room," he said in a low voice. "I think he had too much to drink at lunch. He's having a nap." "Too much to – " I let out an exasperated breath. "Arch, do you need me to come and get you?" "No, Mom, I'm cool. Please, don't get hysterical. We're going to walk to the fireworks up here." "I am not hysterical," I said through clenched teeth. "Listen, Mom. I'm just calling to see how Julian's doing." I sighed and thought of the slumped figure in the upstairs bedroom. "Not too great." "Did you find out anything about Claire? Has Marla gotten out of the hospital?" "Arch, I just got home myself. I'll call you as soon as Tom figures out what's going on. And I was just about to call Marla." "You know, I really do think Tom is great," Arch assured me. Except I didn't need to be reassured. "Arch, why are you telling me this? You sound as if you're in some kind of trouble. Did Dad hurt you? Please tell me." "Oh, Mom. You take everything so seriously. It's just that I didn't want Tom to think that I thought he was a pig or anything. I would never call him that." "He knows." "And I didn't get to say good-bye to him because he left so early, and then Frances Markasian was waving that knife around later, and well, you know." "So everything is okay?" "Yes, Mom! I was just sitting here thinking about Tom and Julian, and Marla, that's all." "You're feeling lonely." “Mom.” "Okay, okay." He said he couldn't wait to see us Sunday afternoon. And no, he was not looking forward to the fireworks because Dad had met a new friend and they were taking her along. She was afraid of loud noises, though, so they might have to leave early. He sighed in disappointment and said, "Peace, Mom." I hung up and banged my fist on the counter. If the new girlfriend didn't like loud noises, she'd better find herself a new guy to date. I put in a call to Marla's house. The nurse said she was sleeping, but yes, she'd seen the lowfat pancakes. How was her frame of mind? I asked. Depressed, the nurse replied without elaboration. When could I come over, I wanted to know. Tomorrow. Marla was resting today after the trip home from the hospital; no visitors, no excursions. So much for Tony's push to get her to the Braithwaites' party. I even had the feeling the nurse had dealt with Tony in very short order. I said I'd be over tomorrow. You'll have to make it in the afternoon, she announced before hanging up. I wished I could send that nurse out to deal with the Jerk. I braced myself and punched the phone buttons again. If Torn wasn't there, what would I say to his voice mail? But he snagged it after less than one ring. "Schulz." "It's me. I was at Prince & Grogan when Gentileschi – “ "I heard. He was strangled in the box up there. They call it a blind, where the security guys used to sit." "I know. Do they know who – " "Negative. I'm going to be here late tonight working on this." "I saw the photos in his pocket, Tom. They're of Babs Braithwaite." He sighed. "Goldy, you didn't touch them, did you?" "No, of course not." "Did anybody besides you see them?" I tried to remember: Who else was around? Stan White, the security man, had come down the escalator; Harriet Wells had been whimpering behind the counter. I'd been the only customer within close range. "I don't think so, maybe the other security guy saw them. I was there buying some stuff for Frances and. . . what was the deal with Gentileschi anyway? Did he always do that kind of thing? Spy on customers?" Torn replied in a flat tone, "You should see the pictures we found at his house. Had a thing for large women. Not that they would like to hear what he was doing back there behind the mirrors." "Did you ever get the message I left you, that Babs Braithwaite was certain she'd heard something back behind the dressing room mirror? It was when the security guy nabbed me for eavesdropping." "Yeah, Miss G., I got your message. We've got one team investigating at the store now, and another questioning Mrs. Braithwaite and her husband. Dr. Braithwaite spent quite a bit of time and money in that department store, the assistant security guy tells us." "Tom, do you remember that I'm catering at their place tonight?" "Uh, Miss Goldy? I don't think so. Get somebody else. The Braithwaites are suspects in a homicide. Maybe two homicides. I don't want you going in there and starting to snoop around. Let us do our work. Please. Also, and this is official now, you're off the case. Thanks for your help, but it's too dicey for you to do any more digging in this thing. It's gotten too dangerous." "Oh come on, Tom. The Braithwaites are big wheels in the community. If I cancel, I'm sunk in my own hometown. Look, if either of the Braithwaites comes after me, I'll put a vat of cucumber-mint soup between us." Tom muttered something unintelligible, but said nothing further. I remembered guiltily that I hadn't even told him about the bleach water and the threatening note. Tom said he had two other calls coming in at the same time, general counsel for Prince & Grogan was having a stroke on line one, and his team at the Braithwaites' house was clamoring to talk to him on line two. He'd get back to me. With the police team crawling allover the Braithwaites' place, I wondered if Babs still would even want to hold her annual party. I put in a phone call to her. A policeman I knew answered, and after some delay, Babs came on the line. "Yes?" She was obviously unhappy to be interrupted. "I apologize for calling," I began, then stopped. What was I supposed to say? But I was just wondering if the cops would be done before the party? And by the way, l didn't think those pictures did you justice? "Er, I was just wondering what the schedule was for tonight. When you needed us to set up, you know." Her voice became stiff with impatience. "Your contract says set up for food service, then food service, followed by Jacking up from nine or so until you're done. The guests will start arriving at seven. How long do you need to set up for twelve people?" "No more than an hour – " "I won't be able to supervise you. I'm having my hair and makeup done from five to six forty-five." "Not to worry, we do a great job supervising ourselves." She paused. "Will that boy be with you?" she asked curiously. "My son? Or the nineteen-year-old fellow who helps me?" "The teenager. The one who did all that damage to my car." I felt as if I were suddenly under the interrogation light, like the NFL coach who gets grilled on how many injured players will be in the starting lineup. I assumed an indifferent tone. "Julian will be with me." "How's he holding up?" I was very interested to know why she cared. But I merely replied, "He's doing okay. Oh, Babs, by the way. My friend Marla says she didn't recommend my business to you. I mean, since you said that she did, I was just wondering who in fact did the recommending. Just out of curiosity. You know? I want to thank whoever it was." Her voice rose irritably. "For heaven's sake, I can't remember who referred you to me!" She paused, then continued in an even higher tone: "Why, you're not having second thoughts about coming tonight, are you? Don't tell me you're not ready. I don't know who I'd get on such short notice!" "Not to worry, Babs. We'll be there. Around six." Before she could start interrogating me again, I politely signed off and wished Arch could experience what it really meant to deal with someone hysterical. I checked my watch: three o'clock. It was time to cook. Like many wealthy clients, Babs Braithwaite wanted to host an extravagant catered dinner but did not want to pay much for it. "Can't you make it look and taste sumptuous without using all those expensive ingredients?" she had demanded. "Can't you cook without larding all the dishes with butter and cream? You know, the way caterers do?" As if she knew so much. Lowfat ingredients were usually more expensive and labor-intensive than traditional foods. In any event, after a lengthy discussion we had decided on a turkey curry served with raisin rice. Then Babs had loftily dismissed me with the announcement that since it was the Fourth, she would wear a red, white, and blue sari to go with the food. Everyone else was supposed to be decked out in red, white, and blue, she'd maintained in a resigned tone. I didn't protest. I had long ago quit trying to figure out wealthy clients' idiosyncrasies. At least she hadn't told me to wear a sari. Or demanded only red, white, and blue food. I sautéed the turkey, drained it, then moved on to chop fragrant piles of onion and apple. When these were sizzling in a wide frying pan, I started the sauce. As the pungent scent of curry filled the kitchen, I began to feel the tension in my shoulders loosen. My hands stopped shaking as I drizzled in skim milk fortified once again with powdered nonfat milk. This silky concoction did indeed provide the rich, thick consistency of whipping cream without fat. I smiled and tasted the curry sauce. It was divine. Working with food is always healing. The ingredients, the smells, the flavors – the delight in experimenting and putting a meal together – all these bring joy, no matter what the circumstances. I had another spoonful of the hot, creamy curry sauce. Doggone, but it was good. I was going to have to try it out on Arch and Julian. When I was halfway through grating the vegetables for the slaw, there was a loud banging on the front door. Again I looked at my watch: three-fifteen. It couldn't be either Tom or Arch. Alicia, my supplier, had made her visit and had all the ingredients I needed. I turned off the blender and trudged to the door to peer through the peephole. "No smoking," I warned Frances Markasian when I opened the door. "And no ballistic knives." "Okay, okay!" She held up her large black purse as if for inspection. I waved it away. "Don't be so paranoid, Goldy, I just want – " But I was already walking away from her. "I'm working, so you'll have to talk to me out in the kitchen." She followed dutifully and took a seat in one of the oak chairs while I peered at my recipe for vegetable slaw. Swathed in her usual black trench coat, she waited until I'd finished grating the carrots, radishes, jicama, and cucumbers before asking, "Where's my stuff?" I took out plump, gorgeous scallions and began to slice them. "What stuff? I don't have any of your stuff!" She rummaged through her bag for her pack of cigarettes, belatedly remembered she couldn't smoke, and impatiently rapped the cigarette package on the table. "Excuse me, Goldy, but I seem to remember giving you three crisp hundred-dollar bills and a list of cosmetics to buy? Did you get them or not?" Patience, I ordered myself as I turned away from the mountains of slaw ingredients. I had cooking to do, and this journalist could make herself into a worse pest than the infamous mountain pine beetle. I dug through my sorry purse and found the still- damp bag full of the cosmetics Frances had ordered. When I handed it to her, she took it greedily and dumped the jars, bottles, and her change – bills and coins – out on my kitchen table. I said loudly, "Gee, Goldy! Thanks so much for going out of your way to buy these cosmetics! Of course, I already know they aren't going to change my appearance one bit." Frances ignored me, pawed through the items on the tabletop, then swept a handful of frizzed black hair out of her eyes and shot me a quizzical look. "Where's the receipt?" "What?" "Where's the receipt? Entiendes inglés? Did you get a receipt for what you spent my money on or not?" "Excuse me, Frances, but your change is all there. Give me a break! What do you need your receipt for?" "Give me a break!" Her face was furious. "You're a businesswoman, you know the importance of a receipt! Without a receipt, this junk comes out of my pocket! Can't you do anything right?" Then, to my astonishment, she scooped up the cosmetics and money, stuffed them into the bag, and stomped angrily out of the room. My front door slammed resoundingly behind her. I felt my mouth fall open in bewilderment. What was going on here? I looked at the chopped vegetables, the unfinished cucumber soup, and the pans of marinating fruit. My sane inner voice quietly urged me to forget about Frances and her tantrums and get on with the work of the day. After all, she had that spring-loaded knife in her purse. But another, angrier inner voice demanded to know how Frances had known I was home. In fact, this was the second time I’d suspected she was spying on me. The first had been when she'd shown up just as the Jerk was leaving this morning. How had she known then that I hadn't left yet? How had she known this afternoon that I’d just returned home from the mall? I rushed outside and looked up and down the street: no dark Fiat, no Frances. I saw motion across the street. Frances's black coat was just visible moving beyond the stand of fireweed at the Routts' place. I darted after her. If it was Frances, what was she doing with the Routts? Was Dusty feeding Frances information? Given all that Dusty had told me, that didn't ring true. I had introduced them to each other at the Mignon banquet, for heaven's sake. Whatever Frances was involved in preceded that introduction, unless they were both lying. What was it Tom had told me? In this business, expect to be deceived. As I came up the graded driveway, I saw the black- coated figure duck through a door at the side of the house. From the outside it looked like an old-fashioned porch with jalousie windows instead of screens. I’d always assumed the saxophone music ad been wafting out of this room, because the slatted windows were the only ones on the Routts' house that faced the street. With some trepidation I started up the steps to this separate entrance. What would I say? Uh, excuse me, just trying to be neighborly, but by – the way, what's going on? The porch door was open. Frances stood next to a stout man whose white hair was brushed back in thin streaks. She was talking rapidly and intensely. Their backs were to me, and they were both oblivious of my presence. From the doorway I could see the porch room was simply furnished with a futon piled with unfashionably striped pillows, two mismatched chairs, and a table. On the table was an old rotary-dial telephone and a sax. My attention was drawn to the older man listening intently to Frances. This, I assumed, was the grandfather I'd never seen. I tapped on the aluminum doorframe. Frances turned abruptly and fell silent. "Excuse me?" I said politely. "May I come in?" Without waiting for a reply, I edged into the room. Through the jalousie windows on the other side of the small room, the roof of Frances's Fiat was just visible. So this was where she'd been parking. But who had told her when I was home? Maybe the grandfather was the one who'd been spying on my house. Uneasily, I asked, "Is Dusty home?" The man turned slightly in my direction, but not fully. "Are you Dusty's grandfather?" I asked politely. "I'm your neighbor, Goldy Schulz. Frances was just over at my house. . . ." I offered my hand. He ignored it. Mr. Routt's face looked like a pie crust that had spilled over its edges. I looked at Frances for guidance, but her face had tightened in quiet fury at my appearance. I said, "Mr. Routt?" He turned large, watery blue eyes to me. There was no way this man had been spying on my house. He was blind.
TURKEY CURRY WITH RAISIN RICE
1 pound ground turkey 1 cup chopped unpeeled apple 1 cup chopped onion 1 ½ tablespoons olive oil 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour 1 tablespoon curry powder 1 tablespoon beef bouillon granules ½ cup nonfat dry milk 2 cups skim milk
In a large sauté pan, sauté the turkey over medium-high heat, stirring frequently, until browned evenly. Drain the turkey on paper towels and set aside.
Spray a wide nonstick skillet with vegetable oil spray. Over medium heat, sauté the apple and onion, stirring frequently, until the onion is translucent.
Set aside. In another large skillet, heat the olive oil over low heat just until it is warm. Stir in the flour and curry powder. Heat and stir over medium-low heat until the flour begins to bubble. Combine the bouillon granules, dry milk, and skim milk; whisk until combined. (The bouillon granules will dissolve when they are heated in the sauce.) Gradually add the milk mixture to the curry mixture, continuing to stir over medium-low heat until the mixture thickens. When the mixture is thick, add the turkey and the apple-on- ion mixture. Stir well and heat through. Serve over Raisin Rice.
Serves 4
Raisin Rice: In a large nonstick skillet, toast 1 cup of raw white rice over medium heat, stirring frequently, until most of the rice is brown. (Appearance may be mottled; this is desirable.) Add ½ cup raisins and 2 ¼ cups lowfat chicken stock (see pages 264-65), bring the mixture to a boil, reduce the heat to low, cover the pan, and cook for 25 minutes or until the liquid is absorbed.
LOWFAT CHICKEN STOCK
12 1/3 cups canned chicken broth (2 49 ½ ounce cans) 1 large onion, chopped 1 carrot, chopped 3 to 3 ½ pounds chicken legs and thighs, skinned and all visible fat removed 12 1/3 cups water (2 cans of water) 1 celery stalk with leaves 2 bay leaves 1 teaspoon dried thyme
Discard fat from the top of the cans of chicken broth. Heat a very large stock- pot. (If you do not have a very large stockpot, you can divide the ingredients and make the stock in two stock- pots.) Remove from the heat and spray twice with vegetable oil spray. Toss in the onion and carrot, lower the heat, and cover the pot. Cook, stirring frequently, over medium-high, add the chicken, and cook until the chicken flesh is browned on both sides, about 5 minutes. Pour in the chicken broth and water, add the celery and bay leaves, and bring to a boil. Boil for 5 minutes. As foam accumulates, skim it off and discard. Lower the heat to simmer and add the thyme. Simmer, covered, for 2 hours. Add water as necessary to keep the chicken covered with liquid.
Remove the pot from the heat. Remove the chicken and allow to cool, then pick the meat from the bones and reserve for another use. Strain the stock and discard the vegetables and bay leaves. Cool to room temperature. Cover and refrigerate overnight. Lift any congealed fat from the stock and discard. Store for 2 or 3 days in the refrigerator or freeze for longer storage.
Makes 20 to 24 cups
16 “I’m sorry," I stammered. "Please forgive the intrusion," I added bitterly. I gave Frances the most withering glance I could muster. She assumed an indifferent demeanor and shrugged, as if to say, You got yourself into this. "It's not her fault," said the old man. His voice cracked wheezed, as if it were rusted from lack of use. “She was doing something for me. Please, Mrs. Schulz, don't be upset with Frances." The three of us stood in the spare, dismal room for a moment without speaking. The man shifted from one foot to the other, as if he were trying to decide what to tell me. "I'm John Routt, Mrs. Schulz," he said at last. His rumpled white shirt hung in soft folds, as if it had been washed and dried but not ironed. The shirt was slack over Routt's chest, but a button strained to stay clasped his copious stomach. His gray pants were as wrinkled the shirt. I had the painful feeling that he did his own laundry. “Forgive me," I said again, “I was just trying to find why Frances here" – I glared at her – “always seems to turning up only when she's certain I'm home." Then I remembered the truck outside my window during the storm. I added, "Or spying on me at night." "I am not now, nor have I ever, been engaged in spying on you," Frances countered defensively. "I've got better things to do with my time. "Mr. Routt," I said, "I don't know what's going on here or how you're involved." To Frances, I said acidly, "Do you want to come back to my house, Ms. Journalism? Tell me the real reason you went in disguise to Prince & Grogan? Or is department store intelligence not on the same level with spying on a caterer?" Frances drew a cigarette out of her purse. She lit it and said, "Goldy, chill out. I'm working on a story. That's all you've ever needed to know." She blew smoke in my direction. "Oh, really? Are you going to do a story on how the Prince & Grogan head of security was found dead this afternoon?" This had the desired effect. Frances's body jerked. The cigarette dropped from her fingers. "Nicholas Gentileschi?" John Routt said. "Dead?" "Yes. Did you know him?" John Routt was shaking his head. "No. No, I did not." I said, "Well, then – " His shoulders slumped. There was an uncomfortable silence. "You see, Mrs. Schulz," he said finally. "I was doing something for Frances and she was doing something for me." "And what was that? I'm sorry, but this does affect our family. . . you see, my helper, Julian Teller, lost a dear friend – " "I know," said John Routt. He absentmindedly patted his wrinkled pants. "Oh, Mrs. Schulz, the reason I hired Frances is that Nicholas Gentileschi suspected my granddaughter of theft. I'm sorry to hear he died, but I'm not surprised, with the people we're dealing with. Frances and I were trying to clear Dusty. That's why we needed the receipt. That's why Frances was asking you for it. Does that make sense? Dusty was being accused of not giving receipts, but our suspicion was that the whole place has a receipt problem." "I'm sorry, I don't understand. I don't know what happened to the receipt. I saw it, but then Nick Gentileschi's body. . . the receipt is probably back at the store. And I still don't understand why you would need it." John Routt said, "There has been some theft at the store. I was afraid Gentileschi suspected I was behind the thievery. You see, what you may not know is that I have a history with Foucault-Reiser Cosmetics." I was suddenly aware of how much work I had to do before deadline time for the Braithwaites' party. What John Routt was saying confused me. Outside, raindrops began to fall. I said, "What history? What theft?" He invited me to sit down. When the three of us were settled in the sparsely decorated room, he smiled wryly. "Mrs. Schulz, did your husband serve in Vietnam?" Taken off guard, I said, "Well, yes, as a matter of fact. That was before I knew him, though." "And he came back and became a policeman," Mr. Routt said. "He. . . finished his degree first, I think. Then he went into law enforcement." Frances grunted, but John Routt held up an age-spotted hand. "When I got back from Korea in 'fifty-four, I was twenty- one. I tried to get into the police academy in – " "Don't, John," Frances interrupted sharply. "Don't tell her where. No specifics. She doesn't need to know, for crying out loud! Goldy, I'm still trying to salvage a story here. If you don't mind, I'd like to keep you and your investigator husband out of this until it's published. Please at least let me do that." John Routt shook his head. He continued, ". . . tried to get into the police academy. . . in the small town I was from. But there weren't any openings. No openings. There or anywhere else." He paused for a long time, his eyes closed. When he opened them he clucked his tongue. "Did you ever feel utterly worthless, Mrs. Schulz? As if everything that went wrong in your life was your fault?" "Yes," I said evenly, "I have felt that way. For seven years; as a matter of fact." "And what did you do to change things?" he asked. His watery eyes blinked as he waited for my answer. "I got a divorce and started a catering business." Again John Routt clucked. "I should have done that! My goodness. Actually, I didn't want a divorce, I just wanted a job. But there weren't any jobs." He sighed. "So I robbed a bank. More accurately, I drove the getaway car for a couple of buddies of mine." The bank job. Torn had mentioned a famous bank robbery involving a man named Routt. His memory had been correct. Our neighbor was the same Routt. No wonder Sally Routt had told Dusty she was afraid of what the church helping to build their house might find out. "So if you were driving a getaway car, you. . . must have been able to – " I began. Frances groaned. "Yes," John Routt said softly. "I had my vision then. But I got caught and convicted for armed robbery. Eventually I ended up at the state penitentiary in – " "John!" Frances interjected. "I went to a state penitentiary," John Routt continued. "I was young," he said. "I was married. And so, Mrs. Schulz, when I was promised points in the time-off-for-good-behavior program, I took it." For the first time, his voice wavered. His head drooped forward. Frances and I sat very still as John Routt collected himself. "Catch was," he went on, "to get my time off, I had to volunteer for cosmetics testing from a company called Foucault-Reiser." He let out a self-deprecating cackle. "And here I am! The chemical the company used on me caused an infection in one eye. It spread to the other eye as quick as you could imagine. They don't use that chemical in cosmetics, thank the Lord. Because of me! I'm the reason your eyes don't burn when you smear your mascara." "God help us," I said softly, appalled. I remembered Frances's cryptic answer to my demand to know what she was up to: Did you ever hear of Ray Charles? Frances stood up. "John, you don't have to tell her all this. We'll get Mignon, one way or another. It is going to happen." "Let me finish telling Mrs. Schulz what I'm going to tell her, will you, Frances? Please?" She flopped back in her chair and rooted around for a cigarette. John Routt shook his head and gestured with his large, trembling hands. Overhead, the rain beat down harder. "The warden was being paid by Foucault-Reiser, and he said if I told what had happened when their chemical ruined my eyes, I'd never get out of that place. Foucault-Reiser gave me some money, and I was released early. And before you ask, no, I didn't sue." When he shook his head, some strands of white hair came loose again. He patted them back into place. "Nobody but rich folks sued back then. I learned to play the saxophone. My wife, Jaylene, supported us by being a nurse. But when Jaylene died last year, I came to live with my daughter. Sally's had a hard life. . . connected up with two men who wouldn't marry her. . . well. Anyway, Sally's the one, Dusty's mother, that is, who read me the article Frances did on the high cost of cosmetics. That's why Frances is here. I called her. I told her I might have a big story for her newspaper." He chuckled. "She was doing it all for me, trying to get justice, trying to get a big story." His voice turned serious. "I didn't want my granddaughter to know. God only knows why she took a job with that same company. She knew what happened to me, but. . . I guess it's like the children of race car drivers, wanting to get involved in the same thing. . . ." He cackled sarcastically. "They must pay well. They've always paid well. But no matter what, I didn't want to get Dusty involved." I could hear Dusty's voice as she applied eyeshadow to my lids: Don't open your eyes! You don't know what could happen! God only knew why she'd taken the job, indeed. I wondered where Dusty was. Frances said, "John – " "Frances, don't keep on. Mrs. Schulz?" “Please call me Goldy." "I just want to finish telling you, since you wanted to know why Frances was here. Last month, just after Frances and I started working together, Dusty told us they were targeting her for employee theft." He shook his head. "I thought, oh my Lord! They must know – Mignon, the parent company, Foucault-Reiser – someone must know I'm trying to get back at them! So they're targeting my granddaughter! They're trying to frame her with employee theft!" Frances could no longer contain herself. "And then Claire Satterfield was run down," she interrupted. "For a while I even thought they were trying to get me." I felt more bewildered than ever. "Who is they? And why spy on me?" Frances Markasian shook her head at my profound ignorance. "First of all, Goldy," she said tartly, "no one is spying on you." She blew out smoke. "John has superdeveloped hearing. We knew you had the food fair this morning, and I didn't want to risk going into that store again so soon. So we had this idea that you could buy some stuff for us, and see if any of the other sales associates were neglecting to give receipts. That's probably all that happened to Dusty. . . she just forgot to give somebody a receipt! Anyway. . . John heard your van come back, that's how we knew you were home. That's it. They is Mignon Cosmetics, Goldy." She announced it the way a math teacher explains the end of a formula to a slow student. "It's all a conspiracy, don't you see?" "No, I don't see." Frances's voice became frustrated. "Mignon wanted to undermine John's story, so they cast suspicion on his granddaughter. When that didn't work, they killed Claire Satterfield, one of their top sales producers. And now they've killed the security guy. If John comes forward with is story, they'll be able to say, 'Ah-ha! This is the guy who's been causing all our problems, a convict undermining our company using hired killers!' Don't you get it?" I'm not long on conspiracy theories. The JFK assassiation still has me stumped. Watergate had seemed beyond belief, and it had actually been true. But Frances, I could tell, was not going to be dissuaded. And I wasn't going to argue with her. My kitchen was calling. I had cooking to do if the Braithwaites' guests were going to eat. Tom and the cops could separate the myth from the reality. I had just one last question. "Frances, why were you so insistent about having the receipt?" "Because Dusty's been in so much trouble – " John began. "Because Dusty was convinced she was being framed," Frances rasped. "Claire said Gentileschi had been watching Dusty since the last inventory." "Forgive me for being thick," I interrupted. "Why since the inventory?" John waved Frances's objections away. He said, "It goes like this: A customer, say it's you" – he gestured with an open hand – "makes a large cash purchase. Say you buy . . . a scarf. The employee makes a big show of putting your receipt in the bag, but instead he palms it." He closed his hand. "Then the employee uses your receipt to do a cash refund to himself. If you discover you don't have the receipt at the end of the day, you – the shopper – you say, oops, I musta lost it in all my shopping. And nobody's the wiser until inventory time six months later, when they find out a scarf’s been shoplifted. Or at least, that's what they think." "Oh, my," I said. "And had Prince & Grogan suffered a lot of loss?" "Prince & Grogan just did their big inventory in June," Frances replied impatiently. "The store sharks were out to find out what had happened to thousands of dollars' worth of shoes, costume jewelry, lipstick, and perfume. That's probably why the security guy was so quick to come after you yesterday." Her eyes narrowed to knowing slits. "But why would Harriet not give me – " I began. Frances said, "I think Mignon has told Harriet Wells that Dusty is a potential problem to the company. Mignon could have told Harriet that when a big cash sale is made, put in Dusty's associate number. In other words, ring it up as if Dusty had made the sale. Then keep the receipt, and ring the return in as a cash refund, also to her associate number, so she looks guilty all the way around. And it's all computerized, so it looks official. I'm telling you, they're trying to frame her." "That's quite a conspiracy, if you asked me." "Exactly. If you'll pardon my saying so, it's the cosmetics company, stupid." "Okey-doke," I said, rising. This time I didn't hold my hand out to John Routt, I just touched his forearm. "Thank you for telling me your whole story, Mr. Routt. Do you mind if I share it with my husband? He might want to come over and chat with you." John Routt's voice caught in his throat. He seemed to sense I thought Frances's theory was baloney. Perhaps he even suspected that I'd lost the receipt, which was what I suspected myself. After a moment he said, "Do you think we still have a chance? Will people care what happened in the past? Now that all these other crimes are happening? I don't want Dusty to be hurt. She knows nothing of my dealings with Frances." "But it was through Dusty that you found out Claire had had other boyfriends? And Frances suspected one of them was a good-looking animal-rights activist?" I asked him. He hung his head. No wonder Frances had seemed to have so much information so early. Right from the beginning, she'd developed speculations – bizarre guesses, as it turned out – to go with Claire's being killed. "Mrs. Schulz," said John Routt, "do you think people will want to hear my story?" "I hope so," I said delicately. "Frances won't give up," I added truthfully. "You can count on her. Good luck." I excused myself and ran through the raindrops toward my house and my kitchen. Once I was safely ensconced in chopping a pile of mint leaves, I heard Frances's Fiat roar away. "Where've you been?" Julian asked as he toasted the kernels for the raisin rice. "At the Routts' place." "You were gone a long time." "I'm sorry. I'm working, I'm working." In my absence, Julian had finished the slaw. I swirled yogurt and the freshly chopped mint into the soup, and we continued to work together in silence. We had a quiet teamwork in the kitchen that I would sorely miss when he’d went off to school. I reached for the ingredients for fudge cookies and wondered how much round-trip plane tickets cost from Denver to Ithaca. "Are you okay?" Julian asked as he poured stock over the golden brown rice and it let out a delicious, steamy hiss. "Oh, yes." What could have happened to that damn receipt? Had I ever had it? Had Harriet put it in the bag or handed it back to me with my change? But the change was in the bag. I'd never opened my wallet. "I just. . . Julian, why was Dusty expelled from Elk park Prep?" "I really have no idea. You know, they were about to move into the Habitat House, and I guess her mom begged the school authorities to hush it up. I mean, since the Habitat House was sponsored by the church and all. They didn't want to look like the kind of people you wouldn't want to have in your law-abiding middle-class neighborhood, I guess." Well, well. This undoubtedly was why I hadn't heard through the town grapevine that an ex-convict was living across the street. The Routts had managed to keep that quiet too. I asked, "Could Dusty have been expelled for stealing?" He laughed. "Man, I doubt it. Right after she left, I had four CDs stolen from my locker. So if they threw Dusty out because they thought she was a thief, they didn't get the right person. Why do you care?" "Oh, I don't know. She just seems so . . . needy or something. By the way, Arch called asking about you." Julian raised his eyebrows. "So what should I have told him? How are you, Julian?" He sighed. "Functioning. Listen, we've still got two hours before we're due up at the Braithwaites' place. If you think you can finish the rice, I'd like to take some food over to Marla's house. Lowfat, of course." "Hey, I was born making fudge cookies and curry at the same time. But I should warn you – Marla's storm-trooper nurse may not let you see her." He turned on our Jenn-Air grill and brought out some chicken breasts he'd marinated separately. "I don't really need to see her. I just want her to . . . start eating again. What is it you're always telling me?" "When All Else Fails, Send in Food." "Exactly." He laid the chicken pieces on the grill; they sputtered invitingly. I couldn't remember the last time I'd had a regular meal. A caterer's life. I stirred more of the cream alternative into the curry, took a final taste, and started in on the fudge cookies. Julian started to tremble. When I looked over at him, he ran out of the kitchen and I finished the grilling. When he returned, his face splotchy, his eyes red, he said he didn't want to talk. If that was okay. I said it was fine, and helped him wrap up a dinner care package for Marla. After he left, that angry inner voice nagged at me as I carefully sifted flour and cocoa powder. Claire Satterfield's death remained a bizarre, inescapable event. I whipped egg whites and added the dry ingredients, then stirred the whole concoction together. Tom wanted me out of the case. Sorry, Tom. Not when I must help Julian. Before the store inventory, someone had been stealing from Mignon Cosmetics. One shoplifting theory was that employees palmed the merchandise receipts instead of giving them to customers, and then used the receipts later to get cash refunds. Who were the people there most often? Harriet, Claire, Dusty: All three knew the workings of the camera. But would they have dared to steal right in front of it? And of course there was Shaman Krill, who might have been involved in the thievery as part of his nasty campaign to destroy the cosmetics company. How could he get the receipts, if that indeed was how the shoplifting was done? If he shoplifted directly, then he might have been seen – or photographed – by Gentileschi or Stan White. Of course, if Nick Gentileschi had been unsavory enough to take surreptitious photos of Babs Braithwaite, there was no telling what other activities he could have been involved in. And then there was John Routt. He couldn't see to shoplift, so he was out, and Frances was up in the stratosphere with her conspiracy theories. That left Reggie Hotchkiss. The man with the wig. He had spied on Mignon, and he'd shamelessly copied their promo campaign for fall products. Would he also have tried to sabotage them? I dropped perfect rounds of shiny fudge batter onto a cookie sheet, set the cookie sheet into the oven, and stirred the curry. Maybe Reggie Hotchkiss would be at the Braithwaites' house tonight. Babs wanted to impress people, and the Hotchkiss Heir Apparent would be a perfect name for her guest list. I wondered who was doing her makeup. I set aside the curry and rice to cool before Julian packed them into the van. Within half an hour he returned with the good news that although Marla was still asleep, the nurse had gratefully taken the dinner he'd brought and said his aunt had told her he was a brilliant cook. And yes, the nurse had said, Julian could come over tomorrow when I visited, as long as we didn't upset Marla. "Who, us?" I said with a laugh as I started frosting the cooled fudge cookies. Without being asked, Julian packed up the curry and rice, opened the door to the walk-in, and began hoisting boxes to go into the van. He said, "I'm the calmest person I know. Also the most depressed." "Oh, Julian, what can I – " "Nothing. And don't ask me again if I want to stay home, because the answer is no." Resigned, I again decorated the vanilla-iced fudge cookies by lightly dusting them with cocoa powder. While I took a quick shower, Julian finished packing the van. As we drove in silence to the Aspen Meadow Country Club area, I sneaked a glance at Julian's pale, exhausted face. I thought of all my friends who'd tried to fix me up with their single male neighbors, cousins, colleagues, coaches, and postal workers when I was divorced. Now, finally, I understood their impulse, because more than anything I wanted someone for Julian to find comfort from, as I had with Tom. But no friend can force that loving other person on you, I'd learned. If I hadn't stumbled into Tom in the course of my catering business, I'd probably still be the woman with a chip on her shoulder who refused to be comforted by anyone. The stone entryway to the country club area had been draped with swathes of red, white, and blue fabric. I swung the van past an exuberant group of kids with sparklers and up toward Aspen Knoll. "What was it exactly that Babs's parents did to earn their fortune?" Julian asked as we passed hillocks of elegant, showy landscaping that featured lush sprays of pampas grass, miniature aspens, iris of every conceivable hue, and masses and masses of pink and yellow perennials. "Butter," I said. "And here I thought all the money in this part of the country was tied up with oil." I was still laughing when we pulled around to the back entrance of the colossal contemporary-style house. Neither Charles nor Babs was in sight. We didn't have any luck at the garage door, so we tried the front. A maid directed us to deck stairs that led to the side door to the kitchen. After we'd trekked up and down those stairs eleven times to unload our supplies, I began to wonder how much the Braithwaites had to pay someone to bring in the groceries. I also wondered about my boxes: They all said "Fourth of July party at the Braithwaites." I hadn't labeled the cartons, nor had I noticed that Julian had labeled them earlier. Well, he had to have taken them out of the refrigerator, so I knew they had to be right. We were running slightly behind schedule, so the first order of business was to scope the place. The living room, where Julian and I would serve the soup and skewers as hors d'oeuvre, had a bar at the ready. It was an enormous room decorated in an Oriental style, which meant lots of heavy mahogany tables, silk screens, and low-slung silk-covered couches and chairs. Bowls of white and red peonies graced the mantelpiece and bar. The maid had already set the dining room table for twelve. A lovely floral arrangement of red roses, white lilies, and blue giadiolas carried out the July Fourth theme for the evening. Each place also boasted a miniature American flag with the name of the guest engraved on its flagpole. We circled the table under the maid's watchful eye. I saw what I was hoping for. Mr. Reginald Hotchkiss was indeed one of the invited guests. I sighed and tried to think of a strategy for asking him a few questions. Or for doing any sleuthing around this immense estate. When I was back in the kitchen, I looked out the window at Charles Braithwaite's greenhouse. With little actual cooking ahead, I'd surely have time to sneak down there while it was still light outside and look for a blue rose or two. The curry was done, all it needed was reheating. Ditto the rice. I knelt and opened the first car- ton, then stared at the contents. My eyes aren't working, I thought. Something's wrong. I leaned back on my heels, suddenly dizzy. What were the symptoms of heart attack? Indigestion, cold sweat, feeling light-headed. This isn't happening, I thought. Maybe I'm going into cardiac arrest. I looked back inside the box. There was no curry. There was no raisin rice. There was no vegetable slaw. There were neatly packed boxes of arborio rice, lowfat chicken broth, even several large bags of slightly thawed shrimp. And a note to me, in Tom Schulz's unmistakable scrawl. I opened it with trembling hands. Dear Miss Goldy, Sorry about this, but I really don't want you snooping at the Braithwaites' place tonight, and knowing you, that's precisely what you have in mind. You didn't tell me someone hit you with bleach water and wrote you a threatening note, Julian told me. You are in danger, dear wife. The only way to prevent you from getting into more trouble is to switch food on you so that you have to spend all your time cooking instead of sneaking around getting you – and me – into trouble. So: attached is my recipe for Shrimp Risotto. I had a Denver chef prepare all the ingredients for your menu. It perfectly meets Babs Braithwaite's requirement of being lowfat. And you can tell her it's even low-cost, since the shrimp is being donated by your local homicide investigator. She should be pleased as punch to be getting large shrimp for the price of ground turkey. And we'll all be pleased to eat turkey curry every day next week.
Don't be mad at Julian. I asked him to pick up the boxes and told him it was a nice surprise for you. I know you won't be pleased, because risotto is time consuming and demands that the cook be there every second to attend to it. But that's what I want, Goldy. You doing your job and me doing mine. Don't be too mad at me. I'm just trying to think of both of us.
Tom
SHRIMP RISOTTO WITH PORTOBELLO MUSHROOMS
1 tablespoon dry sherry 1 ½ cups chopped portobello mushrooms 4 to 4 ½ cups lowfat chicken stock (see preceding recipe) 1 cup water 1 teaspoon Old Bay Seasoning ¾ pound (about 20 to 22) large "J "Easy-Peel" Shrimp 1 tablespoon olive oil ½ cup finely chopped onion 1 garlic clove, pressed 1 ¼ cups Arborio rice 1 teaspoon finely chopped fresh thyme 4 cups broccoli florets
Pour the sherry over the chopped mushrooms, stir, and set aside to marinate while you prepare the risotto.
In a large saucepan, bring 1 cup of the chicken stock, the water, and the Old Bay Seasoning to a boil. Add the shrimp and poach for 3 to 5 minutes or until just pink. Remove and shell; set aside. Heat 2 teaspoons of the olive oil in a heavy-bottomed skillet. Add the onion and sauté over medium heat for 2 to 5 minutes or until it is limp. Add the garlic and rice. Cook and stir for 1 minute or until the rice just begins to change color. Continuing to stir over medium-low heat, add the remaining chicken stock 2/3 cup at a time, stirring until the liquid is absorbed. Continue the process until the rice is tender and the mixture is creamy (this can take up to 30 minutes).
Heat the other teaspoon of olive oil in a small sauté pan and briefly sauté the marinated mushroom pieces over medium-high heat until they re- lease their liquid. Remove from the heat.
Steam the broccoli for 5 to 6 minutes or until it is bright green and tender.
Stir the cooked shrimp, fresh thyme, and mushrooms into the cooked , risotto and stir over medium-low heat until heated through. Place the broccoli around the edge of a large platter. Fill the center with the risotto.
Serves 4 to 6
"Brauuugh!" I hollered. Don't be too angry with him? I was going to kill him with my bare hands. "Julian!" I roared. "How the hell could you do this to me? How could you let him do this to me?" "Let him do what?" Julian bounded over and picked up the note. As he was reading it, the maid appeared in the kitchen. "The mistress would like to see the two of you when you have a minute," she announced. Well, that was just great. I looked at all the food – the new food – that had to be prepared. The maid cleared her throat. "The mistress – " “Right now?" I demanded. "Does she have to see me this very minute?" I didn't have a speech ready yet. "Yes," replied the maid. "First bedroom at the top of the stairs." My stomach made an unexpected growl, no doubt caused by hunger, apprehension at seeing "the mistress," and worry about preparing the accursed risotto. Julian, reading my mind, told me to go ahead. He'd read the recipe and start setting us up. No wonder he'd given me that guilty look at the house, and packed all the boxes so efficiently into the van while 1 was taking a shower. "You and I are going to have a talk," I told him. "I won't be long." I marched out of the kitchen. I had my teeth clenched so tightly and was moving so fast, 1 failed to see that the next surface after the tiled kitchen floor was a slick green marble foyer. I avoided breaking my derriere by springing for the winding staircase. I landed facedown on the fourth stair up, and saw from very close range that the stairs were carpeted with a thick white wool weave, the kind you see either in ads or in houses without children. I stood up and walked more cautiously past two large silk screens showing carp floating in an ocean of gold. Again I felt my jaw clench with anger, and I averted my eyes. Carp made me think of bodies of water, and thinking of bodies of water made me think of shrimp, and thinking of shrimp in general and shrimp risotto in particular renewed a fury that was rapidly becoming volcanic. When I came to the top of the stairs, I took a deep breath and sat down facing the upstairs hallway. Relax, I told myself. Think about something else. How much you love preparing labor-intensive Italian food, for example. When that didn't work, I took a few deep yoga breaths. I should go see Babs, I thought. Maybe I can get her to tell me something I don't know about Claire. Or about Claire and her husband. But I wasn't ready. I let air out of my lungs and stared at two portraits hanging on the opposite wall. The one on the left was of Babs, flatteringly painted with a somewhat slimmer face than the actuality. But the artist had been right on target with wide pink brushstrokes that had frozen Babs's girlish-insecure smile permanently into place. The other painting showed a bespectacled Charles looking somber and resigned, even a trifle defeated. Here, too, however, the painter had found the single feature, that which spoke volumes about the personality he sought to capture. In the painting, Charles's long, unruly pale hair said, I want to be wild, so that the effect he conveyed was a cross between a college professor and Harpo Marx. From behind a door just down the hall I heard laughing and light rock music. I felt a surge of impatience. I had work to do. Oh, man, did I ever have work to do. But I had to go in and tell "the mistress" what was going on. My knuckles rapped on the cold white wood. There was a giggled "Come on in!" and I pushed the door open with dread. Sometimes – especially in the summer, for reasons I did not understand – clients started the party early by beginning to indulge in alcoholic beverages long before their guests arrived. The results ranged from enthusiastically kissing someone else's spouse to falling into their own swimming pools. I walked tentatively into the spacious boudoir. Suddenly I felt like Alice, miniaturized in Wonderland, except that I had landed not in water but in the middle of a giant wedding bouquet. Roses, roses, and more roses were everywhere; they filled every available space. White roses, red roses, pink roses, and yellow roses were bunched in vases, arranged in baskets, gathered into bowls that bedecked every shelf, bureau, and windowsill. Lush scent filled the air. It was unnerving. I struggled for my bearings. In the midst of the bower, two figures were visible in front of a lighted bank of mirrors at the far end of the room. It took me a moment to realize that the seated person was Babs Braithwaite. With her hair full of rollers, her face covered with pasty-looking goo, and her large body swathed in a pink terry-cloth robe, she looked like a matronly alien in a science fiction movie. Standing next to her, an impeccably restored Harriet Wells wore a crisp white knee-length smock. Below the smock, her legs emerged long and ballerinalike. Harriet turned her sparkling smile on me and I saw a small bandage on her forehead. She sure didn't look like someone who was sixty-two, much less someone who'd been surprised earlier by a dead body tumbling down on the glass counter in front of her. "Well, come on in!" Babs called gaily into the mirror. "Have one of Harriet's herb rolls! I don't suppose you'd better have any Asti Spumante though. Well, we've got juice. Lowcal!" Babs cried impatiently, "Well, come on, Goldy, we're not going to bite! Where's that young fellow who works for you?" "Getting the food set up. Aah, there's something I need to talk to you – " "Don't you think your assistant deserves a snack too?" Babs's speech was already slurred. When she talked, the facial paste moved up and down. "Julian's fine," I assured her. "He really needs to work on getting things going. As do I, actually." Call me old- fashioned, but I didn't think it would be appropriate to bring Julian into a rose-filled boudoir where the partially clad hostess was halfway to being plastered, in more ways than one. If Julian was still intent on a career in food service, he'd have plenty of time to discover just how idiosyncratic clients could be. And just how idiosyncratic errant spouses could be. "Well, you come on, then," said Babs, disgruntled. "This'll just take a minute. Have a little snack and come on over, I want to talk to you about tonight." Babs allowed Harriet to start wiping off the pink goo. From my newfound knowledge, I recognized that it was a cosmetic masque. I strolled over to the silver teacart. The cart's top shelf held a globe vase of white and pink roses, a silver ice bucket containing a large green bottle set at a rakish angle, two tulip champagne glasses next to a stack of luncheon plates, a woven silver basket of puffed, delectable-looking rolls, and a silver plate piled with scoops of chèvre and pats of butter. My stomach growled in reproval, so to be sociable I reached for a plate, a roll, a dollop of chèvre, and one of those inviting pats of butter. When I pulled the roll apart, I was surprised to see it was speckled with bits of green. "The rolls contain rosemary from my garden." Harriet shot a quick, shy smile in my direction. "You don't have to guess this time." I took a bite. The soft, herb-flavored roll was feathery and light. "Out of this world," I told her. Harriet nodded as she told Babs to close her eyes and relax. With her lids shut, Babs asked, "Did you know the police were here all afternoon, Goldy?" "Aah," I said, and stalling, took another bite of my roll. Babs was a gossip who was always digging for nuggets, it seemed. I needed to be careful. Not only that, but how I would steer the conversation from the cops visiting to shrimp risotto was going to be tricky. "Seems to me I did hear about that. Harriet probably told you about the terrible thing that happened at the store." "You're damn right she did," Babs said gruffly. "Don't you remember that day I told you somebody was back in the dressing room when I was changing into a bathing suit? I told you!" Tears trickled out over the remaining goop on her face. "I'm so embarrassed!" Harriet patted her shoulder. "Don't upset yourself, it'll just make your nose red. Come now, dear." More patting. "Everything's going to be just fine." I nibbled more roll and tried to think of what to say. Well, I sure am glad I never bought a bathing suit there would be kind of crass Babs sniffled mightily, grabbed the tissues Harriet offered, and dabbed at her closed eyes. She said, "So how are the police doing in their investigation?" "I really don't have a clue," I replied truthfully, "I've been too busy even to talk to my husband." And when I do talk to him, it's not going to be about the investigation, you can be sure of that. It's going to be about what a pain-in-the-behind preparing shrimp risotto from scratch is. . . . Babs opened one eye. "Yes, I've been hearing from one of our guests just how busy you've been. That's why I was wondering if you were doing a little undercover work for the Furman County Sheriff's Department." The eye glared at me accusingly. "Excuse me?" Harriet's shoulders slumped in frustration as Babs slapped her hand away impatiently. "Reggie Hotchkiss is an important member of this community, Goldy," Babs said. "He's not someone you or I or anyone else can afford to alienate. If there's police work to be done, leave it to the police." "I didn't alienate Hotchkiss," I said defensively. "I haven't even seen him today. And the last thing I would want to do, believe me, is get in the way of police work." And of course now, I wasn't going to have a chance to. "And Babs, I do need to talk to you about the menu – " "Reggie called just an hour ago," Babs accused. She pointed a freshly manicured nail. "He said you'd gone to his boutique and pretended you wanted a facial, then went snooping all around and sneaked out when no one was looking!" I finished the roll and put the empty plate down on the tray. "I had an appointment for a facial, which I kept. When the technician started poking me with a needle, I told her to stop and I left." All of this was technically true. "That's it. And I paid in advance, too, for a procedure they didn't even have to finish." Babs leaned back and allowed Harriet to smoothe moisturizer on her cheeks and throat. "Look, Goldy, I'm just trying to calm things down before the party. You understand that, don't you? I used to be a client of Hotchkiss, but now I've gone over to Mignon, because Harriet just makes me look so much better. And I'm sure I'm not the only one. Reggie's green with envy, of course, and he's always been a big sponsor of our playhouse fund-raisers, so I have to keep a good relationship with him. Don't upset him, will you? You know he has such a temper." "I won't upset him," I said acidly. "But I think he knows a lot more about Mignon Cosmetics than he's revealing." Did I know Reggie had a temper? All I knew was that he was a pretty smooth industrial spy. Harriet stopped putting on Babs's makeup and gave me a very puzzled look, which I ignored. "Please, Babs," I blurted out. "There's something I have to tell you. My . . . er . . . shipment of ground turkey didn't come in. I substituted large, very expensive shrimp, and I'm absorbing the cost difference myself. I'll be making a risotto, and it's a very delicious – " "I know what risotto is," she snapped. "I love it." She pondered my announcement for a moment, clearly glad she'd be getting prime shellfish for a ground-poultry price. "Fine, then, change the menu if you have to. I guess I'll have to find something to wear besides my sari." "Well, I regret – " "How's your assistant fellow doing?" she asked abruptly. Since this was the second time she'd asked about him, I grew wary. "He's in the kitchen starting the – " "I didn't ask what was he doing," Babs interrupted as Harriet dotted concealer under her eye. "I asked you how he was doing." "He's doing fine," I said evenly. "But I thought he was involved with that girl who was run over at the mall. Wasn't he? I'm sure I heard that somewhere." "He was," I said, again careful. I wanted to protect Julian from Babs's tongue, and I was afraid we were getting into uncharted territory. Babs lifted her chin for Harriet to dab green stuff on her reddish nose. After Harriet had rubbed the green in, her swift fingers deftly distributed foundation over Babs's face. Presto: The green disappeared and there were no more dark bags under Babs's eyes, no more red nose. Her face was a smooth, even tone. I was impressed. Babs turned around again in her white leather chair. Her eyes didn't have any makeup on them yet, but they still bored into me. "Was Julian going steady with Claire Satterfield?" she asked icily. "Going steady?" I asked. Now, there was a term I hadn't heard in a long time. "You mean, were they seeing each other to the exclusion of all others?" "Whatever." Babs's voice was scathing. Her eyes never left my face. "Yes, Babs, I think they were going steady. Now, if you'll pardon me, I do need to get back down to the kitchen if you want to have your party tonight." Without another word Babs turned back to the mirror. Harriet gave me a quick sympathetic glance. Actually, I felt sorrier for her than she did for me. If it was up to me to make Babs Braithwaite beautiful on a regular basis, I'd find some new line of work.
17 Within twenty minutes, Harriet Wells had finished her makeup miracle and departed. While Julian busied himself shelling the shrimp – he dared not look at me – I stared at the menu Tom had written up and some Denver chef had assembled the ingredients for: Fourth of July Ethnic Celebration Cucumber Gazpacho Grilled Focaccia with Garlic Shrimp Risotto with Portobello Mushrooms Caesar Salad Vanilla-Frosted Fudge Cookies
Well, now, wasn't that nice. I noted that Tom had had the chef make a batch of the fudge cookies from my recipe. Maybe his hired cook used the kitchen down at the sheriff's department. I could imagine Tom insisting he had done the right thing. The bowl of dark red gazpacho, thick with chunks of cucumber, was snuggled next to nuggets of focaccia dough. Once r d patted the dough out into satiny rounds, brushed them with olive oil, and inserted slivers of garlic at judicious intervals, Julian showed me where in the Braithwaites' three refrigerators he'd found spots to chill the other courses. The first kitchen cooler was devoted to food, the second to liquor, the third to flowers. While I was working on the focaccia, he'd sandwiched the gazpacho between bottles of Vouvray and wedged the salad underneath a bowl of roses. On the deck off the kitchen he had also lit off the gas grill without incident. Soon the focaccia loaves were sizzling merrily and sending up clouds of succulent smoke. I looked out at Aspen Meadow Lake and wondered if Tom was feeling even remotely remorseful for sneaking around getting food switched on me. Despite my anger over what he'd done, I felt a pang from missing him on the holiday. Although I’d never thought the Fourth of July was very romantic, a little candlelit dinner around one A.M. would have been nice. . . once we'd had our argument about the food and the investigation and done some delicious making-up. Then I thought about Marla. I hoped she was resting comfortably, and not worrying about Tony Royce. And then there was Julian, who'd had great plans to take a nighttime picnic to the lake tonight after he'd helped me set up for the Braithwaites. He and Claire had planned to watch the fireworks together. I searched his face for a sign of what he was thinking, but he was inscrutable. Now that we both knew the layout of the house and kitchen, we quickly discussed how we would orchestrate cooking and serving. When the guests began pulling up in their Porsches and Miatas, we were trying to remove the last focaccia loaf without burning our fingers. Suddenly, I saw Charles Braithwaite, his white-blond hair shimmering in the late afternoon sun as he trudged up from-his greenhouse. His face was downcast. With no obvious enthusiasm he removed his gloves and headed for the living- room side of the house. "Guess he's not really a party kind of guy," Julian observed. I tsked. "With us catering his Fourth? Crazy. Look out, I need you to grab the other side of the platter so that the loaves don't go skittering off the deck." He did so and I added, "Gotta say, Big J., I think Charlie-baby is more than a little crazy, anyway." "No, no, he's not," said Julian defensively as the tray of fragrant grilled loaves teetered between us, "he's a good guy. I told you the time he had our senior bio class over to look at how he does genetic engineering. It was cool. Like a spy mission." Julian smiled wryly through the plumes of garlic-scented barbecue smoke. "Great." I looked back, but Charles had disappeared through a side door. The last thing I was going to do was mention to Julian that not only had Charlie been obsessed with secrecy; he'd gone mad over Claire Satterfield. "Better arrange the soup, we should be serving it in half an hour." "O captain, my captain, wherefore art thou, my captain?" Julian said as he did as directed. I lifted the platters of bread and tried not to smile. He bowed in my direction and quaffed a pretend hat. Maybe he would recover. Maybe he was just acting. I said, "Let's try to have fun in spite of Tom's stunt. We're still going to make a lot of money tonight." "Then it's fun by definition," he said grimly. When I came out to the living room with the loaves, the guests, all clad in some variation of red, white, and blue, were chatting amiably. Tony Royce, resplendent in a bright red shirt, navy bandanna, and white pants, had had the guts to invite another woman to replace Marla. His date was plump and fortyish, her bleached-blond hair held up in two perky pigtails. Her outfit matched Tony's. Although I didn't know her, something about her said wealthy widow. Too bad for Tony that his brownies were still in my walk-in refrigerator, along with the turkey curry. Reggie Hotchkiss, playing the part of casual cool rich guy, wore blue jeans and a shirt printed with a collage of the American flag. In my role as servant, I didn't dare tell Reg that his apparel came off as unpatriotic. But I couldn't have enlightened him anyway, as Reg made a great point of giving me his back when I offered him the platter of focaccia wedges. La-de-da, I thought. So much for sympathizing with the proletariat. I did feel sorry for Charles Braithwaite, however, who had either forgotten or not cared to dress in the national colors mandated by his wife. Well, I thought the dress code was a pretty corny idea too. Charles didn't appear to have an opinion. With his long, lanky frame still completely clothed in khaki, he seemed oblivious. It was clear Charlie- baby would rather be in his greenhouse, or on safari with the French Foreign Legion – anywhere but here. By the time I reached him with the focaccia tray, he was slumped by a silk-draped corner window listening with a pained expression to Tony Royce's date. She was complaining about how impossible it was to grow orchids indoors in Colorado. They just seem to know they're not in a rain forest, she lamented. Charles groaned sadly, as if he'd give anything to be in the rain forest. I whisked back out to the kitchen, added broth to the Arborio rice speckled with garlic and onion, stirred, and then helped Julian ladle chilled, chunky gazpacho into cold soup bowls. After sprinkling the soup with chopped scallions, I placed the bowls around the dining room table, then hustled back to the kitchen to add more broth to the risotto. I wiggled a spoon through the mixture, tossed homemade croutons for the salad in a mixture of olive oil and melted butter, stirred the risotto again, tossed the salad, and stirred more broth into the risotto. When Julian headed off to move the guests through the soup course, I stepped out on the deck to grill extra Portobello mushrooms and curse Tom Schulz. Forget the idea of making up over a romantic dinner. He'd have to pay for this little trick with a weekend at the Broadmoor. In the fading light, the view of Aspen Meadow and the lake was .even more spectacular than when we arrived. As the sun slipped rapidly behind the mountains to the west, a few rays backlit brilliant pink skeins of cloud. Darkness, and the fireworks, were just over an hour away. I flipped the large mushroom caps and allowed my eyes to rest on the gently sloping acreage around the house. Two paths led from the house to the lower grounds. About a hundred yards down, Charles's greenhouse was separated from a small garden filled with lawn chairs by a split rail fence twined with rosebushes. It was these, I surmised, that must have provided the blooms for Babs's bedroom. Beyond the knoll, the roads coming into Aspen Meadow were already clogged with firework spectators from Denver. Julian had cleared the soup bowls and finished arranging the salads when I returned with the mushrooms. He served the salads while I stirred the remaining ingredients into the steaming risotto. Plump shrimp were nestled invitingly between chunks of sherry-soaked Portobello mushrooms in the bed of luscious, creamy rice. Julian had steamed fresh broccoli to a bright green, and I artfully surrounded the risotto with the emerald-colored florets. Reggie Hotchkiss finally acknowledged my presence by giving me an angry, wide-eyed stare when I offered the platter. Of course, I was eager to tell him how much I disliked him, his procedures, and his silly outfit, but I kept my lips firmly sealed. When the guests had polished off the risotto and Julian had begun clearing the plates, I came out to the kitchen to get the fudge cookies. Unfortunately, Reggie Hotchkiss followed me. I switched on the coffee urn and tried to ignore him as I reached for the cookie tin. I didn't want to get upset on a festive occasion, especially a festive, lucrative occasion. Let the mood fit the food, we always say in the food business. But when Reggie marched up in his gaudy print shirt and edged between me and the dessert-plate platter, my mood turned decidedly dark. "Would you please go back out to the dining room?" I said in a pained, sweet voice. I reached for the container of fudge cookies and arranged them decoratively on a separate piece of stoneware. When I looked up, the brown hair around Reggie Hotchkiss's bald spot was trembling. His thin, good-looking face was filled with rage. "I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what you and your fascist-pig husband are doing investigating my place of business without a search warrant." I leaned back, startled. A temptation arose to use language that certainly would never get Goldilocks' Catering invited back to the Braithwaites anytime soon. To keep my temper in check, I reached out for a fudge cookie, brought it to my mouth, and took a huge bite. The dark, velvety moistness melted over my tongue. I closed my eyes and chewed. It was better than a shot of tequila. "Are you going to answer me," Reggie yelled, "or are you going to stuff your face? What kind of damn caterer are you anyway?" This eruption brought a furious, flushed Julian catapulting into the room. He slammed an uneven stack of plates down on the counter and hollered, "What in the fucking hell is going on out here?" So much for future catering at the Braithwaites. I calmly swallowed the fudge cookie, squeezed past Reggie, and hoisted the platter of cookies. This I offered to Julian. "Would you please," I asked with as much charm as possible, "take these goodies out to the guests? Mr. Hotchkiss wants to have a chat with me, and we're going to have to go outside, I'm afraid." But Julian didn't take the tray. Instead, he addressed Reggie Hotchkiss: "You touch her, and I will beat your bald head to a pulp. Understand?" His sneakers squeaked on the tile floor as he grabbed the platter from me. "I'm going to be out on that deck in five minutes. Five minutes. Got it?" Reggie Hotchkiss stared at the ceiling, He said, "Ah, but I do feel such a bond with the younger members of the working class." Julian glared at him in disbelief, then pushed through the door to the dining room. "Come on, Reg, you want to talk, let's make it snappy," I said as I led the way to the side deck. The sun had set, and the sky, now violet, promised a perfect backdrop for fireworks. I sighed and wished fervently that Reggie were not there. Unfortunately, he placed his imposing self with its red, white, and blue shirt once again in front of my face. "First," he said suddenly, holding up one index finger. “you call my place of business. You say" – and here he raised his voice to a falsetto that resembled nothing that had ever come out of my mouth – " 'oh, my, but I want to buy all kinds of stuff from your fall catalogue!' Then next" – voice back down, a second finger up – "you make in appointment under false pretenses – “ I'd suddenly had enough. "Don't you dare bully me," I said evenly. "I made an appointment. I kept it. I even paid for a job that didn't get finished. What's your complaint, any way? I've got work to do and you're interrupting it." "Oh, I'm interrupting your work, oh, excuse me." Reggie flailed his arms. "And what about all our new products that you wanted to order?" "You mean all those products you stole from the fall line of Mignon Cosmetics? Those?" His face colored in great red and white splotches that clashed with the loud shirt. "What?" he bellowed. "What?" "Excuse me, Reg," I said, furious myself now, "I think you know quite well what I'm talking about. I catered that banquet for Mignon. You were there too, spying in your cute blond wig. You got your list of what you figured would be money-making Mignon products and you just copied them into your fall catalogue. Anybody with half a brain could see the plagiarism." His face contorted with rage. Maybe I'd gone too far; maybe it took a full brain to figure the theft he'd committed. But he'd made me so angry with his accusations, I couldn't help it. And besides, I hadn't told him the cute blond wig had fallen on my head when I was escaping Lane, the needle-wielding facialist. "You are in some kind of trouble," Reggie warned in an ominous voice. This time the index finger trembled when he pointed. "You have just dug yourself into a hole so deep, you'll never get out, lady. You – " "Hey, you stupid fuck!" yelled Julian from the deck door. He strode angrily out onto the deck and squared off against Reggie's patriotically clad paunch. "What'd I tell you about not threatening her?" "I know who you are too," Reggie raged at Julian, still wagging his finger. "You're the low-class creep that Claire Satterfield had finally decided was her one and only. Lucky you, boy. She went from robbing the grave to robbing the cradle!" The colors in his face were decidedly unhealthy. "You better watch what you say," growled Julian, suddenly aware, as was I, that the rest of the guests had appeared on the other deck, their faces filled with curiosity about the disappearance of their fellow guest, their servers, and the resulting commotion. Reggie held up his hands. "No competition from me, guy. I didn't want to sleep with her, I just wanted to hire her. That woman could sell cosmetics just by standing still, How was she in bed?" That did it. Julian lunged forward. Reggie began to whack indiscriminately. I tried to step between them and caught the brunt of Julian's forceful, angry body on one side and Reggie's chest on the other. From the middle of the male sandwich, I choked out, "Go inside, Julian! Please!" He obeyed by whirling around and striding angrily back into the kitchen. Reggie Hotchkiss fell against the deck rail. Absent male support, I tottered on the deck planks. I caught my balance just a moment before my trajectory would have landed me on the grill. The pain from Julian's body crashing into mine was concentrated in my head. I rubbed my temples and tried to clear my brain. When I looked up at Reggie Hotchkiss, he had recovered. Standing stock-still, he hissed, "I have been mistreated and misjudged, and I am not going to forget it." “Fine.” He brushed imaginary dust off the American-flag shirt and made his final pronouncement in my direction. "In the classless society," he said as he headed for the deck stairs, "there will be no need for servants. You will be obsolete." He trod heavily down the wooden steps and headed for his Bentley, presumably not the same one he had driven up the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Everyone was staring. I asked lightly, "In the classless society, who does the cooking?" Sensing that the excitement was over, the guests on the deck turned their attention back to Babs. Her perfectly made-up face was trembling with anger, but she managed to announce breathlessly that, goodness, time was marching on! Each guest was to carry a sparkler and a glass of sparkling wine down to the lower garden. Lawn chairs were set up there, she trilled on. Even as she spoke, the maid was moving across the yard lighting upright torches. The dark- haired woman Reggie Hotchkiss had come with volunteered to light the sparklers and pour the wine. Her high, laughing voice seemed to indicate that she minded not in the least that Reggie had deserted her. But there was more abandonment going on. In the fading light, Charles Braithwaite skulked away from his guests, walking swiftly down the path toward his greenhouse. From the furtive, quick nature of his stride, it didn't look as if his purpose was to set up chairs, join in festivities, or have sparkling anything. I took a deep breath of evening air and tried to remember what I still had to do. Babs was paying her maid to stay late and clean up, so all Julian and I faced was packing the pans and containers we had brought and schlepping them back down the deck stairs to the van. But cigarette smoke drifting upward from underneath the deck made me doubt Julian's commitment to the packing task. "If a caterer is smoking next to the house," I announced downward into the deepening darkness, "that could get him into distinct trouble with the hostess, to the extent that a certain caterer and her capable assistant wouldn't get paid. We might not get paid anyway, after having a little squabble with a guest." I didn't tell him I needed help. If Julian wanted to unwind from his encounter with Reggie Hotchkiss, then that was fine by me, as long as he didn't get into any more arguments. Arch was in Keystone; Tom was working late; I had nothing to look forward to except an empty house and a rousing argument with Tom over switching my food. The later I got to it, the better. The glowing butt of Julian's cigarette moved past one of the torches. I watched him turn not toward the garden, but in the direction of the greenhouse. After I'd brought our platters in from outside and come back out to check that the grill was off and the deck clear, I couldn't see him anymore, as the guests holding their champagne and their twinkling sparklers moved in a slow, loud knot down to the chairs. The maid bustled about helping me clean pans. I checked my watch when all the catering supplies were in boxes: Nine forty-five. Julian had not returned. The fireworks would be starting soon. There was no sign of Charles Braithwaite either, but that didn't surprise me. I decided to wait ten more minutes out on the deck. It was not like Julian to be inconsiderate. On the other hand, he'd been so upset that he probably lost track of time. There was a flash of light followed by a loud peh-beh! sound and a puff of gray smoke beside the lake. A white shot of light rocketed upward, paused, and then a shower of white lights sprayed down from the sky over Aspen Meadow. The blossom of brilliance reflected gloriously in the smooth surface of the lake. The show had begun. There was another boom and flash, and this time the shower of overhead glitter was emerald. In the few seconds of light, my eyes scanned the garden and the greenhouse. Julian's silhouette was briefly visible, along with the smoke from a cigarette. He was standing beside the rose-laden fence. For heaven's sake, I wondered, what was he doing? An explosion-generated scream accompanied the next luminous fall of bits of light, and I felt a wave of unease. Impulsively, I headed toward the torchlit path. Maybe Julian was watching the fireworks and had forgotten about me completely. Maybe he was in one of his grieving-and-smoking spells and needed me to snap him out of it. I made my way down the paved walk and learned to fix the path ahead by stopping at the torches, then waiting for the intermittent sprays of colored lights overhead. I knew I was getting close when the heady smell of roses and the laughter of Babs and her guests announced my proximity to the split-rail fence. I maneuvered around the fence and soon found myself at the edge of the greenhouse. "Julian!" I whispered. "Where are you?" "Over here!" came his called response after a moment. "Come on around to the front!" I followed his voice and tried to figure out where the front was. In a flash of pink and blue sparkles that reflected in the near side of the greenhouse panes, I saw that I was on the shorter wall. The door was probably somewhere along the longer one. When I came around to the length side of the greenhouse rectangle, I could make Julian out. He was standing beside a slightly open door. "Julian! For heaven's sake! What are you doing?" "Sorry if you've been waiting for me," he said when I was by his side. "I was thinking about that awful Hotchkiss guy. . . and smoking where Babs couldn't see me . . . and then I . . . well, I just got here. The door is open, and that worries me." "You stayed down here in the dark, and left me to wonder what in the world had befallen you, and now you're worried about a door? So what about the damn door!" Julian's earnest, boyish face and blunt-cut blond hair was suddenly revealed by a glistening shower of red, white, and blue. "Don't be upset," he pleaded. "It's just that Dr. Braithwaite. . . you don't understand, he would never leave this place open! Especially if he was going to be having guests who were strangers. The guy's a security nut about his experiments. I don't know where he is, but I think I should stay here and guard the place until he gets back. He's got a lot of stuff in there that's pretty dangerous. I took a deep breath and tried to think. Really, Julian's loyalty to Charles Braithwaite was admirable. Misguided, but admirable. "Okay look,” I told him, "we can't stay here and wait for the host to show. Just close and lock the door. Please." "No," said Julian stubbornly. "I owe it to Dr. Braithwaite at least to check if there's been any damage. Then we can call the police or something." "Okay then," I said as amiably as possible. "Let's go inside and turn on the light, if there is one, and see if there's been any vandalism or whatever. Maybe there's a phone to call the main house or the police. Otherwise, we really need to go back up to the house." "Okay, okay." Together, we moved up the concrete steps to the open door. "Actually," he added meekly, "I was kind of afraid to go in there alone." Well, that was just peachy, I thought rather indignantly, as my hand felt along the inside of the Plexiglas. Did a lot of stuff that's pretty dangerous include woman-eating plants? I groped along the slick surface. My fingers brushed something cold and I instinctively recoiled. Then I realized it was a conduit leading to a light switch. Triumphantly, my fingers found the switch. I flipped on an overhead fluorescent fixture. After the near darkness it took a moment to adjust to the light. Julian stepped forward and peered around the greenhouse, which really looked more like a lab than a place to raise flowers. Row upon row of tables was neatly piled with equipment that meant nothing to me. There were plants arranged on shelves too, a cornucopia of flora in all stages of development. But at least the place seemed orderly, and not as if someone had broken in and made a mess trying to steal, vandalize, or whatever it was Julian seemed so worried about. "Looks pretty innocent," I commented as I moved toward one of the tables. "Maybe he just forgot to lock the door. . ." "No, no, no, don't touch anything," Julian warned. He gestured at the space. "You're looking at a lab set up for molecular biology," he said with genuine awe. He pointed to two metal boxes on a near table. "Those are gel boxes for electrophoresis. That's the process for analyzing DNA. When our class visited, Mr. Braithwaite told us he was looking for an enzyme in plants that produces blue color. You know, because scientists hadn't had any luck at, like, splicing it into roses because the color receptors just weren't there." I looked at the boxes, fascinated. So this was where he'd created the blue rose. In spite of the uneasy feeling that Julian and I didn't belong there, I found it astonishing that someone could put together this kind of complicated scientific setup in our little burg of Aspen Meadow. Of course, with enough money, you could probably analyze sunscreens in Antarctica. "You just put the plant into the gel and look at it through the microscope?" Julian shook his head. "No, no, first you have to grind it up." He pointed to a cylindrical tank that was three feet high and about three feet in diameter. "You have to put the flower petals into liquid nitrogen, which is what's in that vat. You grind the petals in there till they're like a fine powder, then you have to add a buffer – " "Liquid nitrogen?" I interrupted. "Isn't that pretty cold stuff?" He grinned. It was the first time r d seen him amused since Claire's death. "Try minus one hundred ninety-six degrees. That cold enough for you? You wear latex gloves, Goldy." He pointed to some gloves tidily placed by a mortar and pestle next to the tank. "If you put your hands in there unprotected, they'd break off. Put your head in, and you'd be the headless horseman. Not to mention that the fumes would suffocate you." I decided r d had enough science lesson. "Okay Julian, thanks. Let's go back up to the house." "But I haven't told you about the sequencing gel apparatus and the laminer air-flow hood! Not to mention the gene gun. That's really cool." Cooler than minus 196 I couldn't imagine. "Gene gun? Can you shoot anybody with it?" "Very funny." He moved to a table and picked up what looked like an elongated pistol. "You introduce your bit of DNA into the axillary buds of the flower you're experimenting with, and you pray like mad that you end up with your blue daffodil, or whatever it is – " He fell silent as his eyes rested on a cluster of flowering plants that I could just dimly see. They were grouped next to the vat of liquid nitrogen. "What the hell?" Julian peered in closely at the flowers. "He had these covered up last time. . . oh my God, it's a frigging blue rose!" He picked up a small pot and held it up to the light. I felt my heart stumble in my chest. I wanted to get out of there so badly. "Judas priest!" cried Julian. "Look at this, Goldy! I can't believe it! Do you know what this means?" A whimper came from behind a shelf of books at the far end of the lab. Julian and I gaped at each other. "Go away!" sobbed the voice. "Just leave!" Julian carefully put the pot down with the others. "It's him," he stage-whispered to me. The sobs grew louder. "Just go away! Leave me in peace!" "Dr. Braithwaite," Julian said as he moved toward the shelves, "we were just worried about you, when the door was open – " The entire shelf of books erupted at that moment as a growling Charles Braithwaite heaved them forward and emerged with his arms outstretched. Julian jumped back from the cascade of volumes. Sobbing, his arms raised, Charles Braithwaite had the aspect of a skinny, white-haired ogre. He growled at us, then screeched, "Go a-way! Leave!” "Julian!" I yelled. "Let's get out of here!" Julian didn't move. "Why . . . won t . . . you. . . leave?” Charles Braithwaite bellowed. He stood with his thin legs apart, his long arms outstretched. "Nothing. . . means. . . anything!" Then, defeated, he stumbled through the fallen books and sank against one of the tables. In a much lower, more subdued voice, he murmured, "If you will just please go away, I won't turn you in for smoking as a minor." The guy was losing it, that much was clear. First he was howling like a crazy person, then he was making calm pronouncements. I was sorely tempted to exit as bidden, but Julian stepped with determination over the piles of disheveled books. "Dr. Braithwaite," he said calmly, "you're upset." Smart kid, I thought. Just keep your tone low. Smarter yet, I thought ruefully, get the heck out. Julian held out his hand. "Why don't you just come up with us – " "No!" Charles Braithwaite roared, his white hair shaking wildly. "Leave me alone!" "Come on, Julian," I implored from the entrance to the greenhouse. "Let's just – " "I'm not doing it," Julian said in my direction, his voice sharp but still low. "We're not leaving without him. Look, Dr. Braithwaite, you don't have to – “ The white-haired man raised a mournful face to Julian. He raised his index finger, calm again in his bizarre way. He acted as if he were instructing Julian in an important point of molecular biology. "Claire Satterfield brought something into my life that I'd never had. So there's just one thing I want you to know before I die." Oh hell, I thought. "And that is," he continued, "that you did not cause the accident with my . . . wife." He spat out the word. "No. Babs was following you and Claire because she thought you were bringing Claire to me for. . . an assignation. You didn't fail to signal, my wife was following too. . . closely. So there you are." He crossed his arms, QED. “CIaire?" asked Julian. “You . . . and . . .” He shook his head and seemed to make a decision. "It's okay, Dr. Braithwaite, it's. . . over." Julian looked around the lab, trying to assess, I thought, how Charles Braithwaite could fulfill what seemed to be his desire to do himself in. He picked up the pot he'd placed on the near table. "Come on, look! You've created a blue rose! You've got a lot to live for – " "I wanted to give it to her," Charles said wistfully. Overhead, the finale firework showered red, white, and blue sparkles that absurdly lit the greenhouse with twinkling light, illuminating the tears on his stricken face. "To Claire. That's why I was in the mall garage that day. I wanted to give it to her as my parting gift. The flower named after her, because it was so beautiful. So rare." He looked at Julian and shrugged. "And then I – can you blame me? I heard that terrible sound, and I knew. You want to know the truth? I thought my wife had done it. Maybe she did! Maybe she hired somebody to do the hit-and-run." He stretched his arms to their full length. "And it was all Babs's fault I met Claire in the first place! She sent me in to pick up her damn stuff. And there was Claire, acting as if I were. . . as if I were the most wonderful. . ." He dropped his arms and shook his head vigorously, as if he'd just come to the realization of whatever it was he'd been concentrating on before he'd digressed. "Listen," he said abruptly, "I've thought this all through. Just leave me in peace, please. Now, all right?" "Let's go talk about it up at the house!" Julian said brightly. !'I mean really, Dr. Braithwaite, you're too young to die. You need to give it some more thought." "No!" wailed Charles Braithwaite. "Go away!" He stepped agilely over the books, and to my shock, put both arms around the vat of liquid nitrogen. This was how he was going to kill himself. Using liquid nitrogen. We had to get out. Charles began to rock the tank. "Can't you hear?" he roared. "This is the end! Get out of the way!" "Julian!" I shrieked. But Julian ignored me.' He stepped briskly over the pile of books and grabbed Charles Braithwaite's arm. The vat of liquid nitrogen continued to rock. Yanking hard, Julian pulled Charles away just as the top came off the tank. "Get out!" Julian shouted to me as he dragged a flailing Charles in my direction. "Go!" I banged open the door. When I looked back, the tank teetered as the freezing chemical splashed over one side, emitting clouds of white smoke. Julian scrambled toward the exit, his arms firmly encircling Charles Braithwaite's chest. Charles, his white hair wild, kicked halfheartedly. But he was no match for young Julian's strength. The three of us bounded out of the greenhouse just as the vat crashed downward. I couldn't help it – I looked back again, just in time to see the liquid nitrogen spilling over and destroying the blue rose plants.
18 Our odd trio darted through the guests meandering up to the house, We turned deaf ears to "Oh my goodness, what's the matter with Charlie!" and "The fireworks must have really upset him!" and laughing exclamations of that ilk. In the kitchen I called 911 and told them who I was, where we were, and what was going on. "Liquid nitrogen?" was the deputy's incredulous response. "Liquid nitrogen? Are you sure that's all it was? Were there any other chemicals? We're going to have to get the toxic waste team up there. Was this part of some wacko Fourth of July party?" "No, no," I said. "Any chance you could put me through to Tom Schulz?" The deputy stalled and kept asking me questions until I assured him I wasn't going to hang up, I just wanted to talk to Tom instead of him. He said he'd transfer me. Then he put me on hold. I tapped my fingers on the kitchen counter and watched as Julian ministered to Charles Braithwaite. Using a low, quiet voice, Julian admonished Charles to lie relaxed on the spotless kitchen floor, and to breathe normally. Was he hurt, Julian wanted to know. When Charles shook his head, Julian asked him who he was and what was going on. Tears ran down Charles's thin face as he gave halting responses to Julian's steady questions. Then Julian patted his shoulders and checked his pulse and told him in a voice that rippled out like custard that everything was going to be all right. Julian amazed me, really. He had proven himself to be singlemindedly ambitious in the schoolroom and the kitchen. He loved and hated with a ferocity that was frightening and occasionally explosive. But there were times like these when I was reminded he'd spent most of his life among the Navajo in Bluff, Utah. He had an uncanny ability to act the wise healer when it was needed. I watched him calmly checking Charles Braithwaite for shock. What had he said to Charles in the greenhouse? You're too young to die. Claire Satterfield had been much too young to die; too. What was still unclear to me was whether Julian would be able to heal from that terrible loss. He was too young to have the loving part of himself die. The deputy's voice crackled in my ear. "Tom Schulz isn't here." At that moment, the first wave of law-enforcement and fire vehicles pulled up, so I signed off. Hours later, when the fireworks had ended and the moon had risen and the guests – including an angry Tony Royce, without his promised brownies – -had finally left, when Babs Braithwaite had exploded in a fit of hysterics and Charles had been taken to the hospital for observation, when the toxic-waste team had realized only nitrogen – a fertilizer – had spilled, and Julian had decided to spend the night at a friend's, I drove the van home. The fireworks spectators had all departed, but in the moonlight I could see the enormous mess of trash they'd left on the golf course by the lake. I came through the door just before two A.M. Tom, amazingly enough, was in the kitchen making chocolate ice cream. Waiting for me, and undoubtedly too wired from the investigation to sleep, he'd decided to concoct a Neapolitan ice cream torte, with a chocolate-cookie-crumb base and layers of homemade vanilla, fresh strawberry, and finally dark chocolate ice cream. Allowing thirty minutes per batch of ice cream, I figured he'd been at this for quite some time. The kitchen was a mess of cream containers, beaters, and bowls. "It's not exactly the colors of the flag," he said ruefully when I peered into the bowl and raised my eyebrows. "But it's gonna be great. I can't wait for you to try it. Where've you been anyway? I guess my little ruse didn't work." "Little ruse? Little ruse? Is that what you call it?" I glared at him. He grinned widely. After a few seconds of trying to keep up my withering stare, I couldn't help myself. I burst out laughing. "And when did you have time to do all that menu planning, Mr. Investigator? I am never, never going to forgive you." He grabbed me by the waist and swung me perilously close to the clutter of ice creams. "Oh, sure you're going to forgive me," he reassured me as I giggled wildly. "And I didn't have time to do the cooking. I faxed your recipes down to a chef from a restaurant near the sheriff's department, and paid him to get the ingredients together and make the cookies and the soup and the bread dough. It took me less than five minutes. Anyway, knowing you, the risotto didn't stop you, it just slowed you down. The fireworks were over a couple of hours ago. Was the party okay?" He sat me down on a chair and I told him all about it. I assured him that Julian had been a champ and that Dr. Charles Braithwaite would survive, especially if he could get some intensive psychiatric help. I confessed to having a fight with Reggie Hotchkiss. and that Julian had been involved. Tom seemed worried – did I think Hotchkiss had thrown the bleach water and left the note? I said I had no idea. He asked if Reggie could know where Julian was tonight, and I told him Reggie had left long before Julian had decided to go his friend's house. "Think you'll ever cater for the Braithwaites again?" he asked. "No. And I don't care either. I am kind of disappointed that they may be innocent in all this. I still don't trust either of them." When I finished talking, Tom wordlessly cut me a wide wedge of the triple-layered torte. The chocolate ice cream was still soft over the more solid layers of strawberry and vanilla. Biting into the three delicious flavors and through the crunchy chocolate- cookie crust, I was reminded of childhood birthday parties in New Jersey, where Neapolitan ice cream and chocolate cake were the order of the day. I told Tom, "This is the most delicious thing I have ever tasted in my entire life. But you know we shouldn't have it. We don't want to get into the kind of situation . . . like Marla." Tom put his arms around me. "Everything in moderation, Miss G. Besides, you're too young to have a heart attack." "Excuse me," I blubbered, "but I am not." Too young. It seemed that phrase was cropping up a lot lately. I even remembered using it with Arch, when I'd told him he was too young to be using sixties language. . . . I sat up straight. Wait a cotton-picking minute. "Ah-ha!" said Tom. "She's changing her mind. She's going to have some Neapolitan ice cream after all – " "Tom," I said urgently, "who did Shaman Krill say he worked for?" "He didn't. I've been laboring on that guy day and night. He won't tell us jack." "But he wasn't with the animal rights people, you know that. And he's an actor. How old would you say he was?" "About as old as this Neapolitan ice cream is going to be by the time you eat it." "Tom!" "I forget. Twenty-seven, maybe." "So he wasn't old enough to know any of that sixties lingo he was using with us like 'fascist pig' and 'capitalist imperialist' and all that." "There are movies," Tom said dubiously. "Documentaries." "And scripts," I said. To humor him, I had a bit of ice cream. He'd put fresh strawberries into the pink layer. It was like chilled, succulent essence of fruit. "You know who uses that kind of language? For whom it's second nature, don't you?" He cocked his head and lifted his eyebrows. "Nope. But I just know you're going to tell me." "Reggie Hotchkiss. He knows the lingo. He paid for the demonstration, I'll bet, to disrupt Mignon. Shaman Krill is a Reggie Hotchkiss plant. Maybe Reggie ran Claire down himself. Oh, Lord, and I had a fight with him tonight. . . ." Tom said, "The security for this house is airtight. And I have a forty-five, don't forget." "You don't believe me. I'll bet you a thousand dollars Reggie has something to do with the murders at that department store." Tom reached over and began to unbutton the top of my blouse. "Guess what? I get to sleep in tomorrow. No strategy meeting first thing. And why don't you bet something I really want?" I shook my head. "You know what being newly married to you is like? It's like walking a marathon instead of running it. I hardly ever get to see you, so we're always in . . . what's it called? The heady throes of romance. At the rate we're going, we'll be newlyweds for the next ten years." "So living with me is like stopping smoking and walking a marathon. What's a heady throe of romance?" "Plus I can see you're just bowled over with my marvelous powers of deduction." He kept unbuttoning. "As always." "And I see catching a killer is the highest priority for you right now." He let go of my blouse and reached for the phone. "I'll bet you a thousand dollars that I can put in a call to have Shaman Krill picked up faster than you can get those clothes off and meet me upstairs."
I didn't collect on his bet. I could have. When Tom reached the sheriff's department, they – true to form – put him on hold. I even had time for a shower. Later, much later, I murmured, "I love you, love you, love you," into his ear and buried my nose in his short, sweet- smelling hair. For a night that had taken so many bizarre turns, this one was ending up pretty well. He pulled me in close. Pale moonlight filled our bedroom. I felt sleep fall as gently as the pink bursts of fireworks had scattered their lights over the lake. When Sunday morning came, Tom was still sleeping soundly. I slipped out of bed with the idea that a hefty dose of caffeine was in order. But Scout the cat boldly rolled onto his back in front of the espresso machine and demanded attention. I rubbed his stomach as he writhed from side to side, demanding more! more! Eventually he decided he'd had enough affection and hopped off the counter, and I was able to load the machine with fresh beans and water. Soon dark strands of espresso hissed into the twin shot glasses and I poured them over milk and ice and stepped out onto the front porch. The brilliant morning sky promised a return to hot weather. Geraniums and johnny-jump-ups in the porch pots moved in the breeze. A dog barked in the distance. Across the street, the Routts' house was silent: no Colin crying, no jazz saxophone. The morning of the fifth of July always felt odd. It was as if time had slipped around midnight during the fight for independence, and left the whole country to suffer a summer hangover. I sipped my icy latte and wondered how Charles Braithwaite was doing. Julian had just gone through shock. He'd managed to recover fairly quickly. But Charles was older. Age usually dictated a longer recuperation from trauma. And speaking of recovering from trauma, Marla was due to greet the world again this afternoon. I checked my watch: seven-twenty. When I finished the coffee I felt heavy-hearted and tired. I toyed with the idea of going back to bed. But before I could do so, the phone rang. I bolted for it so the ringing wouldn't wake up Tom. It was Officer Boyd from the sheriff's department. "He's asleep," I whispered. "Can it wait?" "Just tell him we got Krill," said Boyd. "Tom said it was your idea anyway, that the guy was a phony. Looks as if you were right, Goldy. Krill buckled when we asked him if his employer was Hotchkiss. He told us Hotchkiss hired him to be disruptive, even gave him a script. The lingo, the chants, the dead bunny-you name it." "But did Krill drive the truck that killed Claire? Did he . . . have some connection to Gentileschi?" "Not that he'll admit to. But don't worry," Boyd said in his laconic, confident manner. "He'll crack. Give it time. Tell Schulz when he wakes up that we'll have a confession in no time." I hung up. I remembered my promise to give an update on Marla to the St. Luke's parishioners at the early service. Rather than wake Tom, I left him a note on the kitchen table that said Boyd was working on Krill and that he should call the department. As I quietly slid into a skirt and blouse, the key to Prince & Grogan storage caught my eye from where I'd left it on the bureau after removing it from my bra on Friday. I was, after all, going to church, I reflected guiltily, and there was that bit about thou shalt not steal. I slid the key into my pocket. I would return the key. Eventually. The sparse congregation at St. Luke's all looked droopy-eyed. The interim pastor, who was serving while a parish committee searched for a new rector after the loss of our last one, forgot to turn on the altar lights, but no one minded. We moved slowly through the prayers. Thankfully, there weren't any hymns. The choir, the organist, and our voices, were on vacation. When asked by the priest, I gave a very brief update on Marla's condition. During the intercessions, when we made special requests for intervention and healing, I tried to allow my mind to become blank. The excitement of the past few days would eventually fade. The spirit would return to its old rhythms. Into the blankness I summoned Marla's face. Then Charles Braithwaite's, then old Mr. Routt's. I prayed for Julian, for the repose of the souls of Claire and Nick. Without warning, the parade of faces became muddled in my mind. The more I struggled to focus, the more curiosity insinuated itself, like Scout plopping between me and the espresso machine. You're tired, I told myself. You've been through a lot. I leaned back in the pew. All around me parishioners continued to offer their supplications. I opened my eyes, then shut them. It didn't help. My mind was preoccupied with images, questions, memories that didn't connect. I remembered Arch repeating his science teacher's assertion that the memory was like a Rolodex. When you can't remember something, it's not that you don't have the information. You just can't access it. In my mind's eye I saw a vehicle following mine down to the mall the morning of the Mignon banquet. Saw again someone watching outside our house at night. Heard Shaman Krill shout sixties-style derision, saw him swing a dead rabbit at me. Viewed the pain on Mr. Routt's unseeing face. Felt the spray of glass as Nick Gentileschi's body hit the Mignon counter. My muscles trembled with fatigue. The gentle susurration of prayer rose from the pews all around, and scraps of remembered conversation surfaced in my mind. About Claire: That woman could sell cosmetics. . .. . From Nick: We're reviewing the films. From Frances Markasian: They've got a security problem. From Babs Braithwaite: There's somebody back there. But the police had their man: Shaman Krill. Krill, or somebody else that Reggie Hotchkiss had hired, or maybe even Reggie himself, could have done it all. Claire was a fabulous saleswoman, so Reggie certainly had motivation to get rid of one of the competitor's best producers. Reggie further undermined Mignon's sales with his bogus Spare the Hares campaign. Covering all the bases, he also copied their products in his own catalogue. Had Reggie covered all the bases with Nick Gentileschi, though? That was what didn't fit. Why would someone have to kill the security chief? Because of potentially embarrassing photographs? Because of something that had turned up on the films? What about the cash refund problem? Frances had said, It's all computerized, so it looks official. But what was official? I had seen stacks of computer printouts in the department store office. Would they detail transactions, or would those be in the ledger? Someone touched my shoulder; I opened my eyes. "We're passing the peace," a woman told me. She had gray hair pulled back in a neat bun, crinkles around her eyes, and a worried smile. "Are you all right?" "Fine, thank you." I stood quickly and shook her, hand. "The peace of the Lord." She smiled and squeezed my hand. "Peace." Which was what Arch had said. And Reggie Hotchkiss, the plagiarizing pacifist. With enormous effort I turned my attention back to the service and went through the communion portion of the liturgy. Afterward, the tired crowd engaged in half-hearted chat, and I nabbed a cup of church coffee. The stuff tasted like something you would lick off the inside of a twenty-year-old aluminum pot. It was nine-fifteen. As I climbed into the van, the curious voices rocketing around in my brain began shooting off again. What could that camera above the Mignon counter record? What did the printouts and the ledger show? If Shaman Krill was under arrest, what harm could it do if I went down to the store and just looked around a little bit? If I could be there when Prince & Grogan opened, maybe I could snoop uninterrupted. If somebody like Stan White bothered me, I could use as my excuse the fact that I was looking for the receipt that Frances was so furious I'd lost. I revved the van and took off for the mall. When I arrived, I realized that people were as reluctant to shop on the morning of July the fifth as they were to go to church. I felt foolish going into Prince & Grogan when the doors were finally unlocked. The place was virtually empty. When I arrived at the department store offices, I announced to the woman behind the credit window: "I need to see Lisa in accounts payable. Is she in yet?" "I don't know. You can check." Lisa was not in. I rifled through the stacks of printouts on her office floor until I came to the one marked Cosmetics. I scanned each of the folded pages, but they yielded only columns of numbers, and then rows of numbers across from the columns under headings like YTD. Doggone it. Determined, I picked up the accordion-folded sheaf, slipped the printout under my blouse, and headed out of Lisa's office. If I compared the printout to the ledger, maybe it would all make sense. Hugging the printout to my body, I rode down the escalator. The Mignon counter looked as if a bomb blast had hit it. Tape held together the web of remaining glass. Plywood covered the bare spots. The broken blind was also haphazardly covered with strips of plywood. Harriet Wells, her blond hair frothed up In another of her twists, her Mignon uniform crisp, was tidying up. She looked up at me with a surprised, happy face. "You're the last person I expected to see here!" she said with a high, tinkly laugh. She sat on her stool beside the counter and scowled. "This is always a slow morning." I shifted the printout around and said, "Listen, Harriet, I'm looking for a receipt that I might have dropped in here the other day, when Nick fell – " She tilted her head at me appraisingly, then closed her eyes and shuddered. " – anyway," I went on, "the purchase wasn't for me, it was for someone else, and now they're wanting the receipt, and blaming me that I lost it." Before she could answer, a male customer came up to j the far side of the counter and began to test perfumes. Harriet slid off her stool, came over to the counter and I reached underneath for a Tupperware container of muffins. "Are you hungry?" she asked with a bright smile. My stomach reminded me that I had had quite a bit of caffeine and nothing substantial in the last three hours. "Of course. Especially for something you've baked." "These are made with sour cream," she confessed as she took the top off the container. "But see if you can guess the other ingredient. You're so good at that." I took a bite. Sour cream, though fattening, was a good ingredient for keeping things fresh. I even had a pound cake recipe that required that the finished cake be wrapped for twenty-four hours before being served. The muffin was buttery, rich, and delicious. It was flecked with tiny bits of green that tasted like mint. "Can't tell what it is," I said, then looked down at the customer testing perfumes. It was Reggie Hotchkiss. My heart sank. "Okay, Harriet," he crowed. "Tell me what was so important you had to see me on a Sunday morning." "Look in the trash, if you want," Harriet said over her shoulder. "This shouldn't take long. . . I never tell Hotchkiss a thing. You can try in front of the counter too, although the cleaning crew's been in to vacuum up all the glass and. . . you know." Did I ever. I scooted behind the counter and slipped the computer paper out of my blouse. What a relief. I just hoped Harriet hadn't seen it. When Reggie quizzed Harriet and sprayed one cologne on his right arm, the other on his left, I looked up at the security camera. From where it was: positioned, it could take in the entire front of the counter, the cash register-at right angles to the counter – and the file cabinets and storage areas behind the counter. Harriet was murmuring questions to Reggie, and he replied more expansively and loudly to each inquiry. Eventually he began to yak about perfume, citrus versus floral, pine versus patchouli. He seemed to be ignoring me, but I'd seen him do that before. I took another bite of muffin. First things first. I put the computer paper beside the large blue ledger that I'd seen Dusty flipping through Thursday, the first day I'd visited the Mignon counter. Then I squinted at the file drawer. I remembered Dusty writing down all the information about my complexion and putting it on a client card. Would it be filed under my name or Dusty's? I took another careful bite of muffin and slid open the file drawer. Routt. Satterfield. Wells. Each file was jammed with the cards. Dusty had the least, Claire's file bulged, and Harriet had the most, which would make sense since she'd been working for Mignon the longest. I wondered if Dusty's was slender because she hadn't been working there as long as the others or because she was less successful. Or could it be because she'd been moving client cards over to Hotchkiss Skin & Hair? Harriet looked around to see what I was doing. I held up the muffin with one hand, while making an enthusiastic okay sign with the other. She nodded, rolled her eyes in exasperation, and turned back to Reggie. He seemed to be enjoying making Harriet uncomfortable. I slid the file drawer closed and walked over to the trash receptacle. It was empty. My eye fell on the ledger and printout. I struggled with my conscience for thirty seconds, then opened the ledger first. If Claire was a top sales associate that Reggie was trying to get rid of, the proof should be in there, and be easier to read than the printout. Maybe they would subpoena the ledger at Reggie's trial. I reached over and helped myself to another green-speckled muffin as I turned the ledger pages and tried to decipher them. "Goldy!" I looked around. Dusty was standing by the lipsticks looking disheveled and tired, but ready to work in her Mignon smock. "Why is Reggie Hotchkiss here on a Sunday morning, do you know? What are you doing here? My God, look at this mess." I felt immediate guilt. What was I doing, anyway? "I'm just looking at this sales ledger. Show me what's what as compared to the printouts, will you? Did Claire have good sales?" Dusty glanced down at Reggie and Harriet, then said, "Well, I guess so." She moved to the ledger. "She was getting there. Let's see." She flipped expertly through the ledger pages and then ran a gnawed fingernail across a row of columns. "April, 1 had eight hundred in sales, Claire had fifteen hundred twenty-two, Harriet had – whoa! three thousand and fifty." She flipped a page. "May, I didn't do so hot. Six-fifty. Claire had two thousand eighty and Harriet had twenty-five hundred. See? That's what happens when the weather's warm. People don't shop." "Were you planning to take your clients over to Hotchkiss Skin & Hair?" I inquired. Dusty put her finger to her lips and looked both ways. Harriet and Reggie were indeed watching us. "Shh! You want to get me into trouble?" "Tell me this," I said in a very low tone. "Did you take the receipt out of my bag at Hotchkiss Skin & Hair while I was getting my facial?" "Goldy! God! What's the matter with you? What receipt?" I decided to cast the bait out one more time. "I'm sorry, I guess it's just because of your grandfather, and because you were expelled from Elk Park Prep. For stealing." She colored deeply. "Ex-cuse me?" "Well, why were you expelled from Elk Park Prep? Wasn't it for stealing?" I had a sudden, devastating thought. "Or because you were pregnant? With Colin?" She turned around and closed the book with a dramatic thwack. "I'm like. . . who told you that?" "Well, Julian wasn't sure. . . ." Dusty rolled her made-up eyes dramatically. "It wasn't for stealing. And my mother was pregnant, not me. I told you, the woman does not know the meaning of birth control. I was expelled for drinking. I mean, Julian should know, he was there!" "For drinking?" "Yes – in that stupid bio class we had together. We had to do some dumb test about chlorophyll. We were putting sugar into grain alcohol and then placing strawberry leaves in the solution, and then we had to wait for something to happen, God knows what. I mean, it was way boring." She lifted her hands and shook them like a frustrated Italian shopkeeper. "So I figured, hey. We've got strawberries, I we've got sugar, we've got booze. We've got daiquiris! So I . . . Goldy, what's wrong?" What was wrong? My knees felt rubbery. My hands were trembling. Damn, but I must be more tired than I thought. "Okay, look," I said impatiently. "Just show me how the printout compares to the ledger. Please," I added. Dusty flipped the ledger back open and then shuffled the fingers of her free hand through the printout. When she came to the right pages, her pretty face wrinkled in puzzlement as she looked first at the ledger, then at the printout, then back at the ledger. "Something's wrong here," she said, exasperated. "The printout has Claire's figures for June much lower than what she put in the ledger, because of some big returns – " There was a sudden pop. I looked incredulously at the top of the sales ledger. It had been torn. . . it had been shot. Dusty looked over her shoulder and grabbed me. Pop! went another bullet, smack into the glass case containing makeup. The glass shattered and tan-colored stuff began to spill down the shelves. What in the. . . ? "Move away from that book, Dusty," said Harriet's voice. Holding me tight either to protect herself or me, Dusty let out a small shriek. Together, we stumbled backward. I couldn't see Reggie Hotchkiss. Harriet was holding a small gun. She shot at my hand that had pulled the ledger down off the counter. I dropped the book and dived into the aisle. "What the hell, Harriet!" Dusty crawled over to my side and glared at the other saleswoman. "What the hell is the matter with you? Put that down! We weren't doing anything. Go away!" she yelled at Reggie, who was advancing down the aisle. "Reggie, help! We've got a gun here!" Reggie shouted something unintelligible and ran toward the exit. I started to crab-walk sideways toward the entrance of the shoe department. "You just had to know," said Harriet acidly as she came steadily toward me. "Questioning Nick. Sucking up to Dusty. Going after Reggie. You said he was the one who knew too much. That's why I told him to come here this morning. But it's you. And now you're getting into the printouts. Did you view the films, too?" "Put the gun away, Harriet!" Dusty yelled. "Look out, Goldy!" Harriet pivoted and strode toward Dusty. Again the little gun went pop. "You bitch!" shouted Dusty. Crimson blossomed on the sleeve of her Mignon smock. "You shot my arm! Goddamn you!" Holding her arm, Dusty scrabbled toward; Shoes. I tried to move my legs, to get them underneath me. Harriet turned back and walked carefully in my direction. Why couldn't I move? Why did my hands and feet tingle? I knew foods. . . I knew poisons. . . Something grown right near here. . "Hemlock," I said as loudly as I could as she neared me once again. "You put hemlock in the muffins. You made them and were waiting to give them to Reggie after he blabbed about all he'd learned about Mignon. Only, he didn't know anything." "Right," said Harriet, and fired again. I thanked God she was a lousy shot when the bullet ripped through the upholstery of one of the seats in the shoe department. A deafening clang split the air. Someone – Dusty? – had tripped the fire alarm. Startled, Harriet whipped around, momentarily distracted, and I grunted ferociously and mustered every bit of strength to bring my legs underneath me. I was only five steps away from the escalator. With the few people left in the store now heading for the exits, I floundered toward the moving steps. Where was I going? My body was going numb. Was it the hemlock? Or had Harriet actually shot me? Where the hell was Security? It felt as if I were being taken over by Novocain. I'd figure out what to do if I could just get to the second floor. The steps moved. I tried to duck. Harriet was whirling around, confused. Looking for me. I went lower on the steps, under the escalator's metal railing. Had she seen me? Hard to tell. I felt my heart beating as I thought hard. The sales figures: Harriet had been the leading sales associate, but Claire had been closing in fast on her, according to what Dusty had shown me in the ledger. Claire had reported her client cards had been stolen. I knew who had committed the theft. And maybe it was the theft of the client cards that Nick Gentileschi had seen on the tapes. Or perhaps he'd seen, on closeup, who it was that was carefully palming cash receipts and giving herself the stolen refunds, while charging the returns to other associates' numbers. Half prone, I scrambled up the cold metal steps of the escalator, which seemed to be moving with preternatural slowness toward the second floor. Yes, Harriet knew the ins and outs of this business. She knew what Nick Gentileschi was up to behind the mirrors in the women's fitting room. She'd probably offered to trade her knowledge of his illegal activities for his silence and the photos of Babs. It wouldn't have been too hard for Harriet to convince Mr. Kinky Gentileschi that she was willing to have some kind of interesting encounter up in the blind. Hell, she'd probably offered to bribe him in the way he enjoyed best. Then she'd put the incriminating photos in his pocket, I wagered, to implicate the Braithwaites in his death. "Goldy!" Harriet shouted. "I just want to talk to you!" Yeah, sure. Like when she followed us down to the mall to see where Claire parked so that she could order her out to get something from her car. Like when she threw bleach water on me when I'd started snooping around. Or when she'd watched outside my house, so she could see if I headed down for the mall and the telltale printout sometime, maybe early in the morning, when she wasn't personally working at the cosmetics counter. Finally I was at the top of the moving stairs. Not yet sure of how much muscular control I still had, I rolled wildly onto the floor and hit a china display. The whole thing toppled over with an ear-splitting crash. I cursed and hauled myself to my feet. I had an absurd vision of Socrates: How much time did hemlock take to kill someone? But I knew something the doomed philosopher hadn't. Thank God for Pete the espresso man's advertising. I'd learned the antidote for hemlock from his pamphlet. It was one of my favorite substances: coffee. And I'd had enough of it this morning – a four-shot latte and a big, strong cup after church – that the poison wasn't having the swift, lethal effect Harriet envisioned. I just needed more caffeine, and quick. I could hear her heels tap-tap-tapping up the escalator. I tottered recklessly through the bathing suit department. Harriet would be up here any moment with her little gun. I didn't have time to get to the exit. She'd see me and catch up. Damn, damn, damn. Then I noticed the dressing room. Hope bloomed. Could I still have the stolen key in my pocket? I certainly hoped so. Moving seemed a little easier at this point, and I had the absurd thought that perhaps hemlock was like heroin. If you kept propelling yourself around during an overdose, things might not end up so badly. I groped in my pocket, found the key, and fumbled to unlock the door to the storage room. I turned the handle and prayed. It opened. I careened into the darkness. "Goldy!" came Harriet's voice again over the blare of the fire alarm. "Come out now!" I wasn't in the mood to provide her with a better tar- get. With renewed determination I wobbled in the direction that I hoped would lead to that other door, the one on the left that I now realized led to Nick Gentileschi's office. The space was not pitch-black. Light seeped downward from a distant skylight. I banged into the wall painfully, fell to my knees, and began to grope. I came to the moulding and then the door handle. I heard Harriet come into the darkness behind me. I turned the handle. The door was locked. "Goldy! Quit running! You just don't understand – I had to do what I did." I felt the wall, wondering if Harriet had reloaded. My hand touched metal. Metal steps. I was confused. A metal staircase to what? "I'm going to find a light!" Harriet warned, close, too close. "I'm going to turn it on!" I scrambled up the steps. There had to be some exit up there at the top. And then I remembered Frances Markasian sitting on something – a raised box or platform that was just there, on top of the roof. Had it been the Prince & Grogan roof? Oh, please let that be it, I thought desperately. Some exit that they used for repairs. Please, anything. Up, up I climbed. Thin fluorescent lights blinked once, then came on just as I reached the top step. Oh, Lord. The raised box was fastened with a schoolhouse lock. I glanced down. Harriet had the pistol pointed up at me. She shouted, "Goldy, come down now!" Then she fired again. The bullet ricocheted deafeningly off metal. I twisted the lock and pushed vertically with all my strength. The heavy door groaned. I was on the roof, I was out. The fair organizers were in the throes of breaking down the tents. Nearly everyone was gone. But I thanked the powers that be that Pete's Espresso Bar was the last tent standing. The King of Advertising wasn't going to be the first to leave, especially when volunteer crew members might want to buy coffee. I ran awkwardly across the concrete and fell at Pete's ankles. "Espresso – straight – at least six shots – quick," I panted. Pete switched on the machine and looked down. Today's T-shirt said I'M LEAN, MEAN, AND FULL OF CAFFEINE. "I swear, Goldy," he said. "I wish every customer was like you." And then we heard a pistol shot. It was over.
19 When Tom showed up with an investigative team at the department store, I was being discharged from the hospital across the street. I'd been given charcoal tablets, which I dutifully swallowed. The year before, I'd had an unpleasant encounter with the highly toxic-not aphrodisiac-substance known as Spanish fly, and I knew you had to get your system filtered, and quick. I wasn't going to have to stay in the hospital, the ER doc told me, but he repeatedly remarked how lucky it was I knew the antidote for hemlock and was able to get it so quickly. I couldn't agree more. Tom scooped me up in his arms and hugged me long and hard. Julian had returned home and found Arch had already returned from Keystone. They'd called Tom on his cell phone and said they were on their way to see Marla. "Sounds good to me," I said as I got into Tom's car. He told me they'd found Harriet's body behind the security room door. Self-inflicted wound, but I knew that already. I didn't want to hear the details. "She couldn't stand the competition," Tom observed. "I guess Claire was just too successful for her to deal with. After all, Harriet had been Mignon's number-one salesperson for years, and now Claire was about to surpass her effortlessly. Surpass Harriet, that is, unless Harriet could relentlessly charge returns to her competitor's number. And I'll bet Harriet's cash-receipt scam is what Claire was helping Gentileschi with." "You bet, huh?" I said. "Why don't you bet with something I really want?" "Oh, woman," he said laughingly as we pulled into Marla's driveway, "you are going to regret those words." Marla was walking very tentatively down the rock steps by the entryway to her house. Her skin was still sallow. She wore a brightly colored muumuu and her normally frizzy hair was pulled back into pigtails held with sparkling barrettes. The clothes and hair were courtesy of the nurse, no doubt. As she moved haltingly forward, Julian held one of her arms and Arch the other. Four days ago, while I was preparing food, I'd reflected that beauty was in the eye of the beholder. It was something I'd always said, sort of offhand, the way the mind runs over a cliché without ever really examining its meaning. And yet if what was visually appealing did depend on what the beholder valued, who set the standards? How were the values determined? In the past five days I'd seen and felt more pain than I cared to contemplate. John Routt had spent the best decades of his life blind. Nick Gentileschi's twisted desire to capture voluptuousness had gotten him killed. The Braithwaites' unhappiness with each other had led both to pursue goals of beauty that were unattainable, or easily destroyed. Reggie Hotchkiss had stolen and plotted and intimidated, trying to sell women expensive products that promised everything and did next to nothing. And Claire had been so gorgeous, so enthusiastic in her selling of overpriced, worthless goods, that it had gotten her killed. Marla arrived at the bottom of the stone staircase. She let go of Arch and Julian and sank to rest on one of the steps. I rushed over. "You're here!" she squawked. "I can't believe it." She held out her arms, and I scooted up and sat on a cold stone to embrace her. She murmured, "I feel like hell. And I look worse, I know." "You look absolutely wonderful," I said, and meant it. "You look like heaven.”
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