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    Chapter One


    Gdansk, Prussia, 1851


    The snow started to fall harder and faster as
the little man scrambled up a small embankment. The air was so quiet that the
sound of his heavy breathing seemed magnified. Enormous white flakes collected
on his eyebrows, but didn’t melt. He had to brush them away constantly just to
see what was ahead. A thick wool coat was wrapped tightly around his small
body. Heavy, brown, leather shoes protected his feet and a knitted cap covered
his head. Despite that, he was so cold the snow stuck hard to his skin and
clothing, and there was nothing he could do about it.


    Once he reached the top of the embankment on
the edge of the dirt road, he stopped. He listened intently. Wolves howled far
off in the woods and their call echoed momentarily until receding again to
silence. The man was beginning to give up hope. And then – there! He heard the
faintest sound of wooden wheels crunching the hard earth. Elated that he hadn’t
lost the trail, he looked ahead. He knew this road – it led directly to the
port at Gdansk. He trudged on, following the tracks that were quickly
disappearing under the heavy blanket of snow. There was no doubt in his mind that,
if he didn’t move quickly, the trunk he was tracking would be placed on a boat
to God only knew where. Not again, the man thought. Not again.


    An hour later, tired, freezing, and desperate,
the little man limped into the busy port town, past the fish shops, and to the
edge of a dock. One lone fisherman’s rig was tied up at the end of the pier,
but that was not what he came to see. He watched the ship that had left its
pier as it sailed into the stormy night, too far away for him to reach. The
trunk was on that ship and he wondered what he would do now.


    A voice rang in his head. He knew this voice. His
father. A man with gifts greater – far greater – than his own. Was the voice
really that of his father or just his own memory of it, berating him for
failing on this important mission?


    It didn’t matter.


    The message was simple.


    “Myron. You are such a putz.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Two


    “Higher,”
said Foxy.


    She pointed to the brick front of the old building,
just above the storefront windows. “Just a little higher.”


    Two men grunted as they hoisted up a wide sign
that said, “Second Chances,” in elegant, raised, gold letters.


    Foxy nodded and smiled. “Perfect. Right there.”


    One of the men started to fasten it down with a
cord-free drill.


    Foxy held her arms up as if to stop them. “No!
Wait! Drop it just a bit, please.” They sighed, but did what she asked. “How’s
that?” yelled down the bearded man.


    She put her hands on her hips and tilted her
head back. She just couldn’t decide. Higher or lower? She’d been at this sign-raising
for over thirty minutes, and she knew these kind men were becoming very annoyed
with her. If only opening a business were as easy as buying a new pair of Jimmy
Choos. “Ah, sugar!” she shouted, stamping a foot and looking around for
guidance. “Where is Amanda? She said she would help me with this.”


    “Lady,” called down the bearded man, “We got
another job to do today.”


    “Fine.” She looked defeated. “Leave it there.
Thank you! You two gentlemen have been so kind.” They set the screws, released
the ropes from a pulley, and climbed down from their scaffolding.


    She was open for business. Foxy Anders, owner
of Second Chances, the newest shop in the second oldest building smack in the
middle of the chic district of DuPont Circle, Washington, D.C.


    “What’re ya’ll gonna sell in there, lady?” asked
the other workman, a scruffy Southern boy with wild red hair and rosy cheeks.


    “Dreams of better days,” said Foxy. She flashed
a bright smile. She was pretty and she knew it, had always known it. Until four
months ago she’d never had any reason to question the power of that beauty.
Then all hell broke loose. It was in the newspapers, on the TV, everywhere she
went. Her former football-star-turned-sportscaster husband had been caught with
a twenty-something “hostess” (the media loved to put quotes around the word
“hostess”) from L.A. Not only caught, but caught naked, the two of them going
at it like swine in the fountain at the Bellagio Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. To Broadway show tunes the hotel piped in, for God’s sake. Handsome, charming Pete
Anders – Foxy’s second mistake.


    “Yeah,” the workman told her. “I guess everyone
dreams of better days.” He looked beyond Foxy and asked, “What do you think,
Buzz?”


    A stranger standing just behind Foxy said,
“Looks good,” and Foxy turned to see a tall, sandy-haired man in jeans and a
dress shirt open at the neck. He was grinning and about to shake Foxy’s hand.
And he was too good-looking for Foxy to deny this to him.


    “Oh,” she said. “Foxy Anders, new to the
neighborhood.”


    “Buzz Vance,” he said, and shook her hand for a
moment longer than necessary. “I see you’re using some of my subs. Hope they’re
treating you okay.”


    “Oh, they’ve been just terrific. And I need all
the help I can get. This is new to me. I’ve never had to fix up a store
before.”


    “Well, if there’s anything you need help with,
just give me a holler. I’m working on a house down the block right now.”


    “Are you a contractor?”


    “Well, contractor, architect, builder, a little
of anything you might need.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a
business card. Foxy liked the sound of that, but …


    The two men packed up their tools and hauled
them into the back of a battered, dusty pickup. They’d be around for another
few weeks until all of the inside work was finished. But that was it for today,
and Foxy stood at the door to her new store.


    Above them, a teenage girl stared down from the
far left of three second-floor windows that faced the street. She watched the
men prepare to leave. Her big gray eyes appeared half their size, weighed down
by a heavy dose of black eyeliner. She carelessly slid a slender silver hoop
earring into one earlobe hole. Above it she had already placed a series of
studs into piercings that followed the curve of her ear like a crescent.
Surrounding her were half-opened, unpacked boxes, clothes strewn here and
there, shoes piled in one corner. The rumpled bed was unmade, the closet door
opened to a mass of hangers and tangles of more clothes. Books dotted the room
like fallen leaves, scattered in random patterns as if blown in from outside.


    She shrugged and moved away from the window to
sit at a small desk cluttered with the detritus of her teenaged life. She stared
at a computer screen and tapped her fingers absently on a book called Daughter
of Darkness. She jiggled the mouse and the screen lit up on the blog she’d
just that morning created. A field of black behind a gray page mottled like
some river stone and, at the top, the header said Amanda’s Life in Hell.
She thought this was heartfelt and heavy, a fitting title for the place where
she could pour out all her complaints against the world as she saw it. Her
slender, young fingers, with rings on almost every one, nails coated shiny
black, rested lightly on the keyboard.


    Day One (she typed)


    Blogging is so lame. That’s why no one from
school will ever see this. Except me, of course. At school I’m sort of no one
anyway.


    We’re here. The new home. If you can call it
that. I have to walk up a flight of stairs just to get to our apartment. It’s
not even our house, totally. She’s going to rent out apartments, and we’re
right on a busy street in the middle of town, so you can hear the people and
cars and buses all day and all night. It’s . . .


         She stopped for a moment and looked at
what she had written. Then she backspaced, deleting everything. 


         Day One (she wrote again)


         I hate my mom.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Three


    At the back of the generous ground floor space
Foxy struggled to disengage a rather cumbersome brass chandelier from its
packing carton. It was not at all clear whether the fixture she planned to sell
for thirty-eight hundred dollars was going to emerge from its cardboard
enclosure or Foxy was going to join it inside. At the very moment of stalemate,
the brass bell Foxy’s workmen had installed just that morning tinkled gaily and
in walked an exceedingly handsome young man, nattily turned out in gray slacks
and a pale pink dress shirt. His stylish black leather pumps cast off a high
shine, the soles so soft they made not a sound on the wood floor as he waltzed
casually around, taking in the current chaos of Second Chances.


    “Uh,” she grunted from inside the cow-sized
carton, sounding as if possibly an ex-lax would be in order. 


    “Excuse me,” the young man cleared his throat.


    “Come and help me please. I think I’m stuck.”


    “What are you trying to do?”


    “Get this damned light out of this damned box.”


    He shook his head in a ‘tsk-tsk-tsk sort of
way. “You’re going about it all wrong. You need to get yourself out of there.”
He clapped his hands twice. “Chop! Chop! Then we can turn the carton on its
side and slide the thing out.”


    “Oh,” Foxy looked up. Even with her hair
smooshed at odd angles and garnished with four packing peanuts, there was no
denying that Foxy had the looks to bring most men (and a few women) to their
knees.


    She let go the neck of the brass chandelier and
pushed a wandering lock of blond hair from her green eyes. A packing peanut
floated to the floor. She smiled up at the man.


    “Thanks.” She climbed out of the carton.
Together they carefully turned it on its side and the man slid the chandelier
free. Once emancipated from its enclosure onto the dusty floor, it looked more
like a deformed squid than a lighting fixture.


    She moaned. “What was I thinking? I couldn’t
sell this to Liberace if he were alive.” 


    More head-shaking from the unknown visitor.
“No, no, no. You’re not looking at it right. It just needs the right accent
piece.” He glanced around the store. “Like that.” He pointed to a heavy round
mahogany dining table with intricately carved legs. “Where ever did you find
it?”


    He walked over and admiringly stroked one of
its legs. 


    “It’s perfect. Just wonderful.” He circled the
table, touching it as if he might make love to it any minute. “I know a very
stylish lady who would adore this for her new town house over in Adams Morgan.”


    “Could you send her my way – along with her
wallet? I could use the business.” Foxy teased. 


    “You’re kidding, but I could do that for
you,” he tipped one shoulder up and tilted his head to the side.


    Foxy studied him more closely.


    “I came in about the ad,” said the man. “About
the apartment?” He raised his eyebrows and looked back at Foxy.


    “Oh! Yes. And here I thought you were sent from
heaven to save me and my store from certain failure.” She laughed a nervous
laugh and brushed another packing peanut from her hair. “The apartment. Which
one?”


    “The ad said a one-bedroom.”
He took another quick visual scan of the store. “As for being a savior . . .
trust me, I’ve been called a lot of things and that’s NOT one of them. But . .
. let’s see that apartment first, and then maybe we’ll talk.”


    Foxy wasn’t sure what to make of the stylish
man, but she thought she liked him. “Apartments. There are two. One is on the
third floor in the back. The other is an English basement,” she told him. “It
opens to the garden behind the house. Very nice. The rent on that one’s a bit
higher because it’s bigger. But they’re both quite spacious.” 


    This was all new to Foxy – actually having to
make money. She had always been better at spending it. Now she had to rent out
apartments, deal with contractors, hang weird chandeliers. She sighed again.


    “You look like you’ve been ridden quickly and
put away damp,” the man said suddenly and with great gusto.


    Stunned at first, Foxy took a beat, then laughed
so hard she nearly fell over the empty chandelier box. “I think it’s ‘ridden
HARD and put away WET.’” The laugh was deep and probably the best laugh she’d had
in a long time, and he joined in. 


    “And, while I don’t even know your name, that
phrase doesn’t exactly seem . . . like you. It’s more . . .”


    “Hetero?” he giggled, then jumped into a weak,
but recognizable John Wayne imitation. “Yup, little lady. I was bringin’ some
humor to the occasion, like mah Uncle Bo used to in the day. Now how ’bout
showin’ me that apartment with the garden, Ma’am? Sounds like I could grow me
some corn and tobaccy back there.”


    “Tobaccy?” She’d laughed so hard she had to wipe
tears from her eyes.


    The man took his fingers out of his belt loops
and dropped the John Wayne. “Sorry – I should have done my Bette Midler. You’d
give me a standing ovation, then,” he smiled.


    “No! The John Wayne made my day. I needed that
laugh.” She rummaged around in a wooden box at the edge of a cluttered desk and
pulled up a bunch of keys hanging from a metal ring as big as a bangle
bracelet. “If you rent the apartment, I’ll take you up on the Bette Midler,
how’s that?” Foxy fingered the keys for a moment.


    “They’re on here, I’m sure,” she said. “I just
don’t know which ones go to what.”


    The keys jangled as she poked at first one and
then the next around the big ring. The man stepped closer to look at the keys,
his eyebrows arched, as if he was investigating a mystery. He reached out.


    “May I?” he asked and, with a shrug, Foxy
willingly handed him the key ring. What was she going to do, after all? He couldn’t
possibly know which key to select any more than she could.


    “We’ll just have to try them all,” Foxy told
him and took a deep, it’s-all-too-much, breath. “Let’s go upstairs first.” And
she turned to the shop’s front door. “The other outside door leads to the
apartments.”


    “But this is amazing,” the man didn’t follow
her. “Look at this key ring. And some of these keys. Why, this ring is made
from wrought iron. And look at this one key. Here.” He held it away from the
others hanging from the big ring.


    The key was large, the bow, the part he held
between his thumb and forefinger, was ornately carved like a big flat flower
with cutouts. And the blade looked as if it was straight out of a scene from
Macbeth.


    “This key alone has to weigh – well, if it were
any heavier, I could bench press the thing. Lord knows I could use the
workout.” 


    Foxy leaned in to examine it more closely. “I
doubt that key goes to anything in this house. Just a leftover. The house is
very old after all. Perhaps it opened something back in the day, but now . . .”
She shook her head.


    “What about the others on this ring?” The man held
it out to Foxy and she took it back. As they went out the door, she locked it
behind her.


    “Well, at least I know this one locks this
door. And this one,” she jangled the ring again and found another key, “goes to
this door. I had those special Medico keys made for it. You know, the security
kind you have to be the registered owner to have a copy made? Just enough for
every apartment to have one. And one for me, and one for my daughter. And if
she lets any of her little pals get hold of it, I’ll strangle her.”


    The man chuckled, “She must be a teen.” He
followed Foxy up the stairs to the top floor.


    *****


    Amanda sat on her bed, pillows shoved behind
her as a backrest, laptop propped on her knees, her shiny black nails striking
the keyboard in a clackety-clack.


    Day One – STILL (how time creeps when you’re
miserable) (she wrote)


    I can hear them tromping up the stairs to
look at that apartment. I knew it would be like this. Strangers living in my
house. I hope he doesn’t take it. But she’ll do anything to make money now. 


    Foxy. This is my mother’s name. Not
something normal like Mary or Susan. Nope. Foxy. And she’s proud of it. Proud
that ten thousand years ago she strutted on a stage in a bathing suit, parading
her boobs around like trophies. Roxanne – Miss Georgia. Foxy Roxy, they called
her. She could go by Roxanne, but does she? Of course not. That would be
normal. No, she tells everyone she meets, “Call me Foxy.” And she bats her eye
lashes and giggles and smiles flashing her perfectly white teeth. MAKES ME WANT
TO HURL.


    I need a new mother. Someone I don’t have to
worry about. I wonder if they sell “gently used” moms at the Salvation Army. 


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Four


    “This one is perfect for me. Perfect,” he
repeated it as if he was already mentally arranging his furniture and knick
knacks.


    Foxy tried to hide her excitement. “Of course,
as I said, it’s a bit more than the top floor. This has the nice big garden.
There’s a parking spot in the alley back here. And the private entrance from
the back, too.” 


    Turned out this wasn’t going to be as difficult
as she’d thought. Apartments around DuPont Circle went for a premium.
Especially garden apartments in old houses with charm, a fireplace, and a
private entrance through a garden. Foxy had already decided to charge an extra
two hundred on top of what she’d thought she would ask. After all, seeing how
nicely dressed he was, the Italian shoes and all, she figured he could afford
it. He was young. Foxy estimated no more than thirty, but he could have been a
lawyer or a lobbyist. In D.C. young people moved up fast if they made the right
connections.


    “It’s first and last month’s in advance – that’s
– thirty-six hundred plus a four hundred dollar damage deposit. Four thousand
dollars.” Foxy said it without emotion, but her heart was racing. She needed that
rental income . . . yesterday. “I have the lease somewhere in that mess
upstairs in the store. And I’ll need two references.”


    “How much were you planning to ask for that oak
table?” he asked.


    “Oh,” Foxy sensed a deal. That was one thing
about Foxy. She could turn on a dime. Picked up that trait in pageant school.
“Did you want to buy the table, too?” She said it sweetly. Like she’d just
tipped her tongue in a spoonful of maple syrup.


    “How much?”


    “Twelve – no I’m sorry, it was fifteen hundred.
Delivery would be extra, but since it would just be downstairs . . .”


    “And if I could get thirty-three hundred for
it?” He was calm. His voice steady. Foxy realized she’d boxed herself into a
corner by making the first offer.


    “You mean you want to sell it?”


    “Yes. The difference can be credited to the
first month’s rent. And what about that chandelier?”


    Foxy’d been blindsided. “What?”


    “How much are you asking?”


    “I don’t know yet . . .”


    “How much did you pay for it?”


    “Two fifty?”


    The man did some mental calculations. “Good.
Charge me seven hundred.”


    “Okay . . .”


    “Perfect. I guarantee I can get twenty-five
hundred. Last month’s rent.” He pulled out a check book, scribbled, ripped it out,
and handed it to Foxy. “There’s the four hundred dollar damage deposit. Can you
hold the apartment for two days?”


    Foxy looked him up and down trying to hide her
disappointment. She’d have preferred a cashier’s check from a prosperous
business man over the hope of a promise from some self-styled wheeler-dealer. “Well,
Monty Hall, let’s go back to the store,” she suggested as she locked up. The
man glanced around one more time. He stepped carefully on what he could see of
the patio’s brick path. Weeds had invaded the garden and the path was almost
obliterated. The back fence looked sturdy. He’d have to install new, better
locks on the gate and maybe an alarm system. He could do that himself. A
wireless device would be best.


    He imagined what he’d plant. Vegetables of
course. And flowers. Lots and lots of flowers. He looked around and saw a hose bib.
A tired hose lay on the ground half covered with dead branches. He tried to
decide which direction the garden faced. South he thought. This was good. He wouldn’t
have to plant all shade-loving plants. He thought about raspberry stalks against
the wood privacy fence. At last. His own place. No more dealing with Arthur and
his craziness. His outbursts and his jealous rage. No more of that damned phone
waking him at all hours. No more wondering if he was going to be dumped in one
day or twenty. Sanity within sight. Finally.


    “So what’s your story?” Foxy asked. “You need
an apartment AND a job?”


    “Maybe I didn’t present that right, let’s start
over.” He extended a hand. “I’m Knot. Spelled like the thing people do to their
shoelaces, but you pronounce the K. Kuh-not.” He enunciated this part
pointedly.


    Foxy shook his hand while she looked him in the
eye with more attention now. “Interesting 


    . . .”


    “It gets better, trust me. My last name is
Knudsen.”


    “Pronounce the K?”


    “Pronounce the K.”


    “Kuh-not Kuh-nudsen?” She tried to suppress a
giggle.


    “Go ahead and laugh – don’t you just love it?
It’s a real ice breaker. Caused me more than a few years’ heartache in grade
school, but now I’m just all about my name. It’s Swedish.” He beamed, obviously
proud.


    “Well, Kuh-not,” she said with a weak smile,
“Foxy Anders. Nice to meet you.”


    “You’re the one! I knew I recognized you!
Married to that sports guy.” He emphasized the word sports, as if it was
something incredibly exotic. “All that juicy scandal. Oh,” he added, “I am
sorry. It must have been just horrible to go through. But, Lord, what a lot of
publicity you got. And it went on so long. I mean, honey, you could make some hay
with that. I’m surprised you don’t have an agent and a reality show in
production. Especially with your looks. Or do you?” He looked at her slyly for
any sign of a secret in the works.


    She shrugged. “So far no one’s chasing after me
with a camera and a lineup of sponsors, so here I am, with antiques to sell and
apartments to rent.”


    She thought about her desperate financial
situation. If she gave him two days, maybe she’d miss other potential takers,
but she liked him.


    “Okay, Kuh-not,” she said wryly, as if she
almost wanted to make a joke but didn’t want to offend, “I’ll hold it for
forty-eight hours. Meanwhile if anyone else comes in I’ll put them on a waiting
list, and if you haven’t come up with a cashier’s check by then, I’ll have to
rent it to someone else.” She wagged a motherly finger at him. “And you have to
bring references.” Despite the fact that she was trying to sound tough, she
really did hope he’d come up with the money. He seemed like someone good to
have around.


    Foxy’s finances were indeed bleak. After
l’episode de fountain, she discovered that Pete Anders was fooling around with
more than the occasional “hostess.” There was gambling. Lots of it. On pro
games, on college games, on golf tournaments, on who’d get voted off Dancing
with the Stars – just about anything he could lay a bet on. As far as the
accountant could tell, and of course this did not include any illicit betting,
Pete was dropping wads from coast to coast, using winnings from one to pay off
another until the couple’s finances looked like a Joan Rivers plastic surgery
diagram. Foxy also discovered that most of their credit cards were maxed out.
He had mortgaged their house twice and, with real estate in the toilet, they took
a major bath just to get it sold and done with.


    Foxy had never paid attention to money. She’d
just liked to spend it. Since there had always been plenty to spend – or so she
had been told – she simply approached financial matters with a shoulder shrug
and a sliver of plastic. All that was different by then. Except for one little
nagging thing. Foxy still had an itch to shop. An itch she couldn’t seem to
scratch hard enough.


    Late that night Amanda sat in her dark bedroom
with only the laptop screen for light. She emailed a school assignment, checked
her Facebook page, then clicked to Amanda’s Life in Hell.


    Night One (she typed)


    I think she rented the garden apartment. To
some guy who’s almost prettier than she is. She ordered pizza for my dinner.
She only eats salad. Her figure, she says. She wants me to cut my hair and stop
wearing “so much black eye makeup.” Wants me to look “normal.” Good luck with
that, Foxy. If you’re normal, then I want as far from normal as I can possibly
get.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Five


    A squat, baldish man stood in front of Second
Chances, where a small sign on the door read: “Hours of Operation: M – F 10 til
6; Sat. 12 til 5 or by APPT.”


    He held a crumpled, old, fedora, which he
nervously fingered around the brim. From the back, he was a ringer for Fred
Mertz on “I Love Lucy.” He puzzled over the word APPT on the sign.


    He squinted at a tattered piece of paper in his
hands. His shoes were scuffed and worn. His pants were not freshly pressed and
they fanned out a bit at the thigh. He looked out of place – like an
Elvis-on-velvet hung on a wall at the Louvre. He looked up at the building one
more time, placed the fedora on his head, fanned his hands out in a gesture of
leaving his fate to the gods, and pressed forward. The little bell above the
door tinkled. 


    It had been a week since Knot Knudsen came
through with the deal and moved into the garden apartment. He and Foxy had
gotten quite chummy. He’d wheedled himself into a semi permanent position as
Decorative Director, his title of choice. At the moment he was out delivering a
set of silver punch bowl and cups with matching silver ladle that he called “the
big dipper,” to a country club in Maryland. He used Foxy’s Escalade to make pickups
and deliveries. After that he was off to collect an old steamer trunk he’d seen
at a flea market.


    At first the shift in light made the little man
squint. He didn’t see anyone, but there were many half-unpacked cartons strewn
about the large room. Despite the disarray, it was a pleasant space with a high
ceiling and turn-of-the-century rosette carved wall moldings. One corner of the
room to the right of the door looked as if it had been set up with displays of
small antiques arranged by size rather than type. There was a dark green velvet
divan against the wall. It was handsome, he thought, and looked as if it should
be in the anteroom of a grand old home.


    “Hello,” he called out, almost jumping at the
sound of his own voice. He immediately heard a sound of crushing paper.


    “Yes,” a woman’s voice responded. The voice was
smooth and Southern. Foxy’s voice.


    “Come in,” she said, and then he saw her stand
up from where she had been kneeling behind the desk.


    “I’m sorry, we’re still getting settled and in
kind of a mess. Can I help you find something particular?”


    “About the apartment I’m here?” The man rubbed
his bald head as he looked around the shop. He had an accent that Foxy thought
might have been eastern European, perhaps Polish? But also slightly something
else that she couldn’t quite pick up.


    “Well,” Foxy emerged from behind the desk. She
was stunning in a black pencil skirt and green silk blouse. She’d pulled her
hair away from her face and wore flat square gold earrings that set off her
eyes. She made Christie Brinkley look like yesterday’s lettuce.


    The man shrank back slightly, which Foxy found
amusing but unusual.


    “We only have the third floor studio left,” she
told him as she walked to where he stood just inside the door.


    “Yes,” he said and bowed his head a little.
“Yes, that is the von I vould like to see.”


    Foxy looked him over, pretty sure he was not
tenant material. At least not for Foxy. She assumed he wouldn’t have the
wherewithal to afford this apartment, but she might as well go through the
motions.


    “This is a very expensive area these days,” she
chattered and groped around the desk looking for the key ring. “It’s gotten so
popular, you know. And rents are going up and up.”


    He nodded at Foxy but didn’t say anything.


    “It’s unfurnished,” she drawled. “Of course we
could furnish it for you in wonderful period pieces from the store.” She
chuckled and looked at him sideways to check for any signal that he might have been
a buyer. That could always have changed her opinion of his tenant-worthiness.
Everything had a price.


    The man raised one shoulder a bit and said, “My
needs are simple? A bed, a chair, a lamp. Who needs fancy?” 


    Everything he said sounded a bit like a
question, and Foxy realized it was sort of a Yiddish accent.


    “Ah, here they are,” she held up the keys and
led him outside. She locked the store door behind her.


    “A big key ring,” said the man.


    They climbed the stairs, Foxy in the lead.


    “I don’t know what some of them are for yet,”
said Foxy. “This old house must have had more doors at one time, and when it
got broken up into apartments no one went through these old keys. I’ll have to
do it one of these days. Here we are.”


    She fiddled with the keys until she found the
right one. The studio was small but suitable for one person. Two big windows
faced the gardens that backed up behind the row houses on this street and the
next. When Foxy raised a window, the scent of fresh air wafted invitingly
through the room. She pointed out the small kitchen and new bathroom. Foxy was
lucky. The previous owners had fixed the house up nicely. A gay couple who’d
moved to San Francisco. Pete’s business manager had convinced him to pick up
the house as an investment. Pete never rented it out and it wound up being one
of the few things Foxy got in the settlement. Besides the bad credit, the maxed
out cards, the Escalade, and what jewelry she didn’t have to hock to pay the
basic bills. At least she owned the house outright and could borrow against it.
Which she did like a lightning strike.


    “Well, that’s it. This nice room, the
kitchenette – that counter is real granite – and the bathroom.” Foxy chattered
on.


    “Granite schmanite, who needs more?” The little
man stood there like a lost cat.


    “What?” Foxy asked.


    “An apartment. Who needs more? I vill be paying
you how much?”


    “It’s twelve hundred a month. A one-year lease.
Two months in advance and a one month damage deposit. Cashiers check only for
the first payments. And you’ll have to supply two references.” Foxy looked him
square in the eye. Which was not easy since she dwarfed him by about six
inches.


    He reached into his inside jacket pocket and
pulled out a horse-choking wad of bills. He stepped over to the counter that
divided the small kitchen from the room and began laying out hundreds. When he
counted out six months rent, he nodded to Foxy.


    “References I got. Tomorrow. Move my stuff the
next day. And then ve all set. Lickety-splits.” For the first time, he smiled.
A little crooked smile. And took a deep breath as if all this had been a huge
burden. His skin was ashen and, for a moment, Foxy wondered if climbing two
sets of stairs was going to be too much for this little fellow. She felt a wash
of motherly sympathy for a few seconds and then buried it. She couldn’t afford
sympathy these days. She had a sudden urge to visit that little shop on Nineteenth Street, the one with the pale blue halter dress and matching jacket in the
window. Cash was just what she needed. It certainly calmed her nerves.


    On the second floor, Amanda had returned from
school. She could hear her mother’s voice through the open apartment door
upstairs. And then the man’s voice answering. She dumped her backpack and
sweater and propped her laptop on a pillow.


    Week One of Amanda’s Life in Hell Is Almost
Over (she wrote)


    Another one. Renter. This is so whack.
Having strangers in the same building. What am I supposed to do if I meet this
freak on the stairs? At least the other guy has his own back entrance. On the
other hand, how do I know who he’s bringing in and out? And he’s getting
downright chummy with Foxy. Thank GOD she’ll never hook up with him. She left
me a note to order Chinese takeout for dinner. Foxy – the very definition of
motherly.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Six


    Foxy had been so busy she hadn’t shopped all
week. Except for items to stock the store, she’d only bought two pairs of shoes
and three dresses since moving into the DuPont house. But today was slow; the
workmen were finishing the built-in shelves and cabinets for the shop, so she
was off to the mall. Tyson’s Two, Neiman’s and Saks. It was only the first
month and she was flush with advance rents and store sales, feeling a little
high, the way an admired woman feels at a party when all heads turn in her
direction. She hadn’t even deposited the little man’s cash yet. It was sitting
right there in her purse. A bulging wad held together with a thick rubber band.


    He’d come back the next day with two impressive
references, both from embassies. Washington was a big embassy town. Foxy had made
the party circuit when Pete was playing football. Party throwers liked to add hot
celebrity jocks and their beautiful women to a guest list. 


    In careful block letters he wrote out Myron Standlish on the rental
application. Although Foxy didn’t know it, that was not his actual surname but,
like many immigrants to America, he had given himself a new name to go with his
new country. Foxy studied the application while she waited for Knot to return
from an errand. Knot ran endless errands. The last one was to pick up some
special face cream a friend of his had brought back from Switzerland. Knot told Foxy she’d kill to get it once she tried it. Foxy didn’t mind the
errands. Since he started at Second Chances, he’d sold five items at almost
double what Foxy would have charged. Today he’d gone on a personal shoe
mission. Some sort of walking shoes that he planned to wear on a weekend trip
to the mountains.


    The little man’s application listed the
previous residence of Myron Standlish as Gdansk, Poland. Foxy would have
guessed he was some sort of embassy employee, but on the application he’d listed
The International Plasma Institute as his employer. She was not particularly
interested in what kind of work he did as long as he could pay the rent. Washington ran amok with all sorts of people representing any number of international and
national interests. The door opened and she shoved the application into a
drawer. Foxy was not big on filing and record keeping. The contractors were
back from lunch. In a minute the sound of drills and hammers would fill the
store.


    Knot shoved the door open with his shoulder,
shopping bags dripping from both hands.


    “God,” he exploded as the door shut behind him
and the little bell tinkled. “What a nightmare getting back around DuPont Circle. That cab driver hardly spoke a word, I mean not a word of English. I told him
to avoid the circle at this time of day. What is it with these people? They
come here and expect us to speak whatever they speak? And then he wanted to
drop me at the Marriott. I told him, no, I didn’t want to walk five blocks
dragging these heavy bags. Uh.” He grunted and dropped the bags before
collapsing into a wooden armchair with a tall carved back that looked like it
belonged in a monster movie.


    “I’m totally done. Just done.”


    “Well, I have to run out for a while,” Foxy told
him. “Can you keep an eye on things? With them here I don’t think we’ll be
getting any serious buyers.” Foxy pointed to the workmen, who were in the
process of adjusting a shelf. One of them held a gigantic level.


    “Where are you going?” He eyed her a bit
suspiciously.


    “I just need to get out.”


    “It’s hell out there. Traffic’s a mess. And I
think it’s going to rain. Look at these.” He pulled out two boxes and started
to show off the new shoes he’d bought.


    “Honestly, Kuh-not, you have more shoes than a
racehorse.”


    “Oh, look who’s talking. Besides it’s starting
to rain.” Sometimes Knot’s sentences didn’t connect very well.


    “I’ll wear a raincoat, all right? And when
Amanda gets home from school, could you order a pizza for her or whatever she
wants?”


    “Some mother. That girl never eats a home-cooked
meal. I’ll bet you didn’t even breastfeed.” He pulled off a shoe and carefully
slid his foot into the new walking shoe. “Oh look. Aren’t they perfect?”


    “You can cook her dinner. I ruin Shake and
Bake. I always wanted to be the kind of mother who baked fresh muffins for
breakfast and had some delicious meal in the oven for dinner. But I could never
do it. Here’s pizza money. Go on upstairs and introduce yourself. I’m sure you
two will have a great time.” Foxy pulled her raincoat from behind the desk and
slung her bag over one shoulder.


    “Maybe I will. Someone has to look after that
girl.”


    “She’s fifteen,” Foxy said. “Not six. She has
that whole dark thing going on right now. Her school counselor told me it’s her
way of asserting her independence. So I’m trying hard to let her.”


    “Fifteen is hardly a grown up,” he said but
Foxy had moved on.


    “Well if you do go up, don’t use the faucet in
the powder room. It’s broken. I can’t find a replacement. Not an old one like
that. I should call that contractor. His card is on the desk by the phone.
Would you be a lamb and call him for me? Just ask him if he could find one and
tell him I’d be so appreciative.”


    *****


     


    Friday – Amanda’s Life in Hell Continues (Amanda
wrote)


    School sucked this week. Because Foxy
decided to move after I started school, I have to travel over an hour each way
just to get to my old school. And then it’s such a pain to stay after for
anything and then get a bus (God, a bus!!!) and then the Metro and then walk
seven blocks. It’s such a pain. And carrying all my books and stuff. There’s
this guy, a senior. He has a car. He’s offered to drive me home sometimes, when
he can. He runs cross country. Sometimes he has to stay even later than I do.
He used to live near our old house. So far he hasn’t given me a ride home. It’s
way out of his way. I don’t know. Anyway, when I got home this renter from
downstairs rings the doorbell from outside. I wouldn’t have opened it but I
thought maybe something was wrong with Foxy. What isn’t wrong with Foxy? But he
said Foxy told him to order me a pizza. I told him if I have one more pizza I’m
gonna choke. So he offered to make me dinner. Brought this big bag of groceries
up here and lit the oven and everything. Foxy’s never even opened the oven. I
don’t think she knows where it is. Anyway his name is funny – Knot. He’s says
you pronounce the K, and he’s very proud of that. Typical. Foxy rents to
someone with a weird name. He made a stuffed chicken. It was kind of like
Thanksgiving. We had cranberry sauce with it. And mashed potatoes. And he made
this funny thing for desert. A soufflé. It looked like a hat in a bowl. He said
it was called a soufflé because it’s the French word for puff up. It was good,
though. He talked the whole time. About growing up in Minnesota and coming to Washington ten years ago. He asked me what I was studying in school. I told him nothing
interesting. So he asked to see my books. He was really interested in my
chemistry book. I showed him the periodic table. My chem teacher says it was
created by some Russian named Mendeleev. Knot said that’s a hard name, too.
He’s kind of funny. And he likes shoes a lot. Said I should get some boots
because girls look sexy in boots. I almost told him about this guy from school,
but then I didn’t. Everything’s weird. Especially this house.


     


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Seven


    It was dark when Foxy returned, a large
shopping bag clutched in each hand at her sides as if she were a milkmaid with
buckets on a yoke. She couldn’t decide which one to put on the ground so she could
feel around in her purse for the house key and then, as if he appeared from
thin air, Myron Standlish was standing next to her.


    “Vell,” he said. “I can open the door for you
maybe?”


    Foxy looked up, or rather down, and he was
smiling that little crooked smile. In the dark she couldn’t see much more of
his face.


    “Oh thank you, Mr. Standlish,” Foxy said in her
most gracious, charming, Southern-girl voice. “I’ve been out all day.”


    Myron reached forward and stuck the key in the
slot. He swung the door open and beckoned for her to precede him inside. They
stood awkwardly in the small foyer for a few seconds and, in the light, Foxy
noticed that Myron’s color had returned to his cheeks and he looked a bit boyish.
He carried a small black satchel, like an old fashioned doctor’s bag. She also
noticed a small red stain on his collar.


    “Oh, did you eat Italian tonight?” she asked,
just for small talk, as she followed him up the stairs to her apartment.


    “Me?” He seemed stunned that she would ask such
a thing. “I never.”


    “You never eat Italian?”


    “Never.” His head shook emphatically and he scowled
as if eating Italian would kill him.


    Foxy tried to hide her smile. He was such a
funny little man. They reached the second floor and Foxy veered off to her door
and placed her bags on the floor.


    “I never heard of anyone not liking Italian,”
she said, just conversational, her head down, searching for her keys again.


    Myron continued to the next landing and his
room on the third floor. When he was almost to the top of the staircase he leaned
over to look back down at Foxy who had finally located her keys. As she was sliding
the key into its slot, she heard him say, softly, as if they were conspirators,
“With me it’s simple. Italian, Greek, Chinese, eh, who needs?” He disappeared
behind his own door and Foxy let herself into her apartment, where the faint
aroma of roast chicken and chocolate soufflé welcomed her.


    She headed for her bedroom but on the way
glanced into the kitchen. Dishes were piled by the large
stainless sink, which was full of a roasting pan, mixing bowls, and the bowl
Knot used for the soufflé, its inside coated with a thin, hard chocolate
residue that looked rather like brown cement.


    “Amanda,” she called loudly and dropped the two
shopping bags. “A-MAN-DAH.” This was not a greeting, but a command. She waited.
She heard Amanda’s shoes clopping down the spiral staircase from her room on
the third floor. She stood with hands on hips.


    Amanda appeared, dressed in her standard black pants
and top, black hair with green streaks pulled to one side, a long silver
teardrop earring swinging from the hole in her left lobe.


    “What,” she said blandly.


    “What is all this?” Foxy waved around the
kitchen.


    “What.” Amanda repeated in the same dull tone.
She took in the shopping bags.


    “You know very well what. This mess. Why didn’t
you clean up?”


    Amanda shrugged. She slumped against the
kitchen doorway and mumbled, “Why don’t you ever make dinner?”


    Ever since Foxy found herself the mother of a
teen, she’d felt completely out of control. She wanted to do the right thing,
but God only knew what that might be. Her mothering skills had never been up
there with Donna Reed but by then she seemed to have fallen into a kind of
mothering pit from which there was no crawling out.


    “What did you say, young lady?”


    Amanda clamped her lips together. Neither of
them was willing to break this silence, until the insides of one of the
shopping bags made a crinkling sound.


    “What did you buy?” Amanda asked.


    “I was going to show you, but first you’ll have
to clean up this kitchen. I thought you were going to have pizza.”


    “I thought you weren’t going to spend any more
money until you got out of debt. So we were both wrong, I guess.” Amanda shifted
her weight onto one foot and stood a little straighter.


    Mothering was hardly Foxy’s only failing. She
had never been good with money. It was her looks that had been reliable. Her
looks and the way she had of drawing a man in and making him feel powerful,
important, desired. Since the fountain story broke and the tumbling waterfall
of revelations about her personal life erupted in the media, then the
realization that she was not only broke but deep in debt, and after that the
divorce, she’d begun noticing little lines at the corners of her mouth, a
slight loosening in the skin beneath her chin, infinitesimal crows feet at the
outside of her eyes. She would not be young and desired by every man who saw
her forever. But the stores would always love her.


    “I don’t have to answer to my daughter for how
I spend my money.”


    “But how you spend your money affects your
daughter.”


    Foxy slumped a little. She reached down to grab
the shopping bags. The scent of chocolate was still palpable. She wanted to
take her booty into her room and try on the dresses and shoes, the sweater and
scarf, the round, gold earrings that the sales lady said made her face look
fresh and young. She wondered if Knot sold anything this afternoon, if the
workmen finished the shelves, if she should check the store. But the urge to
unpack these bags and flaunt herself in front of her own mirror was strong. A
wave of uncertainty enveloped her like the scent of that chocolate. She backed
up to the barstool by the counter, plunked her butt on it, and sighed. The bags
sat there on the floor like little soldiers, lined up at attention, waiting for
orders.


    “I didn’t ask for any of this,” she said. “It’s
not my fault your father gambled and fooled around with other women and pulled
me into debt. I didn’t know any of that was going on. I swear I didn’t.”


    “He’s not my father.” Amanda was not going to
let Foxy off the hook.


    From her perch on the bar stool Foxy looked at
her daughter, still standing in the doorway but no longer leaning against the
jamb. She’d come a tiny way into the room by then; she’d encroached on Foxy’s
space just a hair.


    “That is not a nice thing to say, little lady,”
Foxy frowned. “He’s the only father you’ve ever known. He almost adopted you.
That makes him your father.”


    “No it doesn’t. He was never around. He never
cared at all about me. It’s just another mess you made that I have to live
with.”


    Having fired both guns, Amanda retreated up the
stairs to her room.


     


    



  




  

    




     


    Chapter Eight


    Foxy was
confused. She went downstairs to the store very early, even before Amanda left
for school. She moved and then rearranged a ceramic urn that was turned into an
oil lamp in the nineteenth century and then converted to electric in the mid-twentieth.
Of course that lowered its antique value. But Foxy liked the original ceramic,
and when she saw it she couldn’t resist. She was waiting for Knot to help her
surround it with items that would enhance its perceived value. He was good at
this. And so many other things. What would she do if he left? She knew he was
smart in ways she’d never be, more foxy in fact. So there she stood wondering
what would look good next to this urn turned lamp. She tried a wide glass bowl
with clear hand-molded glass apples. She slid it
into place and stood back to consider the juxtaposition of lamp and bowl. The
tinkling of the bell caught Foxy’s attention. In glided Knot wearing a pair of
brown suede shoes that had little antler ornaments on top of the arch, a small
decoration that instead of being subtle drew the eye straight to his feet. The
soles were such soft leather that he made not a sound as he entered the store.


    “What do you think of this?” she pointed to the
arrangement.


    “Oh,” he breathed, “how can you?”


    “Can I what?” Foxy’s drawl was more pronounced
when she was uncertain.


    “Put those two together? I mean, really, it’s
like trying to fix Madonna up with Don Rickles.” He whisked the bowl off the
table and careened over to the desk where he plunked it down.


    “Careful with that, mister. I plan to sell it
for seven fifty. But not if it’s broken.”


    “Well, you’ll never get a penny for it if you
don’t do it justice. It needs something.” He glanced around the store. “Oh, God,
that is the thing. Look.”


    He glided to a side wall where an old family
bible was stacked on a brass umbrella stand. The bible was huge, with ornate
gold-plated corners and gold leaf covering the outside of the pages. It looked
as if it weighed at least twenty pounds. When Knot picked it up he grunted a
little under its heft. He carried it to the table and laid it next to the lamp,
turned at an angle. Then he rummaged around in a glass case and found an old
pair of wire rimmed glasses and a wooden pipe with a bowl carved from ivory. He
placed these on the bible and stood back.


    “I’ve told you before – you have to tell a story
with a display,” he explained. “It has to speak to the buyer.”


    She nodded. It did look right, this odd
combination of elements. Like a Cubist painting.


    “Beautiful shoes,” Foxy pointed to his feet.


    “I know.” He was acting strangely elusive.


    When he didn’t add anything to the conversation,
Foxy pressed. “So?”


    “So what?” he asked with exaggerated coyness.


    “Are you going to tell me where you got them?”


    The flood gates opened and he was all over it.
“Well, if you’re going to beg for details . . . I bought them last
weekend. At an Italian shoe store I found in New York.”


    “I didn’t know you were going up there. What
did you do – besides shoe shopping?”


    Knot admired his shoes for a moment and then gave
Foxy an intense look.


    “I met someone,” he said. “Someone special.” He
tilted his head sideways flirtatiously.


    “Oh, Kuh-not. You just got out of something
traumatic. You shouldn’t get into another relationship right away. You have to
give it at least a year. Like me. I’m not looking right now.”


    It was true. Foxy had sworn off men. She’d
decided until she got out of debt she was not going to let any man mess up her
life any more than it already was. 


    “You can’t wall yourself off from the world
just because something didn’t work out. Besides, what kind of a message does
that send to your daughter? At her vulnerable age?”


    “What do you mean?” Foxy may not have been the
world’s best mother. But she was trying. Until all this happened, Amanda always
had a nice house, nice clothes, nice vacations, and whatever she wanted. Foxy
saw their situation as a bump in an otherwise gilded highway. And she was
certain she’d find the smooth portion of the road up ahead.


    “Wellllll,” Knot strung the word out, then stopped.


    “Well what? And by the way, I thought you were
going to order her pizza last night.”


    “That is exactly what I’m saying.”


    “What is?’ Foxy moved to the back of the store
where she tried to slide a Victorian loveseat to a better position under a
spotlight.


    “No, no, no,” said Knot. “That light makes it
look dowdy. Move it to the left and place that swan neck floor lamp next to it.
I have a gorgeous fern in my apartment we can place on the little table on the
other side. We’ll have an ensemble. And if you keep ordering pizza for your
daughter’s dinner, you’re going to find your daughter eating out with some
unsavory character one day.”


    “Are you calling me a bad mother?” Foxy shifted
the couch and argued, “I’ve always given Amanda everything she could possibly
want.”


    “She might just like a home-cooked meal and
some conversation.”


    “Oh, so you’re the one who left that mess in
the kitchen?”


    “I had to run. I assumed she would clean up
after we finished. I can’t be expected to do both, after all. She’s not my
daughter.” With that he was out the door to retrieve one oversized fern.


    Foxy puttered around the store. She stacked
some first editions acquired from an estate auction on the new shelves the
carpenters had installed. She moved a Ming-like vase to a more prominent spot
in the window display. She arranged a small tapestry over the old steamer trunk
that Knot had placed against the back wall. When there was nothing else to do
but wait for Knot’s return, she perched on the edge of the loveseat and examined
her nails. They were long, dark red, perfectly manicured. Foxy never skimped on
herself. She needed to look good for the public – she had an image to maintain,
she told herself. But what Knot said lurked in the back of her mind like a
shadow. Amanda was her daughter. They should be able to talk.


    Upstairs Amanda had not yet closed her laptop,
but she was ready to leave. She sat at her desk for a moment.


    Early Morning of Amanda’s Life in Hell
(she wrote)


    She made me wash the dishes. Well, she can’t
really MAKE me do anything, but I did it because otherwise they were likely to
stay there for three more days while she was out spending her way into the
ground on another shopping expedition. Some people have mothers with real
maternal instincts. Me? I have an aging beauty queen with a Bloomingdales
fetish. I may stay late at school so that boy can drive me home. Okay, so I’ll
say it . . . his name is Nick. I wonder why he offered. I’m not exactly the
girl-next-door type.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Nine


    Amanda dropped her backpack at her feet and
turned back to lock the apartment door. She had a bit of trouble fitting the
key into the deadbolt, but she finally slid it through and turned it until it
thunked into place. She withdrew the key, picked up her bag, turned to leave
and there he was, standing just behind her – or by then in front of her.


    “Oh.” It was more a gasp than a cry. Startled,
she dropped the backpack on her toe. “Ow.” This time it was a cry.


    “Excuse, please, for the disturbance.” The
little man leaned down and reached for the pack.


    “No, it’s okay.” Amanda waved him away but he was
already doubled over and had grabbed one of the straps.


    “Oy, so heavy,” he huffed a bit as he hauled it
off the floor. “You could break a back schlepping that thing around town. So
where do you go with it so early?”


    He stood there with his fingers wrapped around
one strap.


    “I,” Amanda hesitated. She didn’t know why. It
was weird. Uncomfortable. Having this man living upstairs. And here he was,
practically in her face.


    “I’m going to school. I have to go or I’ll be
late.”


    “Sure, sure,” he said handing her the backpack.
“You shouldn’t be a stranger? Come up for tea one day? I am all a lonely in that
apartment. Company vouldn’t be a bad thing?”


    He shrugged and handed over the backpack and
Amanda thought it was odd that his sentences all sound a bit like a question.
Tea? Now that was weird. But there was something about him. Something soothing
in a way. Like he was someone you could talk to, someone who would listen and
not argue with you.


    “Well, bye,” Amanda slid one arm through a
strap and slung the backpack around to her shoulder. Then there he was again,
right up next to her, helping her get her other arm into the second strap.


    “Such a lot to learn,” he murmured. “In my day
ve had von book. Ve vere lucky to have enough ink to fill a pen. So bad things
vere all over. Now with the computers and those valking-about phones and the
music and the movies on CDDVDs MP thingamajiggies? Who can keep track of all
the numbers and letters like an alphabet soup kettle. Does it make a better vorld?
Ach, not in my mind. Vell, have a nice day.”


    He turned and walked to the stairs. Amanda thought
it was odd that he was going upstairs to his apartment so early in the morning
instead of downstairs and outside to go to work like everyone else. She thought
maybe he went out for breakfast. An old man living alone wouldn’t cook much.
And now that she thought about it, she’d never smelled any cooking odors coming
from his apartment. And she’d never heard anything either. Like the man didn’t
walk around or have anyone over. Well, maybe he was still getting settled. By
the time she got to the sidewalk she’d stopped thinking about him and looked in
the front window of the store. She saw Foxy seated at the desk and considered
knocking on the glass and waving goodbye, but then she didn’t.


    As she walked toward the Metro she thought
about Nick. Would he meet her at the Metro station and drive her the rest of
the way to school? It would be nice not to have to ride that gross bus, and he did
offer before. On the platform waiting for the train, she thought about it some
more and again after she was on the train with the lights flashing as the train
sped along. She looked at her phone, easily twenty times, but she didn’t make
the call.


    “This is so lame. To have to take the Metro and
then the bus.” She said it out loud as she trudged down the street toward the
bus stop. She was angry at Foxy all over again. She pulled out her cell phone
and called Nick. Although he programmed his number into her phone last week,
she’d never called him before.


    He answered right away. He sounded happy she was
calling. He said he was halfway to school and he knew the stop where she waited
for the bus. He’d be there in eight minutes. She wondered that he knew exactly
how long it would take him to get there. But she figured guys know stuff like
that. Nick was one of the in-between guys. In between cool and nerdy. The cool
guys hung out with him but so did some of the nerdy guys. He was smart enough
to work with them on science and math projects. But he also did sports. Between
classes she’d seen him sometimes with a headset plugged in to drown out the
school noise. But she didn’t really know that much about him. He drove an old
BMW that looked like a discarded family car. It had a few dents and some rusty
spots.


    While she waited for him to pull up, she thought
about what to say during the short drive to school. There wouldn’t be much
time. She wanted to tell him about Foxy and the house and store, about the man
upstairs and how he sort of creeped her out this morning, about last night and
Knot making her supper. But then she thought it was all too weird and maybe he’d
think she was lame and wouldn’t offer to give her a ride again. Just as she
decided to let him talk, he pulled up in his old BMW with one slightly crunched
fender. She opened the door and was relieved that he was smiling. “Thank you
for this,” she said as she buckled her seat belt.


    “Sure.” He pulled back into traffic, then an
awkward silence began. He was lean and it seemed as if he’d grown another inch
every time Amanda saw him. His hair was black and wavy and hung down over his
eyes. He wore torn jeans and faded T-shirts and Nikes and a leather jacket. He
was cute in a normal, everyday sort of way.


    Amanda’s mind raced, trying to find a way to
fill the silence without sounding stupid. She finally decided on a school
topic. “Who do you have for Civics?”


    “Huh?”


    “Civics. Who’s your teacher?”


    “Oh. Civics. Yeah. Walsh. You?”


    Amanda wasn’t used to talking to guys and
wondered if they all talked like this. “Tomlinson. He’s a dork.”


    Nick laughed but didn’t say anything else. She
thought about asking what other classes he was taking, but changed her mind.
The silence built again, so she headed for another topic. “Nice car.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Is it yours?”


    “Nah. I stole it.” Nick said this stone faced.
Amanda didn’t know how to answer. Finally he looked at her and smiled. Amanda
really liked his smile. It was inviting. “I’m joking. Technically it’s my dad’s
car, but I’m the only one who drives it.” He pulled quickly into the student
parking lot and whipped expertly into the first space he saw. “We’re here.” 


    As they were walking from the car to their
classes, he pulled her up onto the sidewalk when a car came along too fast. She
tingled, thinking about how protective it felt.


    “You sticking around after school today?”


    She thought quickly. She wasn’t planning on it,
but she took a chance. “Yeah. I have some stuff to do in the chem lab.”


    “Practice is over at four-thirty. You want me
to drive you home?”


    She couldn’t let herself smile. “Sure.”


    “Cool. Meet me at the car.” Amanda felt happy
for the first time in many months. After her third class, she went to the
library and popped open her laptop.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote )


    Got better this morning. J


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Ten


    Foxy looked up when the bells over the door
tinkled. She thought maybe she should replace them with something that sounded
less Christmassy. The tune from Jingle Bells always popped into her head when
she heard those little bells and then she had trouble getting that damned tune out
of her head. She was surprised to see the little man from upstairs standing
inside the door, squinting in the morning sunlight. His skin looked very pale.


    Foxy wondered if he was ill. She didn’t want to
catch anything. She couldn’t afford to be sick. But after all, she did have
Knot. He could watch the store for her. Yet he was not particularly good at the
routine of everyday matters. He liked the chase. Liked to go out and sell. He
was good with all the country club ladies and the political wives and the Georgetown crowd. He played one against the other and made them compete for price. He was
very good for business. So good, in fact, that Foxy had to go on a buying trip
soon. The antiques show in Palm Beach in November. She’d been looking at
hotels. The Colony downtown. Or maybe the Four Seasons on the beach. That would
be nice. She sighed just thinking about it. And a fantasy man popped into her
mind, even though she had sworn off men since she saw that picture of her ex on
the cover of The Star. She was just waiting in the checkout line at
Whole Foods, for God’s sake, and there he was, buck naked with a boner and his
hands on the tits of that “hostess.” At least they plastered a black strip over
the bodily details. 


    Foxy had tried to get that image out of her
mind but it just wouldn’t dislodge. She examined little Myron Standlish.
Standing in the morning light, rumpled and tired looking, he seemed not to know
why he was there.


    “Excuse, Mrs.,” he began and it occurred to
Foxy that he didn’t know, or remember, her name.


    “Anders,” she said it a bit too forcefully and
the little man flinched slightly as if she had struck him.


    “Ah, sure, Mrs. Anders,” he repeated it.
“Excuse for the intrusion to your store. Nice things. Very nice baubles and
such.” He took a step further inside and stopped by the Ming-like vase that now
sat on a pedestal. He stroked the air around it, “So I vouldn’t break a thing.
Nice things like this are not so easy to find these days. Used to be lots of
nice things everywhere but now … ” He shrugged and tilted his head as if remembering
better times.


    “Oh, it’s not as hard as you may think,” Foxy
stood up and moved away from the desk. “Is there something wrong in the
apartment?” What else could he have been doing here?


    “Oh, no?” It sounded like a question as he stepped
away from the vase. His hand rested in the air however, like he was looking for
something else not to touch. “A nice lady by yourself − are you buying
all these many beautiful things?”


    “Yes, I do,” Foxy was getting a little annoyed.
Why all the dancing around? What did he want?


    “You travel for this buying?” he asked.


    “Sometimes,” Foxy walked forward, closer to
where he stood.


    “You owned this house a long time?” He moved to
the side and rested his hand on the edge of a love seat. He seemed about to sit
on it but instead he skirted around behind it so the love seat was now a
barrier between himself and Foxy.


    “Not very,” Foxy answered. “I got it in a
divorce settlement. I just moved in and opened the store recently.”


    “Ahhh,” he nodded knowingly. “Such a shame.
Divorce. For the child especially it is hard.” He looked up as if Amanda might have
been standing directly above them in Foxy’s apartment on the second floor.


    “He’s not her father, if that’s what you mean.”
Why was she telling him all this? Foxy wondered what he wanted, but she also felt
something compelling about him. Which seemed even stranger than the confusion
about why she was telling him anything about her life. She felt rather repelled
and attracted at the same time. The way someone at a carnival is attracted to
the oddities on display.


    “No?” he smiled at this. “Then maybe it’s not
so bad. But the father – he sees her, yes?”


    Foxy turned away at this question and strolled
back to her desk. Still the question lingered in the air between them. Myron Standlish
did not move. His hands were now firmly placed on the back of the loveseat as
if he’d staked out this particular square footage as his own.


    “Amanda has never met her father,” Foxy said it
softly, reminiscently.


    “Ach,” said the little man. “A tragedy this is.
I know this predicament. It is not good not to know your own father. I feel,
poor child, she must be wondering all the time about him. Is she not?”


    “Of course she’s not,” Foxy snapped. This was
really too much. Too familiar. Too close.


    “Oh, please forgive, Mrs. Anders, an old
meddlesome man. Only this morning I met the child on the stairs and helped her
on with that pack she carries to her schooling, and to myself I thought what a
lovely child and she should have a father helping her with such things as this.
Nothing more. You see, I am alone in this world and I feel for others who also
are alone like myself. I had a father, you see. And a brother. An older brother
who inherited the family name and wealth. It is that vay in the old country.
The older is preferred and the younger is cast aside like an old shoe. But this
is neither here nor where. If you may forgive the intrusion. But I see something
in your store the other day as I walk past and want to make enquiries about it.
But perhaps you are too busy now and I should come back. Perhaps another time?”


    “Now is fine, Mr. Standlish,” Foxy was all
business again. The moment had passed. Jingle Bells had long disappeared from
her mind. At least she had the little man to thank for that. “What did you see
in the store?”


    “Vell,” he looked around and spotted the trunk,
over by the wall, with a tapestry draped over it. “I tell you, Mrs. Anders, I
been looking long time for something. But just the right something. Not any
ordinary one you see. A trunk. And I see you have one by that wall.”


    “Yes,” Foxy came around the desk again, heading
for the trunk now. “Would you like to see it?”


    “First, so not to trouble you. I see the other
day from the vindow, before this cloth . . .”


    “The tapestry?” Foxy asked.


    “Yes, before that was covering. I see the trunk
is locked. Am I correct?”


    “Why, yes,” Foxy said. “It was locked. It still
is. I don’t have the key and of course with antiques one is not supposed to
change them in any way. So we left it as it was when we found it.” She was standing
by the window near the trunk in question. And she noticed the little man’s face
had gotten some color back. He looked almost excited. “If you wanted it
unlocked to see the inside I suppose we could get a locksmith in here. We’ve
managed to date it back two hundred years. It was quite a find. And it’s in
very good condition, considering the age, of course.” 


    Actually Foxy had no idea how old it was. But
Knot had said it looked two hundred years old if it was a day and they should
sell it that way.


    Myron nodded. “This looks like kind of trunk I vahnt.
Okey dokey. How many dollars can I give you?” he asked.


    At that moment the little jingle bell tinkled
and in walked a well-dressed and carefully coifed woman of about fifty-five
followed closely by Knot.


    “Well, here we are,” he made a grand gesture
with one hand as if pulling back a curtain to reveal the store. “And here you
are,” he said to Foxy. “And here . . .” but then he stopped at Myron, who looked
a bit embarrassed.


    “This is your upstairs neighbor, Kuh-not.” Foxy
nodded toward Myron. “Mr. Standlish,” she said being the perfect hostess, “this
is Mr. Knudsen.”


    “Charmed,” Knot took in Myron’s rumpled clothes
and scuffed shoes then turned to Foxy. “I’ve brought Elisabeth DuPont over to
see the shop,” he told Foxy, eyebrows raised in a conspiratorial arch. “I’ve
wanted you to meet her. She’s restoring a historic Virginia farm out in
Middleburg. She has hunter-jumpers, you know.”


    *****


    In the half hour before lunch, Amanda popped
open her laptop as she sat on a bench outside the dining hall.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote again) Entry
Two Today


    He offered to drive me home today. I said
yes. It’s so much nicer than the Metro and the bus. I have a feeling Foxy is
going to order Chinese takeout again. Think I’ll ask him to drop me off at the
grocery store near my house – I’ll buy my own food for dinner, thank you very
much.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Eleven


    The DuPont woman, dressed in a black Chanel
suit and red pumps, glanced around the shop, her chin tilted up, seeming to
peer under her large Jackie O sunglasses. Her lips were pursed. It was a
critical moment for Knot and, although he had imagined he would be alone here
with his customer, he took charge nonetheless before Foxy or – horrors – that
little man, could screw this up for him.


    “Let me show you the bureau I thought would be
perfect for the foyer. As an accent piece,” he took her by the elbow and propelled
her to the back of the store.


    “Look,” she cooed. “This tapestry is exactly
what I’ve been looking for. To go above the accent piece. See, the hunting
scene?” In the air above the tapestry, she traced the threaded depiction of
hound dogs and horses. “I’d love to see it laid out. To see the whole thing.”
She brushed past Myron and lifted one corner of the tapestry. Dust floated in
front of it from sunlight coming through the front window.


    “Excuse please, Madame,” Myron spoke softly. “I
help you vith that.”


    Mrs. DuPont stepped back, dropping the
tapestry. She seemed to see Myron for the first time. She looked him up and down
as if he might have fleas.


    “Do you work here as well?” she asked. 


    Myron shrank back at the subtle rebuke and his
whole body started to quiver ever so slightly. Not wanting a potential sale to
walk out the door, Foxy stepped in between them. “We can discuss the trunk
later, Mr. Standlish. I’m sure it can wait.”


    “No,” he shook his head. “Me, I am ready now to
be making the payment. How much should you be needing?” He reached into his
jacket’s breast pocket.


    Now Knot was intrigued. He smelled the possibility
of making two sales and jumped in with both stylishly shod feet. “Let’s pull
this tapestry out and take a look at it.” He lifted up a corner of the tapestry
with one hand while waving the other over it dramatically. “Elisabeth,” he looked
the DuPont elitist in the eye, “you are so right. It is absolutely perfection
for your foyer.” Besides his flair for showcasing, Knot had mastered the fine
art of kissing a rich woman’s derriere to make the sale. “Let’s see how it
looks with the bureau over there.”


    He took hold of the other corner and pulled it
off the trunk, folded it in the middle and draped it over one arm. With the
other hand he waltzed Mrs. DuPont across the room, leaving Foxy to deal with a
nearly convulsing Myron and the old trunk.


    “What a horrid little man,” Mrs. DuPont whispered
to Knot. She glanced back over her shoulder toward the trunk and Myron. “Why
would such a queer, obviously destitute creature want such an antique so
badly?” Despite Knot’s attempts to distract her, Mrs. DuPont seemed fixated on
the trunk. Finally she looked back at Knot and announced, “I want it.”


    “Let me find out what the asking price is,”
Knot told her conspiratorially as he spread the tapestry over the bureau he was
still hoping to sell her. “But first . . . look how well these match.” He stood
back so she could see the ensemble. She shooed him away with a hand wave.


    At the trunk, Myron was counting out bills.
“Twelve, thirteen, fourteen . . . fifteen hundred dollars. Good, no? I take the
trunk now.” His hand moved to grab a handle.


    Foxy was reeling. How did this happen so fast?
She was also beginning to feel very suspicious about his interest in this
battered old trunk. Was it possible that this bumbling, little, quirky, thing
he had going was all just an act and he actually knew something about its value
that she didn’t? Despite her urge to grab up those fifteen bills and get
herself to the nearest mall, she decided to be smart. “I think I’d better get a
locksmith in here to open it up. I can’t really set a final price until I know
if there’s anything inside it. With these old pieces . . .”


    Knot slid in for backup and whispered in her
ear. “DuPont wants this and what DuPont wants, DuPont gets.” Then, to the room
as if there was a large audience, “That’s right,” he stood next to the trunk
and rested his hand on the top. “You never know. After all this is not a blind
auction.”


    Foxy shook her head and her hair swung
prettily. It hurt her to say the next words. “I’ll call one up tomorrow. It’s
too late now. They’d charge overtime I’m sure.” 


    “You want more? I have more.” said Myron, the
wad still poised to peel off bill after bill.


    “But you see, Mr, . . . ” Knot looked to Foxy
for help with the man’s name.


    “Standlish. Mr. Standlish,” she repeated.


    Knot worked to hold back a laugh, then said,
“How early American can you get? Mr. Standlish – you are not the only customer
now interested in this item. Mrs. DuPont over there would like a chance to bid
as well. We really do need to know its true worth before proceeding.”


    Myron’s shoulders slumped even lower than their
ordinary slump. “Vell,” he said in a defeated voice, “I have a locksmith
acqvaintance. Top notch professional. I get him over tonight to take a peek-a-boo
inside. No charges. Yes?” he looked from Knot to Foxy. “The stylish lady,” he
tilted his head toward Mrs. DuPont at the other side of the store, “she can have
something else. You find her another trunk, maybe.”


    Almost hyperventilating at his offer of more
cash, Foxy was stupefied by all of this interest in an old trunk. She had
furnished her apartment upstairs with comfortable contemporary. Just because
she sold antiques – or so-called antiques – didn’t require her to live with
them. But she’d begun to think perhaps she was not valuing these old pieces
highly enough. But mostly she was torn between taking the cash now and waiting to
see if she could get more later.


    Meanwhile, Knot worked the room. “The lady
would love to have this piece as well as the other two,” Knot interrupted. “And
personally, Mr. Standlish, I could find you another trunk.”


    “No other trunk,” said Myron as his brows
furrowed deep into his chubby forehead. “This trunk.” He plunked down five
hundred more dollars without being asked.


    Knot was left speechless, and that was not an
easy feat. Foxy took him gently by the arm. “Excuse us for a moment,” she said
to Myron. She flashed a charming smile across the room to the frowning Mrs. DuPont
as she led Knot out of earshot.


    “What should I do?” she whispered. Her drawl had
gotten heavier, as always happened when she was stressed or excited so that her
question sounded like a song – “Whaaa-at shoould ahh dew – and nothing was more
stressful – or exciting – for Foxy than decisions about money.


    Knot couldn’t stop looking at Myron. “He is an
odd one, isn’t he?”


    “Odd or not, I’m pretty sure he’s willing to
fork over that whole beautiful load of hundred dollar bills for that piece of
junk. Right here, right now. Should I take the money and run?”


    Knot patted her on the arm. “I know what you
mean. I see a new pair of Ferragamos in that pile of money.” He shook his head
as if shaking off a dream. “But we’re businesspeople. You should be smart about
this and see if there’s anything else of worth in there first. Yes, that’s what
good businesspeople would do.”


    “What if it there’s nothing? Then I’ve lost a
sale.”


    “Honey, honey, honey. You have a lot to learn
about rich women. You haven’t lost anything. For all the cash that Yiddish
Elmer Fudd has there, she’s got more. Did you hear her name when I introduced
you? Elizabeth DuPont, as in,” Knot made a grand gesture toward the front door
of the shop and, by extension, the street beyond, “DuPont Circle?”


    “You’re kidding,” said Foxy.


    “I am decidedly not,” said Knot. “And she
decidedly considers that trunk to be hers.” 


    Foxy nodded and took a deep breath. “Mr.
Standlish, suppose you come back in tomorrow after I get a locksmith to open it
up. And then we’ll decide on a starting price. I want to be fair to you and the
nice lady, too.” Foxy smiled again. She wanted to be fair all right. Foxy was
not one to be fooled again in her life. 


    Myron looked down at the trunk as if he’d just
lost a major battle. His shoulders drooped. He licked his lips. His hands were
balled up into fists. He scuffed one foot along the floor, gently touching the
bottom edge of the trunk.


    “That’s not too long to wait, after all,” she told
him. 


    “Why not?” said Myron softly as Foxy walked
off. “Who am I to argue?”


    Foxy glanced nervously over at the DuPont woman
who was now rummaging around a porcelain tea set. “Sweetheart,” Knot was at the
DuPont woman’s side and announced, “Good news!”


    Mrs. DuPont looked up from the tea set,
eyebrows raised, an expression of complete disdain on her face as if she couldn’t
believe she was cooped up with these commoners.


    “And what would that be?” she asked. “Is the
trunk mine yet?”


    “Tomorrow we’ll know what’s inside,” Knot told
her using his most ingratiating tone.


    “Well, let me leave you with this thought,” said
DuPont. “If I can buy the trunk, I’ll take the bureau and the tapestry along
with it. And whatever that . . .” here she paused to express just the right
degree of scorn, “man,” her eyebrows arched once again and she tilted her head
back so that her chin was aimed at a point just north of Knot’s nose, “offers,
I’ll match plus fifty percent. AND, I’ll tell my friends about this place. You
will like my friends. Do I make myself clear? I want that trunk.”


    The sun had descended behind the buildings
across the street, and the store was in shadow as Amanda walked past the front
door on her way home from school. She glanced through the window just as Myron
looked up and spotted her. A small smile curled the corners of his lips. He began
to raise his arm in a wave but thought better of it and nodded instead. Amanda
continued past the store, but not before she caught sight of Myron, Foxy, Knot,
and a well-dressed woman.


    Besides the backpack that was slung over her
back, Amanda was hugging a brown paper grocery bag to her chest like a baby and,
between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand, she held the front door
key. Foxy spotted her, too.


    “Oh my,” she said. “It’s almost closing time.”


    Myron seemed reluctant to leave the trunk. He
shuffled his feet again and gazed longingly down at it. Foxy thought maybe he
was a bit demented in some way and might have attached himself to that trunk
with no real reason other than to focus on something. He had no other choice at
that point so he moved to the door to leave but Knot rushed out first and flagged
down a cab as Mrs. DuPont clickety-clacked on her red heels toward the curb.
Foxy switched off the light and locked the door, and she and Myron moved toward
the apartment door at the same time.


    As she unlocked the door leading to the
apartment stairwell, Myron slipped in behind her and mumbled, “You got a good
burglar system in there, eh?”


    “At the store?” she asked just before letting
the door swing shut.


    “Sure, sure. At the store, so you shouldn’t
get, you know, robbed or some things like that in the dark of night.” Myron
started climbing the stairs after Foxy.


    “Actually I haven’t had a chance to do that
yet. Or the money. It costs a lot to stock a store, you know.” She climbed up
step after step until she reached the first landing and her apartment door. “Anyway
this is a very safe neighborhood. Well,” she said, “See you tomorrow.” She was
about to unlock her door when it opened and Amanda stood there, pot holder
mittens on her hands and a spot of pasta sauce on her cheek.


    “Oh, hi,” she waved a quilted paw at Myron.
“I’m making lasagna.”


    “Young lady, I’m sure Mr. Standlish has no
interest in your kitchen experiments.” Foxy tried to slip past her daughter.
“And honey, you have sauce on your face.” She reached up and slid her index
finger over the sauce spot. “It’s dried. How long have you been doing this? And
why in the world are you cooking?”


    Myron nodded and smiled at Amanda. He tilted
his head toward one shoulder as if saying he had no control here. “No no, Mrs.,”
Myron began, “the young lady is correct in that I am interested. Cooking is
good to know for the girl?”


    But Foxy wanted to shut the door. “Have a nice
evening,” she said and again tried to get past Amanda. “Amanda, you’re blocking
me,” she finally said.


    Amanda backed off but not before she got
another smile off to Myron. As the door closed, she leaned out as he was going
up to the next landing and called out, just to spite Foxy, “You’ll have to come
over and try one of my meals one night.”


    Foxy shut the door.


    *****


     


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote)


    I dragged home a huge bag of groceries today.
Foxy’s not capable of keeping the fridge stocked. Unless you consider frozen
pizza and burritos food. Ugh. Going online to get some recipes for rest of the
week. Will teach myself to cook. Will not rely on Foxy anymore than I have to.
Phew.


    That little man was outside again. He’s odd in
a funny, cute way. But seems okay. I wonder if he really meant for me to have
some tea. Who drinks tea anyway? Foxy was really pissed that I talked to him.
Hahaha.


    Got ride to Metro. Nick is real sweet. He
wears this cross around his neck. He told me his grandma gave it to him when he
was little. That his grandpa wore it in the war. I don’t know what war. He
likes wearing it, but he doesn’t have any tats or any other jewelry. It’s kind
of sweet.


     


    



  




  

    





    Chapter Twelve


    It was a dark, moonless night in Washington. Second Chances was shut tight and outside the street was quiet. A few stragglers
crossed DuPont Circle past the fountain through the park. But Second Chances was
just off on a side street, so no one took any notice of what happened there
this late. Myron was used to the dark. He usually left his apartment around
eleven to make his rounds.


    He descended the stairs past Foxy’s apartment
just after the nightly news had started. He could hear the TV as he passed the
door. He plodded down the stairs, taking each step carefully and as silently as
possible. In a building this small, there was no way to avoid meeting others.
He could have gone to one of those anonymous high-rises. But then there would
be so many more people, with the probability – increased exponentially – of someone
seeing him coming and going. Better, he had thought, to limit one’s exposure.
If he heard someone on the stairwell or coming into the building when he was
leaving, he could always wait and remain unnoticed. Anyway, this was the
building specified, so he had to come here. Lucky for him the apartment was
available, otherwise he would have had to sneak in somehow.


    At the entryway, he slowly opened the door to
the street and slipped out. A slight chill ran from the back of his neck to his
heels. Was it excitement? It couldn’t have been a chill. Chills were like so
many other feelings that he never had. But excitement, that was possible. Only
he hadn’t felt that in so long, he wasn’t sure what it would be like anymore.
He was depleted that night and didn’t have much time to waste. From the shadow
of a building entrance nearby, a man appeared wearing a black zipper jacket,
jeans, and dark sneakers. His hands were jammed into the pockets of his jacket
and his head was tucked down. He sidled up to Myron and together they moved to
the door of Second Chances.


    “You’re late,” he said to Myron. He slipped
something silver out of his pocket. It looked like a closed box cutter. “You
got a flash?”


    “I got,” said Myron. He offered a small pen-type
flashlight.


    “You hold it,” said the man. “On the lock.”


    Myron did as the man told him.


    “You sure there’s no alarm? Cause if there is,
this whole thing is done for.”


    “The lady said not,” Myron whispered. “What do
you think I am, meshuggeneh?”


    With the two of them standing in front of the
door to Second Chances, and Myron holding the light so close that it illuminated
only the lock, the man pulled out one of the tools from his jackknife pick and went
to work. It took him less than a minute to pick the lock and swing open the
door. They walked in and Myron closed the door without making a sound. He held
his finger to his mouth and, with the light directed to the floor, led the man
to the trunk. The tapestry was still on top of the bureau.


    “You better be right,” said the man. “For this
here risk, this better be the right trunk.”


    “Oy, there vas a key for this trunk, but who
knows how to find it after all this time?” Myron took a deep breath and then
exhaled. “My information says a trunk, in this place. Let us hope the
information is correct, already. Get on with it. Vaht have I got all night?”


    “Sure, sure. These old locks can be tricky, ya
know?” he fiddled with a different tool. “Flash that light on my pick set
here.”


    Myron moved the light and the man opened all
the picks so they were splayed out like metal fingers. He tried one, then a larger
one and, on the third from the largest, the lock gave.


    Myron stepped back. He looked around furtively.
His heart thumped against his sternum.


    “Well?” asked the man. “This is it. What you’ve
been waiting for. Open her up.”


    With shaky hands, Myron leaned down and slid
the lock back. He handed the pen light to the man then and, with great care, took
hold of the edge of the barrel-curved trunk top with both hands and began to
lift. It creaked. A faint musty scent escaped. And finally, without waiting any
longer, Myron took a deep breath and pulled the top up as the man held the
light at just the right angle to reveal what was inside the trunk.


    When it was open, Myron let out a sharp little cry,
like a startled cat.


    The man shook his head. 


    Myron stepped back, his hand at his throat. “No,”
he said. “No, no, no.”


    “I guess it’s back to the drawing boards,” said
the man.


    “Gevalt, this is not a matter for the joking. I
have it on the best authority. This is the place,” Myron told him.


    They both peered inside again. There was a long
box at the bottom of the trunk. Myron reached in and tried to move it, but it
was somehow attached to the trunk. And it had yet another lock. He looked at
the man. “Vell? As long as ve are here. Vy shouldn’t ve take a quickie look-see?”


    The man took out his jackknife pick again and was
about to fiddle with the second lock when they heard a door slam. Then quick,
light footsteps. Myron quickly shut the trunk and fastened the lock. They crept
carefully to the door. As they neared it, they heard another door slam.


    “I think it’s the one from downstairs.” Myron
pointed toward the back of the store. “The fancy man with the
nice-as-you-please shoes.”


    “Let’s get outta this place,” said the man. “Is
he coming up here?”


    “Oy, how should I know?” Myron shrugged.


    They reached the door and slowly opened it.
They looked out to see if anyone was nearby. The street was empty. The man
closed the door and took out his pick set again to lock the dead bolt. When he
was done they stood up and moved away from the store. Myron was still upset. He
shook his head.


    “Still I am not believing this. How can such a
thing happen?” he asked. “After all I vent through. And now. Bupkis.”


    “Where you going now?” the man asked Myron.


    “The hospital. Vy not?”


    “You wanna come with me? I get fresh stuff at
the clubs. This late, they’re drunk and easy to get out in an alley. Or even better,
sometimes in my cab. You never know,” the man shoved his hands back into his
pockets and turned up the narrow collar against the late night air.


    Myron shuddered. “Ach, such disgustingness. Not
for me.” He shook his head vehemently.


    *****


    Amanda had finished her homework and with her
laptop open, she clicked to her blog Amanda’s Life in Hell and typed:


    I have this strange feeling that something’s
not right. I don’t know what it is. I hear odd sounds. Maybe I’m still not used
to being in this house or in the city. Maybe I miss the old house and the lawn
and trees and night sounds. No, that can’t be it, because it’s almost winter
and the katydids and crickets are gone for now. I’m just tired. Yeah, that’s
it. I’m tired. Tomorrow. What’s happening tomorrow? American history test.
Nick’s meeting me at the Metro so I don’t have to take the creepy bus to
school. Foxy wants to take me to her hair guy. Yuk.


    We had a fight in the kitchen. About that
little man upstairs. She says I shouldn’t talk to him. Well, what am I supposed
to do when I meet him in the hall? Pretend like he’s not there? Anyway he seems
sweet. Harmless. Foxy says that’s just the kind to watch out for. Well, if
anyone should know what kind of men to watch out for, that would be Foxy. Ha.


     


    



  




  

    





    Chapter Thirteen


    “I was beginning to wonder if you were ever
going to show up today,” Foxy chided Knot as he walked into the store to the
tinkling doorbell.


    Knot answered with a sigh.


    Detecting a drama moment, Foxy ignored the sigh
and continued. “I called the locksmith. Since it’s not an emergency, he
wouldn’t come until later in the afternoon. Unless I wanted to pay extra, which
I don’t. I tell you, these people would tack a surcharge on for taking an extra
breath of air if they could. I’m expecting him any time now.” Foxy wasn’t
accustomed yet to dealing with all this reality. In her previous life as Mrs.
Pete Anders, she’d had others to manage the details of everyday life. Pete’s
manager had a whole staff just to mother hen the athletes’ wants and needs.
Foxy was only practiced in the art of the retail purchase. Plumbers and
locksmiths could have been dispatched from a spaceship for all she knew.


    “Oh,” he said, waving a hand across his brow in
a great show of angst, “I cannot think about that now.” He plopped himself down
on a velvet settee and stretched out his long legs. He looked stylish in black
slacks, a black-on-black striped shirt, and a black and white hound’s-tooth
jacket. He wore black Kenneth Cole New York ‘Loafin’ Around’ Mock Toe Loafers
with gray socks. His clothing choice seemed to match his subdued mood.


    Foxy came out from behind her desk, which was,
as usual, littered with papers and general junk. “What’s the matter?” she asked
him, but she had a suspicion. She never approved of his trip to New York.


    He pointed to his shoes. “You were right,” he
said sadly. “These shoes say it all.” He sighed grandly. “I should not have
gone loafing around New York. It was too soon. What am I going to do now?”


    “All right,” said Foxy. “Tell mama what
happened.”


    “He left me. We were having a perfectly wonderful
evening in my apartment last night, and all of a sudden he just went off. You
know. Just like that.” Knot snapped his fingers. “I’m a cliché. That’s all I
am.” 


    “Poor baby. And what happened?” Foxy stopped at
the settee.


    “And . . . he just changed. Like a different
person. I don’t know what happened. Maybe it was the picture.”


    “Kuh-not,” Foxy began, her tone stern, “are you
saying you still have someone else’s picture in your apartment?”


    “Well,” Knot sounded defensive, “that isn’t a
crime, is it? I mean if this is going somewhere – which now I see it is
definitely at a dead end – I would toss that picture in the trash in an
instant. But now. Why should I?”


    “At least you could have hidden it,” Foxy offered.


    “It was a test. And he failed miserably.” Knot
leaned down to rub an invisible speck of dirt from his shoe. These shoes didn’t
look like him. They were a bit too rugged, too much of an I’m-a-tough-guy-with-taste
kind of shoe.


    “Cheer up. Soon the locksmith will be here, and
then you can close that sale with the DuPont woman. She certainly is set on
that trunk.” Foxy looked up as the doorbell tinkled again.


    A man entered wearing a jacket that said Metro
Lock & Key with an embroidered image of a key below the name.


    “He’s here,” Foxy told Knot, and motioned the
man to follow her to the trunk.


    “So,” he said, “what have we got here?”


    “It’s an old trunk,” Foxy told him, although it
seemed perfectly obvious what was in front of them.


    “You own it?” he asked.


    “Of course. This is my shop,” Foxy said. With a
great show of effort, Knot pushed himself up and off the settee. If there was
something valuable in there he wanted to see it, too.


    “We have to make sure before we unlock
anything. Sign this waiver. Here on the bottom line.” He handed her a flat
metal box with a paper clipped to it. Foxy signed hurriedly.


    “Okay, now open it,” Knot stood by Foxy’s side.
“This is so exciting. Better than Christmas and Easter and a Cher concert
combined. Maybe there’s a diamond as big as my hand in there.”


    “If there’s a diamond the size of your hand,
I’m taking us all on the shopping spree of the century. We’ll hit every major
mall between here and Beverly Hills,” Foxy said. She clapped her hands together
fast a few times, like a child, completely taken with this fantasy.


    The locksmith, whose name according to his work
jacket was Earl, looked up and grinned.


    “I’d love to join you in a shopping spree, but
I’ve opened more locks in my career than the number of hairs on your pretty
little head, and I’ve never found diamonds on the other side.” He slid one of
his picks into the lock and popped it open. “Okay, here we go. You want to open
the top?” He stood up and looked at Foxy.


    “You do it,” she said to Knot.


    “Listen,” he said bending down to grab the edge
of the trunk top, “at least we know we can sell the trunk whether there’s
anything in here or . . . hello, what’s this?”


    As he opened the top all the way and straightened
up, the three of them peered inside and found the same box that Myron had seen
last night. The box was as long as the trunk, only about four inches high, and
about a third as wide as the trunk. It seemed to have been built into the trunk
so it would fit exactly. And it was, of course, also locked.


    “Somebody wanted to be sure whatever was in
here stayed in here,” said Earl. “This will be a small extra charge. I was only
told there would be one lock. Of course you could go with the basic service
charge for the visit, if you want, and that would save you a little. That
lock’s  smaller. I’ll have to go out to the truck and get my other pick set.”


    Knot wasn’t happy. “Somebody really wanted to
keep this diamond hidden, didn’t they?”


    “Love a duck. Fine. We’ve come this far. Might
as well see the whole thing,” Foxy said and turned to Earl. “We’ll pay the
basic fee – all inclusive.” When Earl was out the door she said to Knot, “Can
you believe that? Charges for two locks. I’ll never call them again.”


    “I can’t imagine what anyone would build into a
trunk that might fit into that,” Knot pointed to the box. “A sword maybe?”


    “Oh my God,” Foxy almost gasped, “Excalibur?”


    “Oh pu-leeeeze,” Knot exaggerated, “that is so
overdone, I cannot believe you even thought it.” He shrugged one shoulder.
“Anyway how could you prove it? It’s too ridiculous.” But Foxy could see he was
thinking about the possibility. “It’s probably an old broom,” he added. “From
some old cargo ship.”


    Earl was back. He spread a pick set in a
leather case on the bottom of the trunk and knelt down. He tried pick after
pick but they were all too big. He was puffing a little from his kneeling
position. He had quite a belly. Finally he tried a tiny pick that worked. The
lock squeaked a little and they heard the rasp of old metal that had not moved
for a long, long time and then, a pop and the lock sprung open.


    “That’s a very old lock,” said Earl. “I was
afraid it might be so brittle it would break, but she’s okay.”


    “Open it up,” Foxy told him. “Let’s see what’s
in there.”


    He pulled the tab of the lock up and then slid
his fingers along the box top until he got a good hold and lifted. There were
very old hinges running along the back side. They also creaked with age as Earl
lifted the top away from the box. When they could finally see inside, there were
five fat rolls of what looked like some sort of durable paper.


    “Well, there she is,” said Earl and packed up
his picks. “That’ll be thirty-five for the whole thing.”


    Foxy was surprised it was not more, after all
that. She was hoping it was money well spent, like in the form of some major
lucky find – long lost, never completed Frank Lloyd Wright plans maybe? Then
she’d have been able to buy that bag she saw at Neiman’s last week, the one she
couldn’t stop thinking about. Sometimes a great leather purse stayed in a
girl’s mind longer than a marriage. After she paid him and Earl was out the
door for good, Foxy muttered to Knot, “Now the big bucks to find an appraiser
who can tell us what these are and what they’re worth, if anything.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fourteen


    The DuPont woman stood by Foxy’s desk as Foxy
and Knot explained what was spread out on top of it. 


    “The appraiser’s letter is right here, Mrs. D,”
Knot told her. He’d gotten quite chummy by now and she didn’t seem to mind.
“They’re bona fide original plans for the construction of DuPont Circle and the
oldest houses surrounding it. This is a fabulous find.”


    “Well,” she said, her eyebrows arched and her
reading glasses pushed down her nose to see over them, “for me especially. I
mean original plans for the circle. I think they should be in a DuPont museum,
don’t you? I wonder . . . I could bequeath them upon my death. Imagine.”


    Knot was imagining just such an event. But he
wanted to make this sale before she keeled over. Although it didn’t seem
imminent, one never knew.


    “I tell you what, considering their historic
significance, and the appraiser’s note with his valuation, I think you’re
getting a steal for the credenza, the tapestry, the trunk and the plans at only
eight thousand. I mean if we split up the trunk and the plans, you could get
away for six, but then the value of each would be less.”


    Foxy thought Knot must have been a carnival
barker in a former life. The way he slung it around was a thing to behold and Foxy
was wild with admiration at that point. Mrs. DuPont was nodding and taking out
her checkbook as if she was running on some sort of autopilot that Knot has
dialed to the “on” position. They were all so intent on the plans and their
deal that no one noticed the disheveled little man peering through the glass
doorway until the bell tinkled and Myron entered the store.


    “So?” he began without any other greeting. “You
got inside the trunk already?”


    Foxy stepped aside so he could see the plans
unrolled on her desk. “Why, yes, Mr. Standlish, we did and look what we found.
It turns out these old architectural plans were inside the trunk and Mrs.
DuPont here feels she should keep them all together with the trunk for historic
purposes.”


    “Plans?” Myron seemed confused. “You mean like vaht
a builder vould use? To build vith?” He tried to get a little closer to see the
plans but the DuPont woman blocked his path.


    “That is exactly right,” she stated firmly.


    “Plans for this house?” He asked.


    Knot jumped in. “No no. Not this one per se,”
he told Myron. “For the circle and the old houses constructed around it. From a
long time ago.”


    “Long time?” Myron asked. “You vahnt long time,
I give you long time. Back in Poland ve got long time. Here? Ach, vaht do you
know from long time?”


    “But the fact is, Mr. Standlish,” Foxy tried to
soothe him, “Mrs. DuPont has offered a great deal of money for both the trunk
and the plans, since she wants to keep them together. We can always find you
another trunk, I’m sure. Probably a much better one.”


    Myron looked from Foxy to Knot to Mrs. DuPont.
His eyes were watery. His shoulders slumped. His shoes were scuffed and he looked
as if he needed a good night’s sleep. “Ach – who needed that trunk anyvay?
Piece of junk.” He shrugged and turned to go. At the door he looked back toward
them and said, “Maybe you could just for a squeak of a minute, let me take a
peeking at the old papers? I’m someone who can’t help but have an interest in
history, even when it isn’t so old history.” He walked back toward them in a
way that said he was going to do this one thing.


    Foxy was bewildered that he would have been willing
to plunk down several thousand dollars for the thing yesterday that today he
called a piece of junk. Still, she felt a little sorry for the poor man so she
stood beside him and lifted page after page as he slowly took them in. As they
examined the last of them – there were ten unrolled sheets in all – Myron grunted
as if he was satisfied.


    “Yes,” he said as Foxy placed the very last one
on top of the pile. “It’s vaht I’m thinking. Not so old. And not so many of the
houses,” he seemed to say to himself, “Not so big deal.” With that he turned
and walked to the door. 


    Outside Amanda was fiddling with the door key.
It was a damp day and the key stuck from moisture. She was cursing a little and
her backpack was sliding down one shoulder. Just as it slipped off, Myron
reached out and caught it as it slid off her shoulder almost to the ground.


    “Oof, such a bag,” he muttered. He lifted it
and hugged it to his chest, leaving him standing there in an awkward position.


    Amanda finally got the key in and turned the
lock. “Thanks,” she said to Myron as they both entered the small vestibule at
the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll take it.” She reached out to retrieve the
backpack.


    “No, no, such a heavy bag, I vill carry for
you. To the door.” They started up the steps, clomping one after the other. At
her apartment, they stopped as she unlocked the door. Myron stood patiently and,
when he handed her the backpack, he said, casually, as if he’d just thought of
it for the first time, “So? For a nice cuppa, now vould be a good moment of
time?”


    Amanda took the bag and stood there for a
minute, halfway inside her apartment and halfway still in the hall. “Cuppa?”
Sometimes this little man’s words were a total mystery.


    “Cuppa,” Myron nodded and smiled. “Cuppa tea,
vy not?”


    “Oh . . .” Amanda smiled now, too.


    She considered the strange man, the backpack,
how lost he looked, how her day at school had not gone well, how Foxy had told
her to steer clear of this man, and she nodded, hugged the backpack to her
chest, and shut the door, letting it lock behind her. “Sure,” she said. “Tea
would be great.” 


    



  




  

    





    Chapter Fifteen


    “This is a nice apartment.” Amanda was being
polite. She didn’t quite know what to say once she was in there. There was not
much to look at. Nothing on the walls. Not a rug or any books or a desk. There
was a small table and one chair. He must sit there to eat, Amanda supposed. The
kitchen was bare. No fruit bowl or even a box of crackers. There was a twin bed
over in a corner alcove. No curtains on the two windows that faced the back
garden. Just pull-down shades. There was an old suitcase on the floor against
one wall. And what looked like a satchel of some sort. And on the counter
between the kitchenette and the living space stood a small Igloo cooler, with
its top open to one side as if it was just unpacked or was ready to be packed
with drinks for a day at the beach. 


    Myron had put a small kettle on the electric
stove to boil water. He opened a cabinet and pulled out a tin of tea and a tea
strainer.


    “You like lemon in your cuppa? Sugar? Honey?
Milk? Vaht?” Myron asked.


    Amanda shrugged. “I don’t know really. I never
had tea before.”


    “Ach,” Myron sniffed, “a child who never had
tea. Vaht a country. I think sugar and milk for you then.”


    As he went to the refrigerator, Amanda followed
him as far as the kitchen entryway. It was just an open space at the end of the
short counter. As Myron opened the refrigerator door and bent down slightly to
take a carton of milk from inside the door, Amanda had a clear view of the
inside shelves.


    “What are all those?” she asked and came right
up behind him to peer over his back at box upon box of vials of blood, each set
in its own hole row upon row in the boxes, as if some lab had dropped off blood
drawn from dozens and dozens of patients. Amanda pointed at the vials and then
saw, on the bottom shelf, flat bags of blood. The kind she’d seen at blood
drives at school. “Wow,” she said. “That’s a whole lot of blood.”


    Myron snapped up, the carton of milk in his
hands. He almost collided with Amanda as he tried to hurriedly shut the
refrigerator door. “Nothing. That is nothing,” he mouthed but it came out dry
as if he had a cough in his throat.


    “But it’s a lot of blood,” Amanda insisted.
“What’s it all for?”


    “Come, ve have some tea, now, and ve talk about
things of interest.” He poured hot water into a tea pot and dropped the
strainer inside with a little plop. He bustled over to get two mugs and brought
out a bowl of sugar.


    “But that’s interesting. You have no food
except milk and sugar and tea and all that blood?”


    “An old man like me, vhat do I need but tea and
a little milk now and then? You’ll see. Vhen you are getting old like me. So
many disappointments in life.” He shook his baldish head. “You are young. Your
disappointments are ahead of you. Come, ve drink tea, ve talk about life’s disappointments,
eh?” Myron poured the tea and shoved the sugar bowl over to Amanda. They sat on
bar stools at the counter facing the kitchen. Amanda glanced warily at the
refrigerator. She was not about to let this go. But she’d think about another
way to find out what was going on later. She sipped at the tea. It was sweet
and milky and a little spicy. She liked it.


    “Next time I’ll have for you a cookie.” Myron
seemed sad that he had nothing else to offer and Amanda felt sorry for him.


    “Oh, that’s totally okay. I shouldn’t eat
sweets anyway. Foxy says I’ll get fat. And then boys won’t go for me. Foxy’s
full of opinions. Especially about what boys like and don’t like in girls. I
don’t care myself. Most of the boys are stupid anyway. Except for this one boy,
Nick. He’s been really nice so far. But we’re not going out or anything. Just
hanging out, sort of. Not even that really. Do you want to see a picture of
him?”


    “Picture? Sure, sure.” Myron was surprised at
the turn of the conversation. He watched as Amanda reached down and picked up
her backpack and set it on the counter. He expected her to pull out a
photograph but instead she placed her laptop on the counter and shoved the
backpack out of the way. She popped it open, booted up, and, as Myron watched
in fascination, a photo of Nick materialized as her desktop background.


    “I took it with my camera phone,” she said. It
showed him leaning against the hood of his old car, his arms folded across his
chest. He was wearing a school track jersey and torn jeans. He was smiling.


    “Hmmm, nice boy,” said Myron, but he was
thinking about why anyone would wear such torn clothes in this rich country.
“How does this verk?” He pointed at the laptop.


    “Haven’t you ever used a computer?” Amanda was
stunned.


    “Who needs such a thing?”


    “Everyone,” Amanda said it in a deadpan, as if
any fool would know that for a fact.


    “Vaht can you do vith such a thing?”


    “Everything,” said Amanda in the same deadpan.
“You can find out anything, for instance. Anything you want to know.”


    “Anything?” Myron was stunned, contemplating
this statement.


     “Sure. Like, well, is there something you
wanted to know, like this week, that you couldn’t find out?”


    Myron considered the question. He looked at the
laptop, open in front of them. He glanced out the window. “I tell you something,”
he began. “Your mama downstairs vas selling something I vahnted to be buying. She
sold to other lady. But was okey dokey anyvay. I had some interest vith some
papers there and something I vahnted to find. You know vaht I’m talking?”


    “Not really,” Amanda shook her head.


    “Vell,” Myron took a deep breath and tried
again. “If you, for maybe an argument just to be for an instance, you vahnted
to find vaht an old building looked like that had changed maybe over many
years. Could you find such a thing on here?” He pointed at the laptop.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Sixteen


    Myron had memorized Amanda’s schedule. The next
day he waited for her at the front door and, when she walked up to the building,
he opened the door for her so she didn’t have to struggle with the key and the
backpack, even though by now she’d gotten good at the door-opening-backpack-hoisting
operation. She was adjusting to this new life.


    “Thanks,” she said casually and headed for the
stairs.


    “I bought von of those things,” Myron told her
as he followed her upstairs.


    “One of what?” She was thinking about all the
vials of blood in his refrigerator. She asked her chemistry teacher why anyone
would be storing blood in an apartment, and he said he couldn’t think of any
reason. She asked Nick, too. On the way to school. He didn’t say much except
one thing that stuck in her mind all day.


    “Be careful,” he said just before he let her
off in front of the school building. A bus pulled up, so he couldn’t wait and
took off to park his car far off at the back of the lot. But she didn’t know
what she should be careful of, exactly. And he had practice after school until
late, so he couldn’t drive her to the Metro.


    “To be finding out things. Like you said,”
Myron answered her.


    “Oh,” Amanda nodded as he followed behind her
to the second floor. At her door he stood there waiting.


    “You bought a laptop?”


    “Very nice young man sold me. For lessons I
should come back he says. But I tell him I have a friend who can show me how.
So? Already it’s a good step in a direction?”


    “You mean you want me to show you how to use
it?” Amanda was tickled at this thought. Foxy would never ask Amanda to show
her how to do anything. “I guess I could. But I have to do homework first. And then
cook dinner.”


    “Sure, sure,” said Myron, nodding like crazy, very
animated all of a sudden. “I got things to do, too. You come up for tea after
you finish your home works and eating. You’ll have tea. I got some good
cookies. Nice vons, vith the chips and everything.”


    “I’ll make you a trade,” said Amanda as she
opened the door.


    “Trade? Vaht trade?”


    “You tell me what all those vials of blood are
for, and I’ll help you find out what you want to know about old buildings on
your new laptop.” She grinned at him, as he stood, a bit dumbfounded now, in
the hallway.


    He considered her offer. He was quiet for a bit
and then he slowly nodded. “Okey dokey. Ve trading. Vith tea and
cookies.” He plodded along to the stairs, and Amanda listened as he climbed to
the third floor.


    After she had done her homework, she was in the
kitchen smacking ground beef into patties when Foxy bustled in carrying a large
shopping bag, which she dumped on the floor with a great sigh.


    “You’ll never guess what I managed to land,”
she exclaimed as if she and Amanda hadn’t seen each other in weeks, which was
not altogether untrue. They lived in the same apartment, but they did not keep
parallel schedules, and often they only passed each other by chance. Foxy had
no idea what was going on in Amanda’s life, but that did not seem to concern
her. Except for Amanda’s hair and her piercings, Foxy was oblivious.


    “Uh, let’s see,” said Amanda slowly, as if
considering among many options. “A marlin?”


    “Oh, don’t be sassy, young lady. I got that bag
at Neiman’s. And then, because it is just too stunning, I got shoes and a new
jacket and . . .” 


    Amanda interrupted her. “Foxy, don’t you think
you should save some of the money you’re getting from selling all that old
stuff downstairs? I mean, what if sales dwindle, or you get sick, or something
else happens?”


    “What could happen? Kuh-not’s a genius at
handling these fancy old ladies. Sheer genius.”


    “What if he leaves?”


    “What if the sky falls?” Foxy mimicked her
daughter.


    “Foxy, the sky did fall. That’s why we’re here.
And it could fall again. You should know that by now.” She smacked a second
patty into shape and tossed them both in a pan. They sizzled and sputtered. A delicious
aroma filled the kitchen. Amanda popped two buns into a large toaster oven and
set out two plates and glasses. She’d made a salad with cucumber, mushroom, and
field greens. She shook a cruet full of dressing until it was well blended.
While she was preparing the food, Foxy stepped into the new shoes and took out
the handbag.


    “Well, wasn’t it worth it?” She modeled them
for Amanda.


    “Worth what?” Amanda leaned over to snoop at
the price tag on the bag. “Whoa. Crap, Foxy. You could feed a family of four
for half a year in Honduras for that.”


    “I refuse to feel guilty, young lady. You just
do not know how to have fun. And besides, I spent some money on you, too.” She
pulled a box out of one of the bags and opened it. “I bought these just for
you. We wear the same size. I tried them on and I know they’ll fit. Try them.
They’re soft as butter.”


    Amanda made a disdainful face and sneered, “They’re
red.” But she took the box and set it aside by the stairs to her room.


    “Will you at least try them on?” asked Foxy.


    “Later,” said Amanda. “Sit down and have some
food now. It’ll be the first meal we’ve eaten together since we moved in here.”


    “All right, but all of that red meat and cheese
will go straight to my hips. I’ll just have the salad. Oh, and before I forget,
I’m going out later. I was invited to an embassy party.”


    “Which one?”


    “Finnish. They have that very modern embassy
all done in birch and glass – at least I think it’s birch. It’s an after-dinner
party to honor some Finnish artist who carves huge granite blocks that were
left in the ground after the ice age. They’re all over Finland, or something like that. Anyway he’s very handsome and very, very hot right now. He just got
a write-up in People.”


    “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t finish you,” said
Amanda.


    “Very funny. You’re a regular comedienne,
aren’t you?” Foxy knew Amanda thought she was clueless, but she also vaguely remembered
how she felt about her mother when she was Amanda’s age. But that was
different. She did everything her mother wanted her to do. She entered the Miss Calhoun  County pageant and won. And she won the Miss Northeast Georgia beauty pageant,
and then Miss Georgia. And she went to college and later married a football
star. Of course there was the little detour of her pregnancy and all that, but
her mother got over it. After taking to her bed for Foxy’s entire pregnancy and
vowing never to speak to her again. Mothers and daughters never truly get
along, Foxy figured. At least Amanda wouldn’t get pregnant. What boy would look
at her with that hair and those pierced ears and the way she cloaked herself in
black.


    “This salad is delicious, honey,” Foxy told
Amanda.


    Amanda slid a cheeseburger over to Foxy and sat
down at the little table with two chairs. “Take a bite of the burger at least.”



    Foxy did, and smiled. “That’s amazing.”


    “I know, who’d have thought I’d like cooking? You
should try it sometime – instead of shopping. You’d save money,” she told Foxy
and chomped down on her cheeseburger. Juice dripped from it onto her fingers
and, for that instant, she felt like a success. The two sat and finished
eating, for a brief moment enjoying each other’s company.


    After Foxy left for her party, Amanda sat at the
small desk in her room and wrote:


    Amanda’s Life in Hell


    Things are getting better here in hell. Hey,
I found out I like cooking. Anyway, anything’s an improvement over what Foxy
does in the kitchen. I don’t know what you’d call it, but it sure isn’t
cooking. I’m going upstairs to have tea with that little man, Mr. Standlish,
and show him how to use his new computer (and find out about the blood in his
fridge too . . . more later tonight). It’s so funny, he bought a laptop and
he’s never even seen one. How is that possible???


    



  




  

    





    Chapter Seventeen


    They sat on barstools at the counter between
the kitchen and living room because there was nowhere else for two people to
sit. The laptop was open in front of Amanda. A cup of tea was to her right. And
a bowl brimming with clean white sugar lumps that looked like candy. Her hot
tea was milky, and there was a plate of Chips Ahoy cookies next to the sugar
bowl. Foxy never bought these or any other cookies for Amanda. Now that she’d
been grocery shopping once, and had prowled the cookie aisle and seen the vast
selection stocked on shelf after shelf, Amanda was pretty sure she wouldn’t
have bought these cookies. But maybe. She took a bite of one and sipped her
tea. It was all very sweet, and she put the cookie down to concentrate on the
task in front of them.


    “See, this is how you search for something,”
she clicked and up popped DC.gov. She clicked around some more.


    “Vaht is this you are doing?” Myron leaned over
next to her to see the laptop screen better. Amanda shoved the plate of cookies
toward him.


    “No, no. I don’t touch sweets as a rule of
health and well-being.” He shook his head. “But you. You are so thin, such a
skimpy little thing. You eat. It’s good for you.” He pushed the plate back to
her side.


    “So, remember our deal?” she asked Myron as she
clicked from page to page searching for the right section of the dot gov site.


    “I’m old,” he shrugged a shoulder. “I forget things
fast. Vaht deal, gevalt?”


    “About the vials of blood,” she said. “In your
fridge.”


    “Fridge?” he asked. “I don’t know this vord.”
He looked up at her.


    “It’s short for refrigerator. And you’re
stalling. Foxy does that when she doesn’t want to answer me. She changes the
subject. Why are all those blood things in there?”


    “Ach, dat. It is very simple. A simple
explanation. So nothing it’s not vorth the vorry in your head.”


    “Then tell me, if it’s so simple,” Amanda was
not about to let this go.


    Myron stood and dug into his inside jacket vest
pocket. He pulled out what looked like a longer than normal very slim wallet.
He opened it carefully and revealed a set of business cards neatly tucked into
slots. He pulled one out and placed it on the counter. “You look. I’m in
business. You see. Nothing at all to vorry about it. All very up and on the
upper.”


    Amanda picked up the card and read:


    Myron Standlish, International Plasma
Institute, Broker


    And then at the bottom, in small red letters:


    We serve those in need the world over.


    “So?” Myron said, “keep it.” He waved a hand at
her as if he was giving her a small gift. “It’s yours. So you’ll know vaht I do
keeping busy.”


    “You sell blood?” Amanda stared at the card.
“Who buys blood? I thought it was free to anyone who needs it.”


    Myron pushed her teacup closer to Amanda’s
hand.


    “Drink,” he said. “Eat. It’s not good for you?”


    She took the teacup and sipped at the tea that
had cooled considerably. “Who do you sell it to? I mean hospitals have their
own blood, don’t they?”


    “Everything in this vorld costs somebody for
something. It’s the vay the vorld vorks. You got something somebody needs and
you sell to them. They got something you need and they sell to you. It’s
simple. People need blood. Vithout blood, you gonna not be doing so fine and
dandy. People get sick. They have accidentals. You got your naturally
disasters. All times you may be needing blood. Sometimes there’s not enough
blood to go around in through the normal channels of the vorld, and in those
cases, then people come to me. And I get them a good supply in. It’s simple – that’s
vay how it vorks.”


    “Oh,” said Amanda, but she was still not
convinced that what he was telling her was as simple as he made it sound. Like
why was he storing this blood in his apartment fridge and why didn’t he have
some clinical-type office with professional storage and stuff like that? She was
about to ask, but at that moment the screen she’d been waiting for popped up.
She’d gotten to the public works screen, and she started clicking around to try
to figure out how to locate plans for the buildings on her street.


    She clicked on drop-down
menus and read instructions for using the site. No login needed, as this site
was designed for contractors and real estate people and the public to use. She
clicked from screen to screen until there it was, the plans for her street.


    “Okay,” she said, more to the laptop than to
Myron. “Here we are.” She moved the mouse around until she found where addresses
were listed. She scrolled down and found her house address. “Oh, look there it
is.” She pointed to the screen.


    “Such a small printing. I can almost not see,”
Myron squinted at the screen.


    “Oh, here,” Amanda hit the control and plus
keys until the page was large enough for anyone to see clearly.


    “Ach, such a vhizz kidz you are.” Myron was
astounded once again. “Vaht is this I’m looking?”


    “That’s the address of this house. Now I’m
going to request to view the plans for it.” Amanda clicked on a few choices and
then they waited.


    Myron stood up. He seemed agitated suddenly. He
shuffled to the window and gazed down at the gardens behind the houses, bleak
at this time of year, with half the leaves down and sad, droopy mums. A few
sparrows flitted by the window and landed on a picnic table. They hopped
around, searching for something to eat. Then they flew off again and disappeared.


    “Here it is,” Amanda called over to him. “Wow,
they’re pretty clean and clear. But here’s something really weird.”


    “Vaht is?” Myron was at her side, peering at
the screen.


    She pointed to the plan of the first floor.
“Well, look, if that’s the first floor, what about the basement apartment? See
it shows a whole floor below the street level, but it’s deeper than the apartment
that’s there now. See?” She traces the lines around the first floor and then
the basement.


    “A mystery this is,” said Myron. 


    “And the apartment there now, the one where
Kuh-not lives, is not as deep as the first floor. It’s only half the length of
the building.”


    “Vitch means,” Myron stared at the plan. “Another
room is down there?”


    “Maybe,” Amanda nodded. She clicked again and
left this screen, pulled down more menus and clicked around by dates. She found
the date of construction of her building and clicked on that.


    “Oh man, look at that,” she pointed to an older
plan. 


    “Vaht does this mean?” Myron asked.


    “It looks like these two buildings – this one
and the one next door, were built at the same time, and they were connected and
shared a basement. See, the basement is the size of two houses. And at some
time the basement got split up for some reason, and then in this house only
half of it was used. I wonder how you get to the other part, the front part
that’s under the front of the store.”


    Myron nodded slowly. “A good question you are
asking.”


     


    *****


     


    Later that night, after Foxy was back home from
her party at the embassy, Amanda wrote:


    Amanda’s Life in Hell – new developments


    Turns out our house is as weird as everyone
in it. There’s a basement with no way to get to it. I can’t figure out why
anyone would close off a basement. I mean if there’s a store above it, wouldn’t
that be a good place to keep extra stuff? And why wouldn’t there be a laundry
or something down there? It’s weird. I’m going to ask my history teacher. Maybe
these old houses have something he would know about. He’s always showing us how
buildings changed from colonial times up to now. I have to go to bed. I’m
meeting Nick at the Metro station near here. He’s driving me all the way to
school tomorrow. The first time.


     


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Eighteen


    “I made two appointments with Lorenzo for this
Saturday. He’s coming in just for us. So you have to come with me.” With her
back to Amanda, Foxy turned on the tap and let water fill a ten-cup Mister
Coffee pitcher. “And I don’t want to hear anything more about your green hair.
It has to go.”


    “Why are you making so much coffee?” Amanda
watched Foxy dip into the bag of fresh ground Colombian. “If you drink all that
you’re going to be jumpy as hell all day.”


    “Don’t use language like that, Miss Amanda.
It’s coarse. And you are a lady, no matter how you package yourself.” Foxy turned
around to eye her daughter. She took in the baggy black sweater hanging almost
to Amanda’s knees over black leggings. Today Amanda was wearing a silver chain
around her neck. From it dangled a teardrop of amber. “Pretty necklace,” said
Foxy and turned her attention back to Mister Coffee. “I’m bringing a thermos
down to the store. If I have to be stuck sitting in there all day, I want to
have something to keep me alert. I swear (she pronounces this sway-yah) I think
I’ll go insane if I have to sit there waiting like a spider in a web week after
week. I get so bored I could burn the place down just for a little excitement.”


    “Not to mention the insurance money,” Amanda
quipped. “It’s only been a couple of months. Jeeze, Foxy. If you’re bored
already, how do you expect to support us for the next – oh say, ten years – until
I’m out of grad school and working?” Amanda stooped down to pick up her
backpack. She shook her head. To rely on Foxy was like relying on ice-cold
lemonade in hell.


    “You just make sure to be here on Saturday. I’m
tired of looking at that green hair.” Foxy listened for the coffee to perc and
then turned to her daughter. Sometimes she wondered how she ever produced such
a child. Responsible, studied hard, got top grades, was kind, didn’t drink,
smoke or do drugs, wasn’t having sex. So why did she make herself up to look
like the walking dead? It must mean something was wrong, but Foxy couldn’t
figure out what that could be. She sighed and unscrewed the top of a big
thermos.


    “Bye, Foxy,” Amanda waved from the doorway.
“Gotta go.”


    “Why are you leaving early?”


    “Want to get to school early today. Big test.”
Amanda was not about to tell Foxy about Nick. Why invite trouble? Nick was
meeting her on the opposite side of DuPont Circle from where they lived. It would
take about ten minutes if she walked fast. She turned to go. But she couldn’t
resist saying one more thing. “I like my hair this way. I’m not going to change
it, Foxy.” She clomped down the stairs and out the door.


    Suddenly Foxy saw her daughter as if she was looking
through a time machine. She dressed in black, died her hair green, hid her body
in lumpy clothes. Maybe it was all a reaction to Foxy’s own past. She was
rebelling against what her mother did as a teenager. Foxy drank her coffee. She
poured the rest into the thermos and slowly followed her daughter’s steps down
to the ground floor.


    At the store she stared out the big window to
the street beyond. She thought about a pair of sapphire earrings she’s seen in
the window of The Tiny Jewel Box on Connecticut Avenue. She imagined how good
they would look on her, how they would set off her complexion, her green eyes
and blond hair. That hair had been unnaturally blond for so many years, she’d
convinced herself she still was a blond. But what was she really, anymore? A
mother at seventeen, college girl at eighteen. Her own mother had to raise
Amanda for the first four years. Foxy was only there on and off. And then
marriage to a pro quarterback. It all seemed perfect. But he had never adopted
Amanda. Foxy somehow had never gotten around to that step. So here they were.


    “Aren’t we deep in thought so early this morning?
Have a date last night? Is this afterglow I’m witnessing?” Knot sported a pair
of short boots today, black and shiny, with an intricate stitch pattern across
the toes. He leaned on the desk and smiled as if he knew a secret and was
willing to share.


    “Should I be worried about Amanda?” Foxy looked
up at Knot for guidance. Amanda was so alone all the time. And so was Foxy. She
needed advice from someone.


    “That girl is a jewel,” said Knot. “No. You do
not have to worry about her. You might try talking WITH her more. You know –
instead of talking AT her. But she’s got a good head on her shoulders.” He picked
up a feather duster off the counter and walked over to their newest
acquisition, a Tiffany floor lamp that cost more than his entire shoe
collection. He made a few swishes of the duster over the lovely glass. “Where
DOES all of this dust come from anyway?” He turned back to Foxy and threw the
duster onto the counter. “AND . . . while we’re on the subject of worrying –
hear this Foxy Anders: you don’t have to worry about me anymore. All my
troubles are . . .” he stopped speaking and made some rather odd hand gestures
that were lost on Foxy.


    “Did you just insult me?”


    Knot sighed with grand drama. “Sweetheart, I
love you, but you’re such a blonde. That’s sign language for OVER,” he said it
with great emphasis and made the sign again. “See the rabbit jumping OVER the
log?”


    When he didn’t get a response from Foxy, he
continued with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Sign language – not important. What
IS important: I am totally content. All my troubles gone. How sweet life can
be, don’t you think? I mean, one day you’re out in the cold and the next,
there’s someone who really, really cares.” With that declaration, he plopped
into the tall wingback chair at his side and crossed one leg over the other, a
content smile plastered on his baby face.


    “I’m afraid to ask,” said Foxy.


    “I can’t say too much about it. But you know
that party I went to the other night? You know the fundraiser for that
congressman from California? I met – no, I can’t tell. I promised not to. I’ll
just say he is very highly placed. Very distinguished. And very, very handsome.
Not in some cheap pickup-at-a-bar way. Really groomed and sophisticated and,
well, just perfect. Worldly and manly and well-educated and traveled. He’s been
everywhere. Paris, Rome, Tokyo, the Greek Islands, Machu Pichu. And he thinks
I’m fantastic. He loves my little garden apartment and my antiques and
everything about me. Imagine.” For someone who didn’t have much to say, Knot
was using a lot of words not to say it.


    “Not another one? Good God, Kuh-not, you have
more men than Elizabeth Taylor.”


    “You may think I’m flighty, but at least my
heart is still open to life. And this man is wonderful. I knew I’d find
someone. Well actually, he found me at the punch bowl. Actually it was an open
bar. I was drinking scotch, he was drinking bourbon, and our eyes met. It was
so romantic. If I hadn’t been in public with all those political types I would
literally have swooned. But we have to keep it an absolute secret, so don’t you
dare blab a word.”


    “My lips are sealed.” Foxy rolled her eyes and
pushed her chair back from the desk. She was still not sure if she should be
worried about Amanda or not, but she was very sure that she felt like the ambivalent
leader of a freaky three-ring circus.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Nineteen


    Amanda spotted Nick’s car by a hydrant in front
of a bus stop. She picked up her pace and reached the passenger door just as a
bus pulled up.


    “Let’s go,” she said and shivered a little.
Winter was on the way. She could feel the difference in the air. Pretty soon
she’d have to wear a coat instead of this old black jacket.


    She dropped her backpack between her feet and
fastened her seat belt, while Nick pulled away from the curb and headed up Connecticut Avenue past the stores and restaurants. Traffic was all going the other way, and
besides, it was still early in the rush hour. Later the streets would be packed
solid like fish swarming in a net, struggling in vain to find a way out. But in
the car next to Nick, Amanda felt happy, almost light-headed. She pulled some
papers out of her backpack – a book report she’d been working on – just so she
didn’t look awkward sitting there doing nothing. She was not really thinking
about the book report though. She was thinking about the conversation with
Foxy. Usually she could shrug off Foxy’s demands, but somehow this one stuck.
She turned to Nick, who was maneuvering the car around a truck turning left. He
seemed almost oblivious to her sitting there.


    “What do you think of my hair?” Amanda suddenly
blurted out. The second it was out of her mouth she cringed. Why did she say
that?


    “Your hair?” Nick looked over at her as if he’d
never even noticed she had hair. “What d’you mean?”


    “Nothing. Never mind.” Amanda was mortified.
She imagined what Foxy would say if she had witnessed this.


    “No,” Nick said, “what did you mean? Like the length,
or what?”


    “It’s not important,” Amanda repeated. “Just
forget it.”


    “I can’t now.” Nick shook his head. They were
sitting at a red light. He turned and looked at her profile. “You’re really
pretty.”


    “Oh God,” Amanda groaned. “I wasn’t, you know,
fishing for compliments. You don’t have to say that.”


    “I know I don’t.” The light turned green and
they started moving again. “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t think it. You are.
Pretty.”


    Amanda sat quietly absorbing this. She felt
like a wobbly stool. As if any minute she might topple over.


    “My mom says the green has to go.”


    “Yeah, parents are like that,” Nick said
wisely. “My dad wants me to toss all my torn jeans. But I don’t care.”


    “So you don’t think green hair is – you know –
unflattering?”


    Nick glanced at her quickly then turned back to
the traffic in front of him.


    “It’s not all green,” he said. “I think it’s
kind of cool. I mean, after all, you don’t judge a person by their hair color.
At least I don’t. What color is your mom’s hair?”


    “Blond. She’s very proud that she was a Georgia beauty queen, you know. She’s got it all – blond hair, green eyes, perfect figure.
Everything about her is perfect. Her nails and her clothes and her hair and her
shoes. Everything except me. I’m her one flaw.”


    Either Nick didn’t know what to say or he chose
not to say anything else, because after that they rode in silence. Amanda was
embarrassed that she had asked his opinion. Now he probably thought she was
just another vain girl concerned with hair and makeup. She didn’t want to scare
him off. She didn’t have many friends, and he was nice enough to pick her up and
take her to school so she didn’t have to take ten thousand buses. And why
should she care what Nick thought about her hair anyway? As she was quietly
ruminating on her own stupidity, she looked down at her backpack and realized
that several sheets of her book report had slipped to the floor of the car. She
reached down, scooped them up and shoved all of the papers back where they
belonged, zipping the backpack tight just as they pulled up to the school. Nick
always dropped her off at the front entrance behind the buses, but today he swung
around to the parking lot and found a spot in the middle between an SUV and a
small Toyota. He stepped on the brake and threw it into park. They came to a stop
and he turned to Amanda.


    “I guess you know how much I like you, right?”
he asked. His voice was soft, as if he was sharing a secret with her.


    Amanda didn’t know what to say. She was
confused and just getting over feeling ashamed and then this. She was not sure
what he meant by like. Like as in love-like? Like as in friend-like. Like as in
driving to school companionship-like? She hauled her backpack out of the car as
Nick got out the other side. He was staring at her over the car roof as she stood
up straight. She could almost feel his eyes as if they were hot enough to singe
her jacket. She looked up and there he was, just staring at her. And then he
smiled. It was as if he knew exactly what she was thinking and he was right
there with her and it didn’t matter if she was confused or ashamed or anything.


    She smiled back at him. “I like you, too,”
Amanda heard her own voice saying and she was not sure where it came from, but
she suddenly felt light. She shut the car door and they walked side by side to
the front door of the school. There were hundreds of kids arriving by then, and
the crowd surged around them. There was a lot of noise, and they moved with the
others the way the cars moved at rush hour. All streaming toward one small point.


    *****


    During her free period, Amanda sat in the
school library and opened her laptop.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote)


    Sigh . . . where to start. What a day. I
feel as if I’ve been floating all morning. All of a sudden, I don’t feel like I
did when I got up today or yesterday or the day before. I feel . . . different.
I think I like it. J :)


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty


    Myron hesitated at the door. He peered through
the glass as Foxy stood and walked away from the desk. Myron would have preferred
to see Foxy alone, but he couldn’t wait any longer. He shrugged, pulled his
coat tighter around him, buttoned the top two buttons, then let his hands fall
to his sides. Time was slipping away. By now he should have found the trunk and
been gone from this city. He felt the pressure of his mission. After all these
years – decades upon decades – he knew this was the end of his search, and he
must be successful. There was nothing else to do but talk to Foxy. He put his
hand on the door and pushed. The little bell tinkled gaily. Warm air rushed out
as he stepped inside. It was already cold, and soon winter would envelop the
city. Myron blinked in the light. He looked like a little lost boy, except for
the rumpled coat and scuffed shoes.


    “Excuse please,” he began, but before he had a
chance to say anything else Knot was by his side.


    “Good morning,” Knot’s voice was eager,
engaging. He smelled a sale. Knot had some kind of opportunity radar. “Still
looking for that great trunk? I think I can find another one for you. Or maybe
this love seat would suit to start with. I hear your apartment is woefully
sparse.”


    “Where did you hear that?” Foxy asked.


    “Amanda told me the other day. She had tea with
Mr. Standlish.”


    “I’m sure Mr. Standlish has no interest in that
love seat.” Foxy’s subtle attempt to shut Knot up was having no effect.


    “Then how about this desk and chair? I’m sure
you have tons of work that you bring home from the office,” Knot pulled the
chair away from a small desk with an inlaid top. “It’s old and worn but still
has an elegant look. By the way, what is it you do again?” Knot was a sly one. He
knew that Myron had never mentioned an occupation but proceeded as if he’d been
told and had simply forgotten.


    Myron unbuttoned his coat and reached into his
inside jacket pocket. He pulled out the long, slim, leather business card
holder. It was very worn around the edges, as if it had been traveling all over
the world on its own. He slipped out two business cards and handed one to Knot
and the other to Foxy, even though he’d already disclosed this information on
his rental application. But he considered this exercise only polite.


    Knot studied the card. “An international blood
broker? How fascinating.” He glanced at Foxy momentarily. “Do you find that,
uh, lucrative, Mr. Standlish?”


    “I make a living,” Myron said. He nodded his
head and raised his eyebrows slightly, as if he’d recently seen great troubles.
“Ve all have to do the best vaht ve can. Am I right?”


    “Absolutely,” Knot patted him on the shoulder.
“Now about this desk. We could bring it up to your apartment just to see how it
might fit in.” Knot smiled and waited.


    “Actually,” said Myron, “vhere does the nice
lady store all the other things she has that are not out here for sale.” He
swept a hand around the store, which had become decidedly devoid of merchandise
since Knot started selling. There were bare areas that needed restocking.


    “Oh, this is it,” said Foxy. “I’d love to have
some storage, but I’m afraid Kuh-not’s apartment is the only basement we have.”


    “But that’s silly,” Knot chimed in. “My apartment
is not nearly as deep as this whole building. What else is under here? Don’t
you have a boiler room or something?”


    “Why, no,” Foxy looked surprised. “The heat
pump and everything is up on the roof. And each apartment has its own hot water
heater in the utility closet. I thought you knew that.”


    “Foxy, darling, I make it my business never to
know where the hot water or the heat comes from. I just want to turn it on and
let the warm and toasty surround me.” Knot smiled at his own comment, thinking
he was just as cute as they come, but Myron acted like he hadn’t heard a word.


    “So, you have nothing under here?” Myron stamped
his foot lightly on the floor.


    Foxy shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so.
How could there be? There’s no basement door, certainly.”


    Knot rolled his eyes. “Where’s your
imagination? There could be some bricked up old root cellar down there. But
something like that would be of no use to anyone, so really, who cares?”


    “It is of interest, don’t you think?” Myron took
a long look at every corner of the store. There were no other obvious doors. No
rugs hiding a possible hidden entrance to a stair that might have gone down to
a basement. He did spot one narrow door at the very rear of the store. “And
vhere does that von go, please?” He pointed to it.


    “Oh, that’s just an old broom closet thing with
some shelves. It’s hardly useful at all. I think it has a dustpan and broom and
a few cleaning supplies. But really, Mr. Standlish, is this why you came in? Is
there something wrong upstairs in your apartment?” Foxy was getting tired of
this inquisition. She had something else to discuss with Knot.


    “Ach, no no.” Myron looked at his shoes. “I vas
only stopping in to say a qvick hello, so you shouldn’t feel bad how I don’t
mind you sold the trunk to the lady.” He bowed a little and turned to leave. As
he headed to the door, he said over his shoulder, “You vould be sure that
closet does not go to a stairsvay?”


    “Quite sure,” Foxy said with the kind of
finality that meant the subject was closed. When Myron was out the door she
turned to Knot. “What was that all about? That man gives me the creeps
sometimes.”


    “He’s a harmless little thing,” said Knot. “But
we do need more inventory. Nothing looks worse than a store with too little in
it. Better to have things thrown around literally everywhere, so there’s almost
no room to breathe.”


    “I have a plan for that.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-One


    “I’m going on a buying trip,” Foxy told Amanda
at dinner.


    Amanda had made guacamole and fajitas after
finding a recipe online for everything including the pico de gallo. With a
large oven mitt covering her hand, she took the smallish round griddle with
steaming chicken strips and thinly sliced vegetables off the stove. Steam spewed
up and she pulled her head back so it wouldn’t blast her in the face. She set
the griddle on an iron trivet on the counter. Foxy pulled up a barstool and
plunked herself on it.


    “Is this supposed to be news?” Amanda asked.
“You go on buying trips all the time.”


    “I mean I’m going out of town.”


    “Poor Foxy,” Amanda dished out the fajitas onto
tortillas after she spread them with sour cream. She topped them with the pico
de gallo. “Run out of stores in the D.C. area?”


    Foxy frowned. “I mean a professional buying
trip. That looks fattening. I should have a salad.”


    Amanda pushed a plate in front of her. “Eat.”


    “It does look good . . .”


    Amanda handed her a fork. “Meaning you’re going
to buy even more expensive clothes than you’ve been buying all this time?”


    “For the store,” Foxy clarified. “There’s an
antique show in Palm Beach that Kuh-not says is the best place to track down a
whole list he’s given me. His clients have requested a batch of items they
can’t possibly get around here. For all its notoriety, Washington is really a
hick town. At least that’s what Kuh-not says.”


    “Yay for Kuh-not,” said Amanda as she bit into
her fajita. “Oh, man. These are good.”


    “They are,” Foxy agreed. “You’re getting to be
a really good cook. Aren’t you glad I opened the kitchen to you?”


    Amanda made a face at her mother but thought
this wasn’t worth arguing about right now. Let Foxy take credit for something.
It was not like either of them had any illusions about who was a homemaker
here.


    “What about me?” Amanda asked.


    “What about you what?”


    “What about me while you’re in – where are you
going?”


    “Palm Beach.”


    “In California?”


    “No,” Foxy raised her voice, exasperated.
“That’s Palm Springs. Palm Beach is in Florida. It’s where rich people go for
the winter. And every year there’s a big antique show. Lots of dealers from all
over the world.”


    “Antique people probably,” said Amanda. “With
antique money.”


    “Ha ha,” said Foxy, as she polished off the
last bit of her second fajita.


    “So, what about me? Who’s going to stay with me
while you’re away? Or are you going to leave me here alone? Which is okay if
you want to. I mean, there’s nothing I can’t do for myself. Except pay taxes.”
She gathered up the plates. The griddle was still too hot to wash.


    “Kuh-not is going to stay with you. It’s only three
days.”


    “Oh.”


    “What is the ‘Oh’?”


    “Nothing. Kuh-not’s okay. We can cook together.
I just hope he doesn’t invite any of his boyfriends over.” Amanda turned on the
tap and ran water onto the plates. “Foxy,” she said slowly, “do you know
anything about the history of this house?”


    Foxy sighed. Here comes another barrage, she
thought. “Not much,” she answered and hoped it would end there.


    “I was wondering, you know, when the house was
built. I mean was it built before or after the Civil War?”


    “You mean the war between the states?” Foxy
corrected her.


    “Good God, Foxy. All of a sudden you’re right
off the plantation? How about the war of northern aggression? Let’s all go back
to Fort Sumter and toss the damned Yankees out.”


    “You watch your mouth, Missy. I warned you
about sounding coarse.”


    “What about the house?”


    “All I know is, it was built in the mid-eighteen
hundreds. I do remember that from the papers I looked at with the realtor. Or
maybe it was the early eighteen hundreds. I can’t remember exactly. Why?”


    “Today in history class, we were talking about
the Civil War,” Amanda emphasized it just to annoy her mother, but Foxy
let it pass. “And my teacher was telling us about the Underground Railroad, and
he said there were houses in the city that were used during that time. Is it
possible this was one of them?”


    “How would I know? And more importantly, what
does all this have to do with my trip?”


    “Oh nothing,” Amanda said with a vague look
sideways.


    Foxy shrugged and turned to the calendar she
kept by the kitchen phone. “I’m going to leave this Friday. It’s only a two-hour
flight to West Palm Beach. I’ll get there in the afternoon and stay at a hotel
near the show. I’ll be back Sunday. Now, you have to behave yourself.” She gave
Amanda a stern look.


    “Right,” Amanda nodded slowly. “I won’t order
the beer keg until after you’re on the plane.” She left the kitchen and Foxy
stared after her, not sure if she should take her daughter seriously. But that
only lasted a moment . . . just until Foxy realized she didn’t have a thing to
wear in Florida.


    “I’m going to run out to Saks for a little
while,” she yelled after Amanda. “They have cruise wear in now. And they’re
open until nine. Want to come?” She listened but Amanda didn’t answer.


    Upstairs in her room, Amanda heard her mother
but chose to ignore her as she plopped down on her bed and flipped open her
American history book. She followed the text with her finger until she came to
one paragraph about the Underground Railroad. She read it over a few times,
then popped open her laptop and clicked to Amanda’s Life in Hell.


    I wonder, (she wrote) if it’s
possible this house Foxy inherited because of that bum Pete Anders is really
historic? That would be so cool. But I can’t figure out why that funny man
upstairs wants to know about how it was built. I mean, what is that about? I
bet he thinks there’s something valuable in here and he wants to find it
himself. But what would make him think that? Maybe I should ask Nick what he
thinks. Or ask my history teacher. I sure can’t ask Foxy. She’s only thinking
about Florida, clothes, and spending more money. Well, I guess she has to spend
money to get more old stuff to sell.


    Someone said he likes me. Yes he did! J


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Two


     


    Amanda rummaged around in her backpack to find
the book report she’d started over the weekend. She was supposed to hand it in
Friday, and it was still a mess. She lifted the pages out in a bunch. Before
she could set them down they slid out of her hands and fell apart on her bed.
They were out of order and she began sorting through them, arranging the pages
in numerical order. As she placed page after page one on top of the other, she
came upon a folded note that she didn’t recognize, so she opened it and sat
dumbfounded on her bed when she realized it was written to Nick. It was
handwritten – beautifully in long, artistic strokes by someone with controlled
penmanship. Amanda had never seen such beautiful handwriting. It was not the handwriting,
however, but the words in the note that made her heart pound and the blood rush
to her cheeks.


    Dearest Nicholas, it began. How I
miss you tonight. How I wish you could be here with me now, by my side, in the
cool air, under these stars so bright. Why won’t you come to me? Why do you
hold yourself far apart from me like this when you know it is inevitable that
we will join into one soul forever? I know, far better than you, the ecstasy
that awaits you when you finally succumb. As you must. And soon, my love. Soon.


    There was no signature, only what looked to
Amanda like a teardrop drawn on the paper.


    Amanda stared at the note in disbelief. Her
hands shook and her throat went dry. She could barely breathe and felt as if
she was cascading downward. She let the note fall from her hand and stood, backed
as far away from her bed as she could. She had a strong desire to run to Foxy,
to bury her head in her mother’s lap, to cry and wail like a baby. In the space
of one hour she had gone from feeling sheer joy to complete betrayal. How could
he? And who wrote this note? It couldn’t be someone from school.


    Her mind ran wild. She’d been so careful in
high school. A crush here and there but nothing major. She didn’t ever want to
be one of those girls who got dumped and laughed at all over the place. Not
like Foxy. Humiliated and left for some bimbo, or worse, pregnant. Now this.
She made her way slowly back to her bed and picked up the note. She read it
again carefully. Whoever it was, she was begging Nick. So why did she have to
beg him? And who waited for someone on a cold night outside under the stars?
Who said things like that? Amanda’s imagination was really going now . . . she
was not some high school girl. Maybe she was some older woman. Oh, that was
disgusting, Amanda thought. She’d heard of older women who were into high
school boys. 


    And then she thought something really awful.
Maybe a teacher. These things happened, after all. You heard about it in the
news all the time. Suddenly, she just wanted to take a shower.


    She picked up the book report. The assignment
was to read Bram Stoker’s Dracula and analyze it in the social context of late
nineteenth century England, when it was written. She tried to organize her
thoughts but kept coming back to the note. She couldn’t think about anything
else. She didn’t know what she’d say to Nick when she saw him, which would be
tomorrow morning when he picked her up at the Metro station. She’d never be
able to face him now. She’d be so embarrassed. No matter what she tried to talk
about, she’d be thinking about that note. Then she remembered the way the book
was written in diaries and letters. It was ironic, that’s what it was, she thought.
That she was supposed to write about that book on that night.


    She wanted to call Nick, to tell him she’d
found the note and to ask him what it was all about. But no, she couldn’t do
that. They didn’t really have a relationship. He only said he liked her. That
could mean as a friend. A buddy. Someone to keep him company on the way back and
forth to school. She didn’t really know anything about him except what he was
like in school. He could be a real jerk. He could be . . . she couldn’t keep
her mind on a straight track. It kept going back to that note.


    Finally, she gave up on the Dracula report and
took that shower. She needed to wash away all of those horrible thoughts. When
she had run out of hot water, she got out, pulled on an old t-shirt, and climbed
into bed. She slept fitfully the rest of the night and awakened earlier than
usual. For the first time in weeks, she did not look forward to meeting Nick
before school. 


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Foxy went all out for her three-day trip to Florida. Three new outfits, one for each day of the show. Matching shoes of course. And two
new dresses for evening. She figured she’d be meeting people and going to
dinner. Antique dealers are a sociable lot. And there might be parties. She
spent the morning trying on her outfits with jewelry, shoes, bags, jackets in
case it got chilly at night, one long silk wrap that was really a big scarf but
was very sensual. She took out her traveling makeup case and rearranged the
compartments. Her suitcase was open on a chair. The packing would go on all day
and, when she heard Amanda leave, she went to the window to look outside. She
saw her daughter, dressed in the usual black. She shook her head. When would
that girl outgrow this phase, she wondered. She went back to the mirror to
admire the way the turquoise color of this new blouse set off her flawless skin,
but she couldn’t stop thinking about Amanda. It was such a fine line she was
walking between her own needs and her need to be a mother to her daughter.


    Foxy gazed at her reflection in the mirror. As
she admired herself she looked for signs that the stress of the past year showed
in her face. But she still had it, she reminded herself. And it was not just
looks. She had a lot to offer. And one of these days, she’d be using it again.
To hell with her vow of post-divorce chastity. She was too pretty to go to waste.
And still too young. What was the cutoff age anyway, she silently asked her
reflection. Stars having babies in their forties. Famous women dating younger
men. It was all too confusing for a Southern beauty. All this role reversal.
And yet it did leave certain doors of opportunity open. Whatever was behind
door number one, Foxy was going to get it for herself. Palm Beach would be her
launching pad.


    A clinking sound like empty bottles rattling
together snapped her back to reality. It was an odd sound and now there was
thumping with it. She went downstairs to the door of her apartment to
investigate. She couldn’t see anything through the front door peephole, and
then she heard a loud thump, so she opened the door and looked out and down the
stairs.


    Halfway between the first and second landing,
Myron had fallen in a crumpled heap on the steps. Foxy ran out, still wearing a
new pair of high heeled sandals.


    “Mr. Standlish,” she yelled. “What happened?
Are you all right?” She clacked down a few steps to where he lay immobile.


    He raised his head a bit, looking dazed.
“Oooh,” he tried to talk but he was pale and shaky. “Oy, my head is not
correct,” he muttered. His left hand was still grasping the handle of a small
Igloo cooler.


    “Here, let me take that for you,” Foxy reached
out to grab the cooler so he would have both hands free to steady himself.


    “No, no, I am okey dokey. Just a little
spilling on the steps here. Not a thing to vorry about it.” He pushed himself
up with his right hand, not letting go of the cooler. When he stood, Foxy heard
that clinking sound again.


    “What do you have in there?” she asked. “Wine
bottles?” She placed her hand under his elbow as he stood. She assumed the
clinking must be wine or hard liquor bottles. That must be the reason the
little man looked so pale and wasted. And why he’d fallen.


    “Ha ha,” he said without laughing, “you must be
thinking of me a drinker man.” He didn’t answer the question and Foxy let it
drop, especially since he looked so pale.


    “Are you sure you didn’t hurt yourself?” she
asked him and looked closely at his face. She was afraid he might faint, and
then what would she do? Suppose he fell down the stairs? She’d feel much better
once he was safely in his own apartment, but she was not so sure he could make
it all the way up there. “Come, sit down in my living room and rest for a few
minutes before you tackle the stairs again.” She led him up the last few steps
and through her open door.


    He sat on the edge of her couch, balancing
gingerly as if he was waiting to bolt in case a growling dog leapt out from the
bedroom.


    “How about some coffee?” Foxy asked. “I have a
warm pot right here.” She pointed to a half filled Mister Coffee machine on the
kitchen counter. It was still on from an hour ago, with a couple of cups still
in the pot.


    Myron was occupied glancing around the
apartment and seemed not to have heard Foxy’s offer. He turned almost
completely around to take in the entire room from the bay windows to the
kitchen, the entryway, and the closets.


    “Excuse please for such a small qvestion for a
quick moment. Vass this building alvays built as you have it? Or maybe vass it
changed at some time, perhaps by you or maybe somevone elses?”


    Foxy poured a mug of coffee and brought it to
the couch. But Myron made no move to take it. “It was like this when I inherited
(she made half an air quote with the hand not holding the mug, but this was lost
on Myron) it but I’m sure it’s changed many times over the years. It’s quite
old.” Since Myron seemed uninterested in the coffee, Foxy sipped at it.


    “Vell,” Myron said as he stood. “So now I’m
feeling much better, thanks to you and such kindness as you offer.” He picked
up the cooler and once again there was the clinking sound. He tried to steady
it. “I must get these into the cold now. I have had such a day as you vouldn’t
believe even. A day like that I vouldn’t vahnt to have again in a lifetime of
days.” 


    “Maybe those bottles broke when you fell,” Foxy
wanted to see what was in there. After all, it was her building and she had a
right to know what was going on in it. “Do you always take a cooler with you to
the grocery store?” she asked as she followed him to the door. 


    “Vell,” he shrugged and sighed as if there was
a great weight on his soul, “you never know vaht’s vaht, do you?”


    He ambled into the hall and climbed the stairs
slowly. Foxy heard his door open and shut. The clinking was gone and so was
Myron.


    *****


    Amanda sat on the Metro train between a fat
woman reading The Star and another munching her way through a bag of
barbecue flavored Fritos. The smell this early in the morning made Amanda feel
slightly queasy, and she thought this must be what pregnant women feel like. To
take her mind off the numbing ride to school, she propped her laptop on her
knees on top of her backpack.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell – as in the ride to
school (she wrote)


    I don’t know what to say to Nick. He texted
me to take the train today because of something. He didn’t say what. Maybe I
should just let it pass and say nothing. Anyway he’s going to meet me at the
station and drive me to school. So I have to say something to him. But what?


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Four


    There he was, in his car waiting as Amanda
emerged from the long escalator ride up to the station entrance. She could tell
his car was still running from the slight vapor escaping the exhaust pipe. He didn’t
see her right away, but when he did he waved a little and smiled like he was
glad to see her. She almost dropped her backpack but shifted the weight back
onto her shoulder where she carried it half on and half off. The sun was weak.
A layer of thin clouds high up in the sky turned the world a little gray.
Amanda did not hurry to the car. 


    When she got in, Nick said, “Hey.” She shut the
door and Nick steered the car into the street. 


    They rode in silence. Amanda considered sliding
the note back onto the floor where she must have picked it up with her book
report. She tried to imagine how she could do it without Nick noticing. First
she had to get the note out of her backpack and then onto the floor.


    “What’s up?” Nick said out of nowhere.


    Amanda jumped a little in her seat like she’d
just gotten a shock. “Nothing,” she said and stared straight ahead out the
windshield. “Why?”


    “You seem, like, I don’t know. Moody.”


    “No,” She said. “I think I didn’t get enough
sleep. I was working late on a book report.”


    “Oh yeah? What book?”


    “Dracula,” Amanda said, relieved that the
conversation had moved to nice, safe, school stuff. But then the car lurched
suddenly and she looked over at Nick. His face was contorted and he seemed to
have lost control of the car.


    “Watch out!” Amanda yelled as they came
perilously close to a truck in the left lane.


    Nick swerved back, overcompensating, and veered
into the right lane. A car horn blasted from near them and there was a screech
of tires and Nick got them back into their lane again. Amanda noticed his hands
shaking.


    “What’s the matter?” she asked him. But he didn’t
answer. His face looked grim, as if he was trying very hard not to let her see
any emotion. They drove in silence up to the school entrance. He pulled to a
stop and didn’t say anything as Amanda gathered her stuff and got out. He pulled
slowly away from the curb and she was left standing there, wondering what was
going on with him. No holding hands today. No feeling happy. She was so
depressed now, she wished she’d never left her house. And she still had that
note in her backpack, hidden inside like a time bomb, ticking, ticking,
ticking.


    In English class she handed in the book report.
Her next class was American history and then she had lunch. But she was not hungry,
so she dawdled after class and when everyone else was gone she stood at the
teacher’s desk.


    “Don’t you have lunch now, Amanda?”


    “Um, yeah, but I wanted to ask you, Mr. Warden,
remember you were talking about the Underground Railroad the other day, and you
said there were houses in D.C. that were a part of it and they could be
anywhere in the city if the houses were old enough and . . .”


    “Whoa,” Mr. Warden held up a hand. “Slow down.
Yes I remember. What are you asking specifically?”


    “Well, how would you know if a house was part
of the Underground Railroad?”


    “There’s a lot of documentation on the houses
that were in use in the nineteenth century as what was known as depots or
stations. Some of them have been designated historic landmarks. But many of
those houses no longer exist. Or they were never discovered. Remember they
would have had to remain secret to be used safely. Now Washington, D.C. was certainly an important conduit for the Underground Railroad, situated as it was
between northern free states and Southern slave states.”


    Amanda shifted from one foot to the other. Mr.
Warden always sounded like he was giving a lecture.


    “Of course Maryland and Delaware were also
slave states, but they had many safe houses used in the Railroad system. Now
what was your question?”


    “Well, is it possible that a house in Washington might have been used and never ever known? I mean that no one ever found out
about it?” Amanda picked up her backpack. She did have to get to lunch before it
was over.


    “Possibly,” Mr. Warden said and then put his
finger to his mouth. “It’s always possible. After the war things were very
chaotic for many years around Washington. And if a house had been used as part
of the Underground Railroad, the owner might not have wanted it known. I
suppose it’s possible that some houses were not used as often as others. Or
there may have been any number of reasons why a house was used for a time and
then fell out of use. Of course the house would have some signs that it was
used.”


    “Like what?” Amanda asked. “I mean how would
you be able to tell?”


    “Well,” Mr. Warden rubbed his half-bald head.
“There might be a hidden room. All the stations had some sort of secret room
that was very hard to find. False walls, hidden doors, even rooms underground
that seemed to have no access at all. They were very cleverly camouflaged. Now
you’d better get to lunch young lady. It’s getting late. I’m so glad you’re
taking this interest in American history. Maybe you’d like to write a paper on
this and share it with the class.”


    “Sure, Mr. Warden,” Amanda nodded and took off
for the door. As soon as she started down the hallway toward the cafeteria,
Nick fell into step next to her, almost as if he’d been waiting for her to get
out of class.


    “Hey,” he said softly and, without giving her a
chance to say anything, continued. “Sorry about this morning. I’ve got a lot on
my mind, y’know.”


    “Yeah, sure. I understand,” Amanda said,
thinking he was letting her down easy. Well, she expected it.


    “Hey have you got some time after school? I
don’t have practice today.” He laughed a little, nervously. Amanda looked at
him sideways. This was unexpected. She didn’t know what to say. “Maybe we can
drive over to the park and just, you know, talk or something. I have to get to
class. You going to eat now?”


    “Yeah,” Amanda answered, totally bewildered
now.


    “Meet at the front door at three?” he asked. Before
turning to head the other way down the hall, he waited for her answer. And he did
this little thing where he bumped his fist against her arm, gently, like a
nervous caress.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Inside his apartment, weak from the fall but
steadier than he was an hour ago, Myron opened the Igloo cooler and transferred
thirty vials of blood to the refrigerator. One by one he stacked them neatly
into their little holes in the snap-together boxes he’d bought from a
laboratory supply house. He got four different colors – red, bright blue, lemon
yellow, and bright green. He liked the way they snapped together so he could
add more later if his supply increased. The color was returning to his face and
he felt steadier on his feet with every minute that passed. That was a close
one, he thought, as he gingerly lifted each vial and slipped it into its hole.
He must be more careful. These people were not as stupid as some others thought
they were. He sighed and stood back, counted the vials and did some quick
calculations on his fingers. This should last nine days. Unless he experienced
some unusual exertion. He couldn’t imagine what that might be. Except for the
pressure of time, life had become rather routine and pleasant. He liked this
house and the people in it. Not all his living situations had been so
hospitable. There was one in London, in particular, that he remembered with shivers.


    He sat at the counter and rested his head in
his hands. His new computer was still open to the page showing the plans for
this house. He had studied and studied this page and he still couldn’t find
what he needed. It was as if there was a puzzle, but he didn’t know which
pieces were missing or where to look for them. He studied it again, traced the
lines of the rooms. He saw the jagged lines that denoted stairwells. One, he
traced from the ground floor, two . . . he traced up, three . . . now he was at
the top floor, his apartment. He traced back down and then noticed, for the
first time, a tiny jagged line at the back of the floor plan. It was difficult
to tell which floor was which. The lines all looked washed out. This, after
all, was a copy of a very old building plan. And it looked as if some of the
lines had been erased and redrawn. Anything was possible in a hundred and fifty
years or more. Myron knew that better than anyone.


    He tried to see the lines better by leaning in
toward the screen, but it was no use. If only he could make the image larger,
perhaps he could see where that tiny jagged line connected. He put on his
overcoat and headed back down the stairs and outside to find a store where he could
buy a magnifying glass. It would not be easy near DuPont Circle.


    Myron wandered from street to street peering
into store windows at merchandise that he didn’t need but saw nothing that looked
encouraging. Finally, he passed a CVS and entered. Inside people waited on line
to pay for candy, pills, shampoo. One woman held a box with a picture of a hair
dryer on it. Another held bandages and gauze. He saw a bit of everything, so he
wandered back through the aisles until he came to the eye area. Hanging from a
wire hook was a little plastic packet with an eye glass repair kit inside,
including a very small magnifying glass and some tiny screws. He took it down
from the hook to examine the contents more closely. He turned the pack this way
and that, held the small magnifying glass over some small letters on another
package. He considered it but decided this would not help him greatly. He moved
down the aisle past eye drops, shoe laces, and a rack of arch support insoles
until he stopped in front of a woman choosing her size. She had very large
feet.


    “Such a lot of ways to make a nicer life,” he
told her. “Ach, such misery is out there to be needing all these things for
making it better.”


    She ignored him, hurriedly picked out an insole
size, and moved down the aisle. He wandered further down and turned the corner,
only to discover a sea of aisles stuffed with boxes and bric-a-brac. It was all
too overwhelming. He saw a woman in a white coat standing behind a counter so
he approached her. “Excuse please,” he said.


    The silver-haired woman looked up. “Can I help
you, sir?”


    He nodded and asked, “Please, this item, I am
searching the whole store and can’t find it, is a glass of magnifying for . . .”



    “Maps.” she said briskly and went back to what
she was doing.


    “Maps? Vehre are these maps you speak?”


    “Aisle nine, sir,” she frowned and walked behind
a shelf.


    Myron found aisle nine. At the very back of the
store against the wall was a rack with street maps and driving atlases. Above
them, in a small display, he saw a box of magnifying glasses for reading maps.
Myron squinted at the wall. He made his way past a fat lady bending over in
front of the foot relief aisle. She was trying to read the description on a
large yellow carton containing a foot massager. She was wearing a worn boot on
her left foot and a house slipper on the right.


    Oy, Myron thinks, you should only
have good feet to valk around on the ground. At least I got my health.


    As she pulled the box from the bottom shelf
onto the floor, he squeezed past her, which was not easy as she was now
squatting smack in the middle of the aisle. But Myron was focused on that
magnifying glass, and he made it to the back wall without tripping over her.


    “Gevalt, just vaht I vould need on this day is
another fall all over myself,” he said to no one in particular as he reached up
to take the plastic package. And then he mused aloud, “Look how they make these
things now. A body can hardly figure out a vay how it opens. You could break a
finger getting this thing out of itself vith von think and another.” The
magnifying glass was encased in thick, flexible but hard plastic with no entry
point visible. Myron carried it up a different aisle and waited his turn on
line.


    When he got to the cashier, she scanned it and
announced: “Eleven fifty-four.” She waited. Myron unbuttoned his coat. With the
look of a gangster, the cashier chomped on a wad of gum. Myron fumbled with the
buttons. He got the coat unbuttoned and reached inside his jacket to the vest
pocket. The cashier rolled her eyes. People behind Myron fidgeted. Myron pulled
out a wad of bills, peels off a hundred and handed it to the cashier. She held
it up to the light and called out: “Mr. Delgado, bill check.”


    There was loud sighing from the woman behind
Myron, and the cashier chewed her gum more vehemently. She stood there nonchalantly
awaiting the arrival of Mr. Delgado, who bustled up in a few minutes wearing
glasses and a sport coat that was stained on the lapel with what looked like
Pepto Bismal or perhaps bubblegum. He also held the bill up to the light.


    “Already did that,” said the cashier and popped
her gum.


    “I know, Juliann, but I have to do it too.” He
ran a special counterfeit detecting pen across the bill. “It’s okay.” Then he
moved to the adjoining register and said, “I’ll help the next person over
here.” The line broke up and Juliann handed Myron change from his hundred and a
plastic bag with his magnifying glass inside. Myron wondered what that stuff was
in her mouth. And why she didn’t swallow it. He shrugged. This time had too
many mysteries for him to concern himself with every one.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Six


    They drove in silence to Rock Creek Park, where Nick said he liked to run sometimes. It didn’t take long to get there. While
they drove, Amanda sorted through her thoughts. It had been on her mind all
day. She was still not sure what she should say. Or what Nick wanted to say.
She decided to wait for him to speak first, but he remained silent,
concentrating on driving and finding the parking area and then parking the car.
They got out and Amanda followed his lead. He knew the park. She didn’t. In her
pocket was the note. At the right time, she’d return it to him. She’d
apologize, tell him she found it by accident, that she didn’t know what it was,
didn’t even read it. She left her backpack in his car, and they walked along a
path that led to a jogging trail.


    “This is where I usually start running,” he told
her and leaned down to re-tie his sneaker. “There’s a bench up ahead.” He pointed
up a slight hill where the path curved.


    As they walked, Amanda kept her hands in her
jacket pockets. Her fingers rested against the note. Shafts of afternoon
sunlight turned the forest into a kind of cathedral, the leafless trees like
spires with fingers waving silently, shadows of tree trunks like tilted stilts.
For Amanda it was all a bit breathless and heady. Maybe Nick wanted to tell her
how much he cared for her. Or maybe he wanted to tell her about the letter
writer. Or maybe it was not anything she could imagine. Her stomach was all
butterflies. They trudged on up the hill and she saw the bench, tucked off the
path in front of a fat oak trunk. The trees’ network of branches spread out
like nerves above the bench and over the path.


    “Thanks for coming with me today,” Nick said as
they sat, not exactly close to each other but not far apart either. He rested
his hand on her shoulder for a moment and she felt the butterflies kick around
inside her gut. He dropped his hand and she fingered the note again.


    “I,” she started but hesitated before adding,
“I mean, it’s okay. It’s nice here.” Lame, she thought. Really lame. But Nick
nodded and looked out at the trees and the fallen leaves. “It’ll be getting
cold soon,” she started again. “And then Christmas will be here and then
another year. I have to decide what to do after next year.”


    He poked his toe at the ground, where he
dislodged a small rock. He leaned down and picked it up. “I don’t know what to
do.”


    “About what?” This was not what Amanda expected,
but she assumed he meant college.


    “Everything,” he said and threw the rock at a
squirrel that had just run down a tree. He missed and the squirrel twitched its
tail. 


    “You mean like college?”


    “Sure, stuff like that. Life.”


    “What do your parents say?” she asked. It was
an innocent question. The kind of thing anyone would ask. But the minute it was
out in the air, it was obvious she’d unconsciously hit a raw nerve.


    Nick jumped up. He walked over to the path and
then back to the bench. Amanda thought maybe he wanted to leave, so she leaned
forward and started to get up, but then he sat down, closer to her this time.
He reached out and took her hand in his and looked into her eyes for such a
long moment that she looked away, embarrassed. When she looked back he was
still holding her hand and gazing at her. The butterflies felt as if they were
about to jump out of her stomach.


    “Can I trust you?” Nick asked her. “Because I
need to trust someone. I thought, you know, the first time we talked, I thought
you would be someone I could trust. But I have to be sure. Can I?”


    He released her hand and Amanda felt like she’d
been tied to an electric cord and plugged in. Her whole body felt she was
breathing air for the very first time. “You can trust me,” she said, and then
her hand felt the note in her pocket and she realized she was not being honest.
If she failed to tell him now, she’d lose his trust, and Nick with it, forever.
“But I have to tell you something.” And this time it was Amanda who touched
Nick’s arm. Very gently. He moved closer to her so that his leg pressed against
hers. His leg was all muscle from running, and to Amanda it felt as hard as the
bench. A wave of emotion passed through her so strong it made her heart race,
and she couldn’t seem to control her rapid and erratic breathing. She’d never
felt like this before; she had to close her eyes for just a moment to gain
control.


    “Whatever it is, it can wait. If I don’t talk
now I might never have the nerve again.” He insisted.


    She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Nick,”
it was the first time Amanda had said his name out loud. It sounded strange to
her. “Please listen.” She took a deep breath and considered not continuing,
fearful that he wouldn’t want anything to do with her after she confessed.


    “I’m listening.”


    A brief smile crossed her face. He was so cute.
She had to do this. Another deep breath. “Whatever you want to tell me, you
might not want to after I show you something.” She pulled the note out of her
pocket and handed it to him. “I’m so sorry. I picked this up when I dropped my
book report papers in your car. It was totally an accident, and then at my
house, when I was straightening out the papers, I opened it without knowing
what it was. I didn’t mean to.”


    Nick looked down at the folded piece of paper.
He didn’t take it from her, so she kept talking. “Is it from a teacher? Because
if it is, well, that’s really, just, I mean,” and she didn’t finish because she
didn’t know what to say and she was sitting there trying to give the note back
to him and he was not taking it and she felt stupid by then. She’d made a fool
of herself when he was trying to tell her something, and now the moment was
gone and she’d never get it back. She wished she could disappear into the
woods, just fade away like the sunlight.


    “Did you read it?” he finally asked.


    Amanda considered saying she didn’t but blurted
out, “Yes.”


    “And you think you know what it is?” he asked,
his voice gruff.


    Amanda shrugged a pathetic little shrug. God,
I’m such a baby, she thought.


    “Do you?” he insisted and his voice was
demanding, different from before, deeper and a little scary. His leg was still pressed
against hers, but she felt she should move away, and then he stood up suddenly
and turned away from her. He wrung his hands and let out a sound like a small
cry, and when he turned back to her, his face was contorted and he was biting
his lip.


    “Do you think you know?” Nick asked again.
“Tell me.”


    Amanda shook her head. “I don’t know for sure,”
she said. “But if it’s a teacher, well, if it is, then you have to tell
someone. I mean someone besides me. Like your parents.” She thought for a second
and added, “I mean, I wouldn’t tell Foxy but she’s not normal. Your parents are
probably normal so . . .” Amanda realized she was babbling nervously, so she
stopped.


    “My parents,” he scoffed and did this little
thing with his chest like he was exhaling hard. “You don’t really know anything
about me. I shouldn’t have brought you here. It was wrong. Lets’ go back.” He
put out his hand to help her up. It was a gentlemanly move, unexpected, out of
place with what he’d been saying.


    “No,” Amanda shook her head. This was what she
feared. That he’d shut down and that would be the end of it. She couldn’t let
him go now. “Just sit down and tell me everything. I won’t judge you. I
promise.”


    He opened his mouth but no sound emerged. “I
can’t,” he said finally. “It’s not what you think. It’s nothing you can
imagine. It’s not a teacher or anything creepy like that. I mean that would be
bad but . . .” he stopped again and this time it was for good.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Myron held the magnifying glass against the laptop
screen. The old house plan looked yellow and faded. He slowly pulled the glass
back until the drawing came into focus. He located and then followed the short,
horizontally-stacked lines that represented stairs from the top until they came
to a stop and then found where they began again and followed them to where they
stopped further down the page. One, two landings, and then the ground floor. He
stopped. Pulled the glass a tiny bit farther back, focused on the trail of the
last faint lines and thought he saw something, a short line, the start of
another series. But it was just a shadow on the screen, so vague that he was
not sure it was really there. He stopped for a moment, rubbed his eyes, then
returned, trying to look at it anew. He sighed heavily. His eyes were tired.
He’d had a difficult day. Over against the wall his neatly made up bed looked
inviting. He didn’t sleep often, but when he did it was the sleep of the dead.
He couldn’t let himself get pulled into that. Not now. He looked at the wall
clock and noted the date on the wall calendar, then went back to the laptop
screen and began his search again.


    He scanned the same lines leading to the same
spots on the plan until he suddenly thought, what about the doors? Beginning at
the top floor he counted them off and kept track of them on a piece of scrap
paper. He thought if the doors in the building as it stood then didn’t match
with what the old plan showed, maybe that was a clue to how and where the
building had changed since it was built.


    He started the tapping in his own apartment.
Tap-tap-tapping from wall to wall with the knuckle of his right index finger.
When his apartment walls all sounded alike, he moved out to the hall. He repeated
this on all the walls on his small landing and then took the stairs slowly, one
step at a time, until he reached the second floor landing. He tapped his way
around that landing until just before he reached Foxy’s door. Suddenly she flung
it open and stood in the doorway.


    “Mr. Standlish,” she was surprised to see Myron
standing almost next to her door. “What are you doing? And what is all that
knocking?”


    His hand was raised, knuckle ready to tap
again. He was equally surprised by Foxy’s appearance. He did a little hop backward,
away from her door.


    “Oh,” he muttered with a little gasp. “I was
not meaning to disturb. Only, just maybe this house is not what it seems to
be.”


    “Mr. Standlish, really, I’m going to have to
insist that you refrain from wandering around the building. This is not part of
your rental agreement.” Foxy sighed. She wanted to finish her packing. Or, more
precisely, going through her entire wardrobe and trying on every stitch she owned.
She was in the middle of a gigantic closet purge. Now that she – or rather Knot
– was selling so well, she was flush with cash. And what could be a better use
of that windfall, from Foxy’s perspective, than new clothes? Which meant new
shoes, bags, scarves, jewelry, hair styling, lingerie, negligees, make up,
facials, and anything else she could think of to enhance her natural beauty.
And keep it intact for as long as possible.


    “Besides,” Foxy added, “this house is precisely
what it seems to be, and there’s nothing more I want to know about it. And that
is that. Now please stop knocking.” 


    She stood there until she saw Myron’s head
droop and he retreated up the stairs with his shoulders slumped like a scolded
child. At the top landing, he looked back down at Foxy, who was still standing
in her doorway.


    “Please forgive the interruption,” he said
slowly while nervously wringing his hands. “Your building here. Maybe it has .
. .” he snapped his fingers and looked into the air as if he’d find the right
word hanging there. “What is this word Americans use . . . values of history?”


    Foxy blinked. “Historic value?”


    “This is the words!” Myron’s face lit up
momentarily, then he got serious again. “Historic values possibly you did not
know about. This is what I was thinking. Sorry again to disturb.” He bowed his
head and darted into his apartment shutting the door behind him. He waited. And
waited. And waited. He was not sure this would work until he heard a knock just
a few moments later. When he opened it, Foxy was standing there.


    “What kind of value, do you think?” She asked. And
even as the question was forming out loud, at the back of her mind she was
wondering why she should be concerned with anything this odd little man suggested.


    “Vell,” he answered her, “you never know. I got
a look-see at old plans for this building and I have suspicious only. If you
really vahnt me to look, I could do that for you, because you have been so kind
to me. Could be something big. Could be something or nothing.”


    Foxy shrugged. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt
anything to let you poke around. But I have to pack now, so you can do it
tomorrow after I leave. I’ll tell Kuh-not – Mr. Kuh-nudsen – that I gave you
permission.” She closed the door as Myron stood there with his laptop open
behind him on the counter and the calendar hanging next to the wall clock that
tick-tick-ticked the time away.


    Downstairs, at the front door, Amanda struggled
with her key. It was dark by then. Not nighttime dark, but the days were
getting shorter and even the dusk seemed darker. She couldn’t wait to get
upstairs, hoped Foxy didn’t bother her today, that Foxy was out shopping. As she
walked past the store, she saw Knot in there alone rearranging things. He was
always doing that. The man couldn’t seem to leave anything the way he had it
the day before. She ran up the stairs and opened her front door to see Foxy
standing in the living room in a new skirt and blouse.


    “Oh, Manda Bear, I’m so glad you’re home,
honey. Tell me what you think of these shoes with this skirt. I think they’re
just a tad too bright – the green you know. But maybe I’m wrong and the skirt
needs a bright green to set it off. And if I can find a little bag to go with
them it may be just right. But I don’t know. This color skirt is hard to . . .”


    Amanda brushed past her without a word.


    “What’s that, little girl?” Foxy called out. “I
need an opinion on this.”


    “Not now, Foxy,” Amanda said as she started up
the steps to her room. “I don’t have time for shoes and matching skirts.” She
shut her door and locked it, dropped her backpack, popped open her laptop, and
plunked down on the bed. She leaned forward and held her head in her hands as
if she had a terrible headache. After a few minutes she picked up her cell
phone and stared at it. Part of her desperately wanted to call Nick; the other
part thought that would be the stupidest thing ever. 


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (Amanda wrote) A
Day in the Park (she wrote a title for this post)


    Are all guys so hard to read? Why can’t they
just say what’s on their mind? I don’t get it. It’s so weird. I wish I could
help him, but I can’t figure out how.


    I really wish I could talk to somebody about
it. But Foxy? Hahaha. That would be like taking a knife and slitting my throat
and hoping I didn’t bleed. Oh oh, here she comes now.


    “Amanda,” Foxy’s voice came through the door,
“unlock this door. What are you doing in there?”


    Amanda sighed and logged off. “Nothing, Foxy.
Your shoes look divine. Perfect. Lime green is my absolute second favorite
color. Right after hot pink.” She unlocked the door and Foxy pushed it open.


    “I decided to take an earlier flight,” Foxy said.
“And you need to clean up this mess.”


    “Foxy, don’t go all mama lioness on me right
before you leave. I might faint and then you’d have to take me to the doctor or
the emergency room or do something else motherly, and you’d miss your plane and
everything would go all to hell. Oh, wait a minute. It already did go all to
hell didn’t it?”


    Foxy sat on the corner of Amanda’s bed and
studied her nails. “Why do you always accuse me of being a bad mother?” she asked
in a plaintive voice. “You turned out all right, didn’t you? If I was such a
bad mother, how did that happen? And just to be clear, we’re doing okay now. I
mean, it was a shock. The divorce and everything else. But we’re okay now,
aren’t we?”


    “Sure, Foxy. We’re just great. Couldn’t be
better. Now would you get out of here so I can do my homework.?” She reached
down to pull Foxy off the bed but instead Foxy stood and placed her hands on
Amanda’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. She stared at her for a long
moment.


    “Is everything okay with you, honey?” Foxy asked.


    Amanda hesitated, badly wanting to talk to
someone. She wished she could unburden herself to her mother. Wished she had a
mother she could trust, rely on, confide in. She started to say something but
then shut her lips tight and shook her head. “I’m fine. Just have a history
test tomorrow. Have to study.”


    “I don’t believe you. I know you think I’m not
aware of what’s going on, but I do have feelings. And a mother senses when her
child is unhappy. Or in pain. And something is weighing on you.” She let go of
Amanda’s shoulders and sat back down.


    Amanda stood there not knowing what to say.
This was a first for Foxy. To tell her anything at all would be to open a
floodgate. What good would it do? Foxy couldn’t fix any of this. She was
clueless about normal things like her husband having a blatant affair –
probably many of them over the years. If she was so lame about that, how could
Amanda tell her about Nick? No, it would be preposterous and idiotic to trust
Foxy with this. Start small, Amanda told herself. Tell her about your painful
periods. Or some other female thing Foxy could practice her mothering skills on.


    “Nothing is wrong, Foxy. Now go finish playing
Cruise Wear Barbie and let me do my homework so I can get good grades, get into
a good college, and be able to support myself one day.”


    But Foxy didn’t move. She just stared out the
window at the dark. Street lights were on now and there were little spots of
white-yellow glowing far off toward DuPont Circle.


    “You know, the funniest thing happened today,”
Foxy mused.


    “What, Neiman’s ran out of bright green pumps?”
Amanda stared at the shoes Foxy was still sporting.


    Foxy looked down at her perfect feet and smiled.
She liked these shoes. She was going to keep them. And the skirt and blouse.
This trip was going to be just great. Sun, a pool, the beach. Oh, and the show.
She’d spend time at the show, too.


    “That little man upstairs was tapping on the
walls all over his apartment, and then he came down the stairs tap, tap,
tapping the whole way. I thought he must be crazy.”


    Amanda had thought all along that the whole
house was crazy. Whatever Foxy might have told her about Myron couldn’t
possibly have shocked her. So she said, “I wouldn’t worry about him, Foxy. He
seems to think this house has some sort of secret past. I even asked my
American history teacher about whether it could have been part of the
Underground Railroad.”


    Foxy turned the window. She wagged her finger
at Amanda. “See, I knew you were hiding something. I knew something was
bothering you.”


    “Well, you found me out,” Amanda walked to the
door. “And now will you let me get back to studying for my test? Please?”


    “All right, but I told him it was all right
with me to poke around the house while I’m gone. So don’t be surprised if he
starts that crazy tapping again.” She left and Amanda sighed. At least she
didn’t have to tell. It was better to keep some things bottled up with the
stopper on tight.


    She opened her laptop and clicked to her blog.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote for the
second time that night)


    I don’t know what to do.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Foxy departed for Palm Beach in a squall of
bags, notes, and verbal reminders scattered like leaves in a December wind.
With Knot’s help she loaded up the Escalade and pulled away from the house with
one last wave out the car window. If the car had wings, her energy could almost
have achieved liftoff right from her own street.


    “If they let her on the plane with all that
luggage, it will be a miracle if it even gets off the ground,” Knot muttered as
he walked back to the store. Foxy had left Knot a long list of things to do and
not do in her apartment. Number one was no men. Number two was no parties. Knot
had taken to having guests in his own apartment every Friday night, and he was
proud that they were often such spectacular parties that they had been known to
continue into the next day. He smiled, thinking of his fun. And his new beau. Not
much sleep happening these days – which reminded him to get more concealer at
the store to hide those circles under his eyes.


    He considered the list again. Except for the
very last item – it was all right if Mr. Standlish poked around the store and
the rest of the building looking for it was anyone’s guess what – the rest of
the list seemed irrelevant to Knot, as it was no more than reminders to do
things Foxy herself never did. He retreated to the back of the store and made
his own list.


    Wine for tonight’s party, an hors d’oevre
platter he saw at Williams Sonoma, that pair of short leather boots at
Nordstrom (and that cute blond salesman named Fritz who suggested them), and
eggs, cream, chocolate and sugar for chocolate mousse he promised to teach
Amanda how to make tomorrow. As he was sitting at Foxy’s desk, he heard a
tapping sound behind the side wall of the store. To reach that wall he had to
go outside into the chill and come back in through the door that led to the street-level
hallway and the apartments upstairs. He decided to let the tapping go on
without any investigation. After all, it could only be that strange man. It was
what Foxy mentioned and what Knot thought, at the time, was nonsense. He still
thought so. What could this old building be hiding that hadn’t been found in a
hundred and fifty plus years? Still . . . Knot considered the alternative.
Suppose there was something hidden away in the building? A virtual gold mine of
history. Did he want to let that bumbling fool Standlish find it by himself?
Now that he’d put so much effort into making a go of the antique store, he felt
a proprietary interest in protecting Foxy’s investment. Well, protecting her
investment protected him as well. As Knot listened to the tapping against the
wall, he decided to make enough chocolate mousse for three Saturday night.


    *****


    The air in the jetway in Palm Beach was soft, warm,
and mild, a balm after the bare trees and biting winds of November in Washington. No wonder it was called balmy, Foxy thought as she wheeled her small carry-on
off the plane and into the terminal. Women were dressed in shorts and sandals,
tube tops and short skirts, the men in bright golf shirts and salmon-colored
pants, and Foxy was struck at the difference only two hours from D.C. She also
noted that many of the deeply tanned men sported gold chains and V necks. A bit
tacky for Foxy’s taste. She’d always thought that God created jewels for men to
GIVE to women, not to wear themselves.


    In the car rental bus, she watched out the
window. They passed palm trees and hibiscus in full bloom. Egrets stood at the
edge of a lake and pelicans flew overhead in a V. The sun was bright, the sky a
deep blue. Puffy white clouds like bowls of whipped cream floated overhead.
Foxy was intensely happy. She felt on the verge of something wonderful, and she
hadn’t felt like that in a long, long time.


    She’d booked at the Four Seasons on the island of Palm Beach. Although this was a pricey alternative to the more pedestrian but
serviceable Marriott in West Palm Beach, the poor cousin of Palm Beach and
closer to the show, she’d chosen this because she wanted the full experience.
The lobby alone was enough to make her swoon. Gigantic vases of orchids on
marble tables, exquisite antique velvet couches with enormous bronze and glass
end tables, and a staff that seemed trained to serve up her every whim. And
then there was the ocean. From her room she watched the waves roll in and out,
white foam roiling with energy, the sea a deep blue. She unpacked and slipped
on a pair of shorts, a ruffly T shirt, and a wide straw hat and headed off to
walk the beach. Tomorrow she’d throw herself into that tempting surf, but now
she longed to feel sand between her toes. It had been years since Foxy’d had a
vacation like this. In fact, after her ex switched from football to
broadcasting, they never went anywhere together. He was always on the road. And
when he was home, he was tired of traveling and just sat in front of their
large screen and drank scotch and watched more games.


    She took a short elevator ride – the hotel had only
three floors – down to a walkway that led to the top of a dune. On the way she
passed the hotel spa, stopped in and booked a facial for the next morning. No
sense attending the first day of the antique show looking weary, she told
herself. The facial was a hundred and twenty-five dollars. But worth every cent
she figured – not to mention a business expense. After all, a facial for a
woman is like push ups for a man. One has to be in fabulous shape for the hunt.


    On the beach, Foxy followed the path over the
not-so-high dune. On the other side, the hotel lounges and umbrellas looked
like a series of giant clamshells had been dumped in a long row sideways
against the steady breeze coming off the ocean. Ahhh, the ocean. Just the sound
of it made Foxy’s shoulders relax. She breathed in the salty air and felt the
warm, afternoon sun on her face as she reached the packed sand where it was
easier walking. The tide was halfway out or halfway in, she couldn’t tell which
for sure, but she was a glass-half-full girl so she figured it was going out,
leaving her plenty of time to walk the beach. She faced south. Only a few
people dotted the sand or frolicked in the waves. It was an off season. Not yet
Thanksgiving. Not the holidays. And not the depth of winter, when flocks of snowbirds
descended en masse from Chicago, Toronto, Boston, New York, and yes, even the
nation’s capitol. Foxy walked briskly, looking straight ahead. Just a few hours
ago she was in the cold city, surrounded by gray and brown, cars and trucks,
people hurrying on grimy streets and sidewalks. It was as if she had sidestepped
out of her life and into a dream.


    She hadn’t walked very far when a wind gust
clipped her straw hat, whisked it off her head, and tossed it along the beach
and then up away from the surf. She chased after it as it bobbed and rolled
along the sand until it blew right into one of the clamshell umbrellas and stopped
behind a lounge chair where a deeply tanned man was stretched out at an angle
that was just right for reading. He wore sun glasses, bright blue bathing
trunks, and elaborately stitched leather sandals. Next to him sat a tall glass
of something dark in an insulated plastic tumbler that kept the ice from
melting.


    Foxy ran up and then stopped at the clam shell,
breathless and a little embarrassed. The man looked up over his glasses at her
and when he saw long-legged, stylish Foxy, he took them off and smiled. Even
white teeth, gray eyes, somewhere between forty and fifty (how could a girl
tell these days, and who cared anyway), Foxy calculated right off, and must have
been a guest or wouldn’t be lounging in a Four Seasons chair.


    “Oh,” Foxy gushed, “I am so sorry for
disturbing you. My hat blew off and traveled all the way up here to your
umbrella.” She pointed to the hat squeezed between his chair leg and the inside
of the wind shield.


    “You know what Freud said?” the man asked with a
dazzling smile. 


    “No, what?” Foxy was ready to ditch the hat,
the walk, the beach, the antique show, and sit down right here for the next
three days.


    “There are no accidents.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty


    “The secret to a really good mousse,” Knot held
a metal double boiler in his right hand, ”is a technique called bain marie. I’m
very big on technique,” he added. “That’s a French term – of course it’s a
French term; all really good cooking is essentially French. Didn’t Julia Child
teach us all that decades ago? I mean, come on. California cuisine? It’s just
poor man’s French if you ask me, but who asks me? Anyway this technique is a
water bath.” He filled the bottom of the double boiler with about two inches of
water and placed the pan on a stove burner. “I’d like to be soaking in a warm-water
bath right now. I’ll bet your mother’s having fun at the show opening tonight.
Those antique dealers know how to set a good table.”


    Amanda watched intently as Knot dropped blocks
of bittersweet chocolate into the top of the double boiler over the water bath.


    “Do you know how to crack and separate eggs?
Can’t get any yolk in the white, now.”


    Amanda picked up an egg and snapped it expertly
against a large mixing bowl, let the white slide out, and dropped the yolk into
a smaller bowl. 


    “Good girl. Pretty soon you could open a
restaurant. Just like in the movie with Audrey Hepburn when she’s making a
soufflé out of crackers and eggs for Bogey. Wearing those black leggings and
little flats. Adorable. But of course you probably don’t know who Audrey
Hepburn and Bogey are, do you?”


    “Humphrey Bogart. He and Audrey were in Sabrina.
It’s a classic. The remake was lame. But I like Greg Kinnear, and, to be
honest, Bogey was not all that hot. Anyway my favorite Bogey movie is Casablanca. Trite but true.”


    Knot stopped and raised his eyebrows so high
they looked like they’d pop off the top of his head. “Not trite AT ALL. It’s my
favorite, too.” He put a hand to his heart. “I would just love to find a man
who would do for me what Rick does for Ilsa.” He shook his head in mock
sadness, then perked up a bit. “And aren’t you the smart young thing, knowing
your classic movies so well. You’re quite the mature one, you are.”


    “Foxy loves the classics. We used to watch them
all the time when I was younger.”


    “So you two have a little something in common
after all,” Knot said with a smile.


    Laughing, Amanda agreed. “I guess so. At least
we used to.”


    But the two of them needed to concentrate on
the task at hand. Knot became animated again, stirring and pointing. “Look. You
see? The chocolate is melting evenly in the double boiler. You get a smooth
melt this way. That’s one of the secrets of a really good mousse. The word
mousse means foam in French. Are you studying a language?”


    Amanda nodded. “Spanish.”


    “Oh God, these days it’s almost like you have
to learn Spanish if you want to talk to anyone. Really, soon we’re going to be
like those Canadians with their two-language system. You should take French.
Such elegance. In French, you can say ‘eat shit and die you little scum sucking
pig,’ and it sounds like poetry. Simply elegant. Spanish is so simple. I
suppose any of the romance languages are beautiful in a way, but French is
really – well, all I can say is, no wonder it was the European court language
for hundreds of years. Even in Russia, a peasant country if ever there was one.
Great books, mind you. But the food? Borscht? Really? A bunch of beets is the
national cuisine? Borscht and blinis and caviar.” He shivered.


    They worked together side by side in silence.
Knot beat the egg whites. “They should be beaten to form soft peaks. See?” He
turned the beaters off, pulled them up and showed Amanda how the peaks fell
over a little at the top. “Not stiff peaks. No, no, no. They’re far too hard
for a mousse. SOFT peaks.” He nudged Amanda with his elbow and winked. “In all
other circumstances, however, a stiff peak is preferred. But don’t tell your
mother I told you that.”


    Amanda giggled and stirred the chocolate and
beaten egg yolks and they added the rest of the ingredients and then Knot
combined the dark ingredients with the egg whites. “Don’t over mix. That’s
another secret,” Knot told her. “Or you lose volume. I hate losing volume.”


    He spooned the mixture into individual glass
dishes and Amanda placed them in the refrigerator.


    “How long before we can eat it?” she asked.


    “Four long hours. Maybe only three if it chills
fast. But we can start on the rest of the meal now.” He’d been out shopping and
had assembled an array of bags and boxes, which he unpacked now and lined up on
the counter. “I invited your neighbor down to join us.”


    “Mr. Standlish?”


    “Yes. Don’t be alarmed, but he’s gotten free
rein from your mama to search the entire building for some sort of treasure.
Although only God and the devil know what he’s looking for.”


    Amanda unpacked a carton of eggs and
transferred them to the plastic egg crate in the refrigerator. “I think he’s
looking for something personal. My American history teacher says this house
could have been part of the Underground Railroad.”


    “All the way back to the Civil War?”


    Amanda smiled to herself, remembering her
conversation with Foxy. “I know. Crazy. What could a geezer from across the
ocean be looking for in an old house in D.C. that was built in the eighteen hundreds.”
She said it more as a musing than a question. “There’s something about him,
though. Something I don’t get.” Amanda turned around to watch Knot chopping
vegetables. “You know?”


    “I tell you what let’s do. When he gets here
for dinner, we can question him together. Maybe he’ll just tell us what he’s
after. I mean, whatever he finds in this house belongs to your mother anyway.
He can’t just make off with it in the dead of night.” Chop chop chop, he wielded
a sharp knife expertly. And then his cell phone rang and he dropped the knife,
wiped his hands on a dish towel, and picked the
phone up with a slight pursing of lips in expectation.


    “I can’t tonight,” he said into the phone.
“Because I’m babysitting, you idiot.”


    To give Knot some privacy, Amanda walked to the
living room and looked out the window to the street below. It was getting dark
earlier every day now. It had been cold this November. She wondered if that
meant a cold winter. You never knew, in Washington, just what to expect. She
could remember years when there was no snow at all. And one year when the city
was crippled for almost a week from a storm that blew in from the southwest,
burying the east coast all the way up past D.C. to Pennsylvania in over a foot
of blizzard that seemed to last forever.


    She watched the people scurrying home from
work. Taxis honked. She could see the line of cars waiting for that stupid
light at DuPont Circle, the one that only allowed about four cars at a time
through when it finally turned green. She watched them inch forward, and she could
still hear Knot on the phone.


    “I promised her, that’s why,” he said. “Maybe
you could come over late tonight or tomorrow. Are you that lonely for me,
sweetie?” he laughed. “A late nighter could be fun, though,” he wheedled. “Just
the two of us. I’ve been sworn off parties this weekend because of La Fox.” He
listened. He waited. And then he said, “Well, wait a sec. I’ve had a stroke of
brilliance. Why don’t you come over here for din din. We have plenty. And you
can meet the lovely Amanda and that little man from upstairs I’ve told you
about.” He listened again. “Of course I haven’t told her who you are, but she
doesn’t care about politics. She’s fifteen for God’s sake. I mean really, we
can’t put a shroud over you. Good grief, Leonard. Absolutely no entourage,
though. I gave my word. No partays.” He listened again, raised his shoulders,
and tilted his head to one side and said, “Of course the little man will never
know who you are either. He doesn’t know anyone at all. I mean we have to be
careful, but only of certain types.” He clicked off, put down the phone, and
calculated the amount of mousse for four.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-One


    The antique show was much bigger than Foxy had imagined
it would be. She consulted a printed plan just to find the dealers Knot wrote
down for her. She got lost several times in the twisting and turning pathways
between the show displays. Some of them were fairly simple but others were
huge, with whole rooms arranged to showcase the pricier antiques. Her confusion
wasn’t only geographic. She couldn’t stop thinking about the man from the
beach. Well, the beach was only the beginning. 


    His name was Carter Edwards. She told him hers
was Roxanne Anders. It took Foxy most of the evening to find out just the bare
bones about him, because he was so interested in her. No one had gotten her to
talk about herself so much in years. She was relieved she had brought some nice
clothes to wear in the evening. He asked her to have drinks in the bar and then
they sat outside the hotel restaurant overlooking the ocean. At night, the
hotel turned on bright white spots that lit up the surf. It was like being in a
night scene in From Here to Eternity. Foxy imagined herself as Deborah
Kerr, down there at the edge of the surf.


    By the second drink at the bar, he knew all
about her failed marriage. She spilled about the move from McLean, the Bellagio
fountain, the gambling debts. She told him about Amanda, although as she spewed
her life out for him she knew it was not a smart strategy to entice a man by
telling him about your teenage daughter. She even told him about Amanda’s
switch to the Goth look, complete with piercings. He seemed interested and at
times amused, consoling and at times bewildered, eager to hear more and always
terrifically attentive. Foxy kept trying to stop this endless outpouring. She
asked about him numerous times, but he always brought the conversation back to
her.


    And then there were the small hand pats. The
arm around her waist when they moved from the bar to a small table. The hand on
her knee at just the moment when she needed reassurance to go on with her self
revelations. At one point she asked if he was a therapist of some sort. He
laughed loudly and with great enjoyment, shook his head, and motioned to the
waiter for another round of drinks. He had martinis. She ordered vodka and
tonic with a lime twist. When they got up to leave, he signed his room number
and she stumbled a bit. He reached for her and the back of his hand brushed
against her breast. Was it by accident?


    “I think I need some food,” she said, feeling
elated and dizzy at the same time.


    He ordered for them. The waiter was from Panama. Carter ordered in what sounded to Foxy like perfect Spanish. He ordered wine, and
their bread arrived, immediately followed by appetizers. After Foxy got
something in her stomach, her head cleared a bit. And then the wine arrived. He
tasted and approved, and off they went drinking wine and eating and tasting
each other’s food. Foxy giggled a lot. Carter flashed those even white teeth,
smiling almost constantly. Foxy forgot about the store, the antiques show,
Knot, Amanda, even her ex. It was glorious.


    As she walked the antique show floor, she peered
at all the displays and wondered why he hadn’t tried to seduce her. He did walk
her back to her door. He did give her a sweet peck on the cheek while he held
her hand. He did say it was the best evening he’d had in a long, long time. And
when she opened her door, he almost bowed as he backed away. She stood there
with the door half open, wondering if he would think twice and turn, but he
didn’t. Only walked down the hall and disappeared around the corner.


    So now Foxy felt a bit uneasy. She had to clear
her head for the negotiations when she found the dealers she was looking for in
this great, big, hall of mirrors. Every time she turned a corner she expected
to find the right display, and every time she was wrong. She’d never seen so
many Queen Anne sofas or Rococo chairs, not to mention plates, vases, desks,
lamps, urns, rugs, four poster beds, and perfume bottles. She sighed and trudged
on. She wished he’d left her a note. That they would be getting together again
for dinner – or more. She pinched herself mentally and remembered what she’d
told Knot about not getting involved for a year. Well, that was then. This was
now. She had a strong urge to buy something and spotted an upscale vintage
clothing display. As she headed for it, she saw, out of the corner of her eye,
a sign that looked familiar. She referred to her list and, sure enough, it was
one of the dealers she was supposed to see.


    For the rest of the day Foxy bounced from
dealer to dealer. She managed to corral four of the items on Knot’s list from
different dealers. She signed contracts, handed over plastic, filled out delivery
forms, and finally, exhausted and thirsty, headed up the escalator where there
was a bar set up with hors d’oevres and little round tables with plastic
chairs. She planned to take out her cell and call Knot to see if everything was
okay at home and the store. Amanda should be at school. She’d been getting home
very late these past few weeks. Foxy thought she should ask Amanda why, but she
hadn’t gotten around to it yet.


    At the bar she ordered club soda with a lemon
twist and sat at one of the tables.


    “Roxanne!” a deep, familiar voice called her
name and it could only be one person, since no one on this earth ever called
her Roxanne. She turned in the chair, her left foot half out of its shoe. Her
feet were sore from standing all day, and the lime green pumps she bought to go
with this skirt had proven less than friendly on a trade show floor. She smiled
up at him and he extended a hand. She thought he was going to shake it, but
instead he raised her hand to his lips and brushed it lightly, all the while
watching her from under his brow. He pulled out a chair with the other hand and
only then released her. “I was hoping to find you here. I called your room at
the hotel, but they said you had left for the day after checking for messages
at the desk. I was going to leave a note but I thought, well, I too like
antiques. Why not visit this show? And here you are. What is that you’re
drinking, cara mia?” he asked her.


    “Oh, this is just club soda. I really had too
much to drink last night. I was acting as if I was on vacation, when this is
really a work trip.”


    “Oh,” he looked let down suddenly. “Did you not
have a good time?”


    “I had a marvelous time,” she nodded her head
and her soft, blond curls bounced a bit. “Wonderful in fact.” She smiled again.
Should she say anything else? Should she let him talk? Foxy had always prided
herself on knowing how to handle a man, but she was way out of practice and
this was a new situation, so she asked, “Do you collect antiques?” And then she
thought what a senseless thing to ask. Of all the things she wanted to know
about him. Like was he married. She never even got to that last night. She
could have kicked herself.


    “My wife collected antiques. We had a house
filled with them.”


    This was unexpected, but he did use the past
tense. What to say now?


    “What happened?” Foxy blurted it out. Boy, she
really was out of practice. She should have gone to remedial dating camp before
this trip.


    He sighed and, for the first time, he was not
smiling. “She died two years ago. I’ve been floating ever since. I can’t seem
to find a place I want to be. I go from Four Seasons here to Four Seasons
there. One week in Mexico, one week in Bali, a month in Hawaii, two weeks in
Provence, in Paris, in Sydney. Well, I really am a bore.”


    Foxy was astounded. She couldn’t think what to
say. Finally, after what seemed like a long silence, she laid her hand flat on
his knee and said, “I know how it feels to lose someone. It feels as if your
feet have nowhere to land. If I didn’t have my daughter to care for, I’m sure I
would have collapsed.” Foxy, the model mother speaking truth. Amanda would
paint a different portrait, had she been there. No matter. Truth was the tale
of the teller.


    “But if you have to wander,” she added,
“wandering from Four Seasons to Four Seasons is a pretty good travel plan.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Two


    It was an odd little group. Knot wearing a big
white apron over his black wool slacks. Amanda, in black leggings, black long
sleeved T, and a black cardigan that came down to her knees, with sleeves so long
they nearly covered her hands. Of course her silver earrings and necklace and
the green hair falling over her eyes. Rumpled and looking weary, Myron showed
up right on time as Amanda set the table. And Knot’s current amour, the
congressman, in a business suit and tie, looked completely buttoned up,
Republican in fact, which it turned out he was. He busied himself with some CDs
he’d brought over. He’d designated himself DJ for the night. 


    Amanda squinted at the covers but couldn’t tell
what he was about to inflict on them. She hoped it wasn’t Broadway show tunes,
but from the looks of him, he’d probably brought Greatest Hits from Branson Missouri, Years One through Twenty inclusive. When she heard the unmistakable sound of
Miles Davis, her shoulders relaxed a bit. It could have been a whole lot worse.
Knot pranced up to the congressman, Leonard, and handed him a martini.


    “Dry as the Gobi,” he announced with a big
smile.


    Amanda was afraid he was going to kiss Leonard,
but he controlled himself and again her shoulders relaxed. She knew Foxy told
him no men while she was gone. Knot seemed to think that meant no “other” men
or extra men or whatever. He managed to skew reality to fit his needs at any
given moment. Myron sat solemnly on the couch, his eyes fixed on a painting of
flowers Foxy had hung over the faux fireplace. Amanda noted that his pants looked
as if they’d never been ironed. Leonard polished off the first martini and Knot
immediately replaced it with a second. After the fourth, Congressman whatever
his name was that Amanda couldn’t remember, began to unwind from his buttoned
up straitjacket and took off first his jacket and then his tie. On the fifth
martini, he unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. When the CD switched to
Brazilian sambas, he began to sway in the middle of the room as if he thought
he was a palm tree.


    Amanda couldn’t help giggling at him. To cover
this urge she wandered to the window and looked down at the street, her hand
over her mouth. Knot was making the last dinner preparations and the scents
arising from the kitchen made Amanda’s mouth water. She was thinking maybe she
should look into cooking school instead of college, or at least for a summer,
and then, as she was casually scanning the street below, she spotted a car that
looked exactly like Nick’s, front fender dent and all. There couldn’t have been
two old BMWs with that dent, and she looked more closely. It was parked under a
street light, and she could see someone sitting at the wheel. She had an urge
to run down and see if it was him. Instead she ran upstairs to her bedroom.


    “Amanda,” Knot called after her. “Where are you
going? We’re about to sit down to eat. Everything’s ready.”


    “Be right down,” she called back down the
stairs. She located her cell phone and shot Nick a short text. Where R U?
She watched the phone as she walked back downstairs slowly and, ding, he texted
her back. Outside yur apt.


    They exchanged two more texts and, by the time
she reached the kitchen to ask Knot if he needed any help serving, the front
bell rang.


    “We’re having one more for dinner,” Amanda told
Knot and pushed the buzzer to let Nick in. 


    For some reason, Nick’s arrival perked Myron
up. He acted like a host, introducing Nick to everyone and shepherding him
through the living room to the makeshift bar, where Nick asked for a ginger
ale.


    “So, you know each other from the school?” he
asked, although it was Myron’s way of making a statement.


    Nick nodded as he glanced around the room.


    “Nick’s a senior. I’m a junior.” Amanda wanted
Nick to feel comfortable, but at the same time she was dying to get him alone
to find out why he was lurking outside her house.


    “This is nice,” Nick told her. “A nice house. I
wish I lived in the city. So much more happening.”


    Myron’s head bobbed. “Nickel, a nice house is a
great gift. I know. I lived in some not so nice and nice is better. Oy, life
can throw some curving balls at you, and you have to get out of the vay fast
like a rocker.”


    Amanda couldn’t hold back a giggle this time.
“You mean a rocket?” she asked.


    “Eh, rocker, rocket, schmocket, it’s all going
by fast.” Myron frowned a little at his own confusion.


    “You’re so right, Mr. Standlish,” Congressman X
called out from his position mid-living room, where he’d just executed a rumba
step. “Fast and furious. I could barely keep up with the last campaign. So much
to do all the time. I have to serve my constituents, raise money for the next
election cycle, look at the bills on the floor, serve on committees. The minute
I turn around it’s time to run again. And those damned democrats never give us
a moment’s peace.” He looked over at Knot who was motioning everyone to the
table. “And here’s dinner. Do I have time for one more teeny meany martini?” he
asked Knot.


    “No more for you, sugar. Any more, and you’re
going to talk yourself right onto the nightly news. I made this gorgeous Coq au
Vin. Look at her. Isn’t she just luscious?”


    Congressman X, who was now completely loosened
up, quipped, “I love Coq, any way you cook it.” Then he laughed at his pun and
slapped his thigh.


    “I think we’d better get some food into you
before you do some real damage,” Knot said as they took their seats around the
table. Knot put Myron at the head and he sat at the opposite end with
Congressman X at his right and Amanda at his left next to Nick. At the empty
place he’d plugged in a warming tray for the food. The congressman stumbled
over his chair and almost fell. Amanda exchanged a wink with Nick and watched
to see if Myron would eat anything, something she’d never seen him do.


    “Such food,” said Myron. “A nice table, like I
never get to see.”


    “Don’t you cook for yourself?” Amanda asked.


    “Oy, at my age, it’s not so good to eat. Only
for special.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Three


    “I’m afraid to go home,” Nick said as he wiped the
table with a damp cloth. Amanda had offered to clean up the kitchen. Myron
thanked them for inviting him and said he had an engagement that he could not
put off, which gave Knot an excuse to “show” Leonard, the congressman, his
apartment downstairs. Amanda knew full well that he had not only seen it but had
probably been intimate in more than one way in just about every nook and cranny
of the place. She let it go though, because she wanted to find out what was
going on with Nick.


    “What happened?”


    “She’s going after my father. And he’s too weak
to fight her off.”


    “I don’t understand. I thought . . .” but she didn’t
want to say what she thought so she added, “Physically too weak?” She was
really confused. “Or what?”


    Nick sighed. He stood by the table holding the
cloth and staring at nothing, completely lost in his own thoughts. “I guess
both.”


    Amanda still didn’t know anything about Nick’s
family. “I mean, well, is your father sick or something?” She’d stacked the
dishwasher and washed the pans. All that was left were wine glasses and the
chocolate mousse. “Do you want to finish the mousse?” She was not at all sure
Nick was going to tell her much of anything.


    He picked up a clean spoon and tore through
first one remaining mousse and then the last one. “These are really good,” he
said, licking his lips. He seemed pensive for a few minutes and Amanda was
silent, loading the last two dishes and the spoon he just used into the
dishwasher. She waited and watched him as she squeezed out some creamy green
detergent. She shut the door and pushed the button. The thing started with a
soft whoosh.


    “Do you want to sit down in the living room?”
She started for the couch and then remembered the CDs Leonard brought. She
started Miles Davis over and sat with her legs curled under her, long black
sleeves hiding her hands. She grasped for something to say. “So. Leonard. He’s
. . . interesting, huh?”


    “Yeah. Kinda sketchy, in an in-the-closet sort
of way. But he seemed like an okay guy.”


    “Once Kuh-not got him toasted,” Amanda laughed.


    Nick sat down next to her. “Hey,” he started.
“I’m sorry about just showing up here. And for all the . . .” Every time he got
close to talking about the note, he hesitated. It was as if he wanted to tell
her the whole story but he just couldn’t. “For all the mess.” There. He’d summed
it up for himself and that was that.


    “If you won’t tell me, then maybe you could
tell your counselor at school. Is it something with your dad? I mean, if he’s sick and he
can’t help you.”


    “It’s not that he’s sick exactly,” Nick shook
his head slowly and Amanda had this urge to take his hand.


    She reached out and wound her fingers between
his and held his hand without saying anything. He turned to her with that look
he’d had on the bench the other day. He looked so miserable that she squeezed
his hand and he suddenly turned to her and leaned forward and planted a kiss on
her mouth. She was a little stunned, but he didn’t move so she didn’t either. He
lifted his other hand to her face and stroked it lightly and let it fall to her
neck. And then he released her hand and his hands cupped her face and he turned
to her so that now they were really kissing and it was no longer tentative but
searching, and a bit smoldering. He pressed against her and she let him. Before
she realized what she was doing, her arms were around him and they were leaning
back on the couch until she was lying on her back and he was lying on top of
her and they were still kissing. She lost track of time and stopped thinking.
Her body churned with feelings she’d only imagined and soon his hands were
moving from her face to her neck and under her sweater.


    All of a sudden he released her and stood up.
“Oh God, I’m sorry, Amanda. I’m so sorry. I should go. I
don’t want anything to happen. I’m really sorry.”


    He picked up his jacket and headed for the door
before Amanda even realized that things had shifted again. “No,” she blurted
out, “don’t go. You said you were afraid to go home. You can stay here tonight.
Really. It’s okay.”


    He turned as he slid his jacket on and zipped
it up. “Really? After that? I don’t think so. It’s not such a hot idea. I mean
I’d like to, you know I would. But look what happened. It wouldn’t be right.
And with your mom gone. No. I couldn’t. I’ll call you tomorrow.” And he walked
out the door and shut it softly behind him.


    On the stairs he met Knot coming back to Foxy’s
apartment.


    “Are you leaving already?” Knot’s eyes were
red. It was obvious he and Leonard had been drinking. “Leonard had to go, too.
Poor me. All alone on Friday night.” He shrugged one shoulder diffidently.
“Well, I did promised Foxy to be a good celibate baby sitter, so I’ll just have
to make the best of it. But I thought you’d stay and we could watch a movie or
something to pass the time.”


    “Sorry,” Nick told him. “I have to get home.”
He smiled weakly and took the stairs down two at a time. When he got in his car
and turned on the ignition he saw the other note, the one he’d tossed on the
dashboard before he drove into the city. He’d have to do something about this.
He was just not sure what.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Carter Edwards and Foxy Anders left the
Convention Center together. It was early; the sun was low in the sky but still
warmed the air. Carter gave his parking ticket to an attendant and they waited
in front of the four-story glass panels that reflected a line of royal palms
planted along the edge of the semicircular entryway. Bright magenta
bougainvillea bloomed in a long hedge and the soft late afternoon air made Foxy
feel almost giddy. Carter suggested they go into Palm Beach for a post-show
drink. He convinced Foxy she’d had a full day of work and deserved to kick
back. She didn’t need much convincing. When his silver Jag pulled up, Foxy felt
even happier. Although it was only a rental, she accepted anything expensive as
her due, and she slid into the leather seat easily. Off they went, into the
eight-lane road that led to one of three bridges that crossed the Intracoastal
Waterway to that thin strip known as Palm Beach. The water separated West Palm Beach from Palm Beach, but it was less like a physical separation and more like
entering a different dimension. On what was known locally as “the island,”
streets had names like Oleander, Brazilian, Primavera, and Seaspray.


    Carter suggested a little drive up and down the
island before heading for Ta-boo, the local hangout for the rich and decadent.
Of course Foxy had seen big houses before. She’d once lived in a big house. But
she’d never seen anything like these mansions or the walls surrounding them or
the outrageous wealth they represented.


    “Wow,” she breathed as they passed a three
story mansion. It was so big she couldn’t even tell where it ended. A Rolls
Royce and a Bentley were parked in the elegantly curved drive along with an
Aston Martin and a BMW, which in this company looked like a poor cousin. “How
many people live there?”


    “That’s just a winter house. It’s only occupied
about three months a year,” Carter told her nonchalantly.


    “How do you know?” she asked as she craned her
neck to get a glimpse behind the disappearing wall. She might as well not have
bothered, as the next house was equally impressive. The plantings were
meticulously maintained everywhere. High walls were covered with vines that had
been clipped and trained into intricate patterns. There were gigantic terra
cotta pots at either side of one entrance, pots large enough to themselves
house a family of four. And gates. Hand-carved cypress with huge arches and
latches that belonged in a fairytale full of giants. And the flowers.
Everywhere she looked blooms abounded.


    “Boy, it really pays to be rich, doesn’t it? I
wonder how all these people got so much money.” Foxy sat back as they cruised
along South Ocean Boulevard. The ocean to her right was a deep blue with short
choppy waves that burst into white foam as they reached shallow water. She
sighed. “I don’t know. This looks like a great way to live.”


    “Better than working isn’t it?” Carter mused,
and for the first time Foxy felt as if she was seeing the real Carter.


    “What do you do?” she asked him. It was a
standard question, innocent in its simplicity.


    “Oh, this and that,” he was vague enough for
Foxy to be intrigued and a little worried. After all, she really knew nothing
about him. Anyway, he surely couldn’t be after her money. She’d made it quite
clear that she was basically broke, paying off her husband’s debts, and running
an antique store – well, almost an antique store – to pay the bills. She was
wondering whether she should ask for more detail, when he said, “Basically I’m
living on interest.”


    “Oh, so you don’t have to work?”


    “Anyone who works has to work. I know very few
people who, given the choice and the chance, would choose work over so many
other pursuits that are so much more satisfying.” He pointed to a long wall
beyond which stood a solid, stucco-covered concrete house painted white, with a
huge curved driveway and what looked like two enormous house wings. “That woman
inherited eight hundred fifty million dollars when her husband died, and I’ve
heard he had it set up in such a way that she kept it all. She has two grown
daughters who hate each other. So she built that monstrosity with the express
purpose of giving each of them a separate house with hers in the middle. That
way neither sister ever has to come into contact with the other, even if
they’re here at the same time. It took three years to build, and when it was
finished the final cost – or so the word is on the island – was forty million.
That includes two pools, tennis court, servant house, landscaping, and an
elevator so she doesn’t have to walk one flight up – or down, presumably.”


    Foxy stared at the house as they passed. There
was nothing about it that appealed to her, but it was huge. They seemed to
drive and drive until they finally reached the end of the property. “I suppose
you’re right,” she said wistfully. “I wouldn’t have opened an antique store if
I hadn’t inherited the building and had to make a living. I never had to think
about money before this. Never. First my parents took care of all that and then
I thought my husband was taking care of it. It’s easy to believe you’re all set
and then find out you’re not. I’ve learned that. The hard way. I guess you took
care of everything for your wife.”


    Carter drove around a curve and the ocean was
hidden for a few minutes. At the end of the curve it came back into view. He said
nothing and they drove along close enough to the water that Foxy could see every
wave clearly.


    “This is the most expensive part of the
island,” he said. Indeed they drove past mansion after mansion, each more
spectacular than the last, each with its own particular take on opulence. There
were oversized lions atop pillars guarding driveway entrances, houses that had
archways that seemed to float, connecting main house to guest house. Except for
gardeners’ trucks, all Foxy saw were more Rolls and Bentleys and Mercedes and
even a Ferrari. “We’re heading into town now. Ta-boo is on Worth Avenue. You
know Worth Avenue?” he asked.


    “Isn’t that the shopping street?” Of course
Foxy’d heard of that.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Amanda heard the tapping before she was really
awake. She fumbled around for her clock, turned it, and saw it was only eight.
She blinked a couple of times and heard the tapping again, this time a little
louder, and then remembered that Myron had permission to look around for whatever
it was he thought might be hiding behind the walls. She sat up and focused. She
thought about texting Nick, wondered what happened when he went home. She
stretched and yawned like a cat. The tapping was closer now. She tossed on some
sweats, ran a comb through her hair, and bounded downstairs to the front door.


    When she opened it, there was Myron on the
steps just below her landing, his head cocked to one side like a robin
listening for a worm. Instead of a treasure locked inside a wall, he heard
Amanda’s door. He was startled and his foot slipped over the edge of the step
and he slid down – kaplunk kaplunk, one, two, three steps – until he landed on
his knees with his hands gripping a railing post.


    “Ach,” he grunted and looked up at Amanda. “I’m
all over my feet stepping.”


    “Are you okay?” Amanda stepped out onto the
landing to check him.


    He stood, brushed himself off a bit, and told
her, “It’s okey dokey for my tapping. Your Mama said so. A kind lady.”


    Amanda frowned. Foxy kind? She could think of a
lot of words to describe Foxy, but kind did not readily spring to mind. She left
her door open and leaned over the stairwell. “Mr. Standlish, what are you
looking for anyway?”


    “Anyvay? Vaht is this anyvay?”


    “It’s just an expression. But what are you
looking for? Maybe I can help you if you tell me what it is.”


    He looked up with confusion spreading across
his face like someone who had just felt in his pocket and realized his wallet
was gone. “Oy, for you, such a nice girl, you vouldn’t understand such things
as vaht I look for.” He glanced around as if checking for witnesses. Then he
added. “Anyvay. This is correct the vay I am using it?”


    “Sure,” Amanda tried to hide a smile. But failed.
It was okay though, as Myron seemed to think the smile was that of a teacher to
pupil who’d finally gotten a hard math problem. “But maybe if you give me a
hint.”


    “Him? Him who?” Now Myron was really confused.


    “No, a hint. You know, like a clue. I mean is
it animal, vegetable, or mineral?”


    “Ach. No you vouldn’t like vaht I vould be
telling you. Anyvay.” He smiled again. A crooked little smile and tapped at the
wall. He seemed to like using his new word.


    “Well, what are you listening for with all that
tapping?” Now Amanda was determined to find out what this was all about.


    “Never mind, a nice girl like you. It shouldn’t
be a burden to you like a sack of onions. Vehn I’m going to find it, then vill
all your vorries fade avay like a sunset in the sky. Now I have to be doing
more tapping to find the place I look for.”


    Amanda stood and watched him until it dawned on
her and she almost shouted. “I know what you’re looking for. It’s like a space
or something that’s hidden in this house, right?” She felt triumphant and danced
down a few steps to stand next to him. “That’s why you wanted the plans. You
think there’s a hidden room in here somewhere, don’t you? But what’s in the
room? What do you know? Tell me, please.” She was completely distracted by the
notion of finding something hidden in her own house. She had an urge to go and
blog about it. But later. She was so close to squeezing this out of him that
she continued. “You’re tapping for a hollow sound, right? Am I right?”


    Myron tapped the wall as he walked slowly down
the steps. “Yes, yes. I listen. I hear nothing. I go into the store next. You
vanna come, then who can stop you?”


    Amanda followed him as he tapped his way to the
ground floor and then along the wall that backed up to the store. When he
reached the back wall he tapped it up and down but heard nothing different.
Then he followed the wall that was under the staircase until he was standing
under the overhang of the first steps going up. Under the stairs, in front of
where he stood, the wall was flat. He tapped at it and he and Amanda both heard
a hollow sound.


    “That doesn’t sound the same,” Amanda said.


    “Oy, it’s only the stairvays up.”


    “Oh,” Amanda stood next to him. He smelled a
little like musty closet. The way her grandmother’s house smelled. She assumed
it was an old person smell. “But why is there a flat wall here when the bottom
of the staircase is at an angle?”


    “I should know such a thing? Vaht am I, an
engineer already?”


    He tapped around and then dropped his arm. He
looked tired.


    *****


    Amanda sat at the small desk in front of her
window. It faced the street and she glanced down every once in a while as she did
her own tapping.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (without The Foxtress)
she wrote.


    Sorry little blog, but I’ve been too busy to
post. I’m taking a breath right now. And not sure what’s going on. Am I the
only one who feels as if she’s living in another dimension? First there’s this
house. My mother is gone (but not forgotten).


    That little man is a riot. He didn’t hear
anything with all that tapping. But he says he needs to get into Knot’s
apartment. As if, right? There’s only one way Knot’s inviting anyone down there
and I don’t think Standlish is his type. Hahaha.


    We had quite the little chat while he was
tapping all over the place like a doctor listening to a rattly chest. Turns out
his name is not even Standlish. Get this . . . he gave himself that name
because he wanted to sound more American. What a riot. He gave himself the
wrong name. He meant Standish. Like Miles Standish. I told him, but he wasn’t
fazed at all. Just shrugged. I asked how he got a passport if that wasn’t his
real name, and he shrugged on that one, too. He just said – and I quote: “These
things are easy to do if you have connections.” I wonder what connections he
has. Doesn’t seem the power broker type to me.


    He did say something, though; He said he’s
running out of time. But he wouldn’t say about what or how much time he has
left. Now I’m worried that maybe he’s sick. That would be awful.


    I feel like texting Nick. But maybe I should
wait until he contacts me. I don’t know what to do. Foxy comes home tomorrow.
Knot says we should go out for dinner. I don’t know where. Maybe Nick can come
with us.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Six


    At Ta-boo, the waiter brought them Mojitos
garnished with lime wedges and sprigs of mint. They sipped through red straws
and smiled in the dark bar, which, so far, was almost empty. Soon it would fill
up with the early snowbirds. Ta-boo was the kind of place known to locals. Even
the super-rich needed a hangout. The season hadn’t begun yet, officially. After
Thanksgiving they’d arrive with their diamonds and chauffeurs and stylists.
They’d ply the shops on Worth Avenue and attend charity parties night after
excruciating night. Their photos would appear in the local society paper known
on the island as The Shiny Sheet. They’d be smiling, painfully thin,
dressed in the latest designer rags, jostling for position on the social ladder
by supporting only the chicest causes. They’d come from New York and Chicago and Minneapolis, Texas, and Washington, D.C. Some of them might one day appear at
Second Chances. But tonight none of that was on Foxy’s mind. Tonight she planned
to have the date of her life. Tonight it was Foxy who would place her hand on
Carter’s knee, giggle like a teen, flash her smile, while he would be more
reticent, guarded.


    “It will be sad to see you leave on Sunday,” said
Carter, as he motioned for a second round of Mojitos. The waiter snapped to
attention.


    “We do have tonight,” Foxy sipped her straw,
her lips caressing its tip. She wanted him to put his arm around her, to give
her some signal that the evening would go as she hoped. But she remembered
enough about the game not to seem eager. She sat back in her chair and closed
her eyes. “Ah, it would be fabulous to stay for a whole week. Not to have to
think about the store or the show or the dealers.” And then she had a
brainstorm. “Who bought all your antiques? Your wife?”


    “She had most of them when we met. She’d been a
collector for years. Actually,” he paused while the waiter replaced their
drinks with fresh ones, “that was only one of her collections. She was known
for her taste in all things. It was one of her most notable qualities.”


    “I suppose you miss her very much still,” Foxy
smiled a sad little smile to let him know how much sympathy she felt for his
situation.


    “Yes.” He played with the ice in his glass, not
looking Foxy in the eye. After stirring his drink briefly, he looked up and threw
her a smile. “But I think I’m getting over that now.” And he touched her
shoulder and moved closer to her and smiled that dazzling smile. Foxy felt
elated. She’d moved the conversation in just the right direction. She reached
up and placed her hand over his. As she slid her hand away, it was a kind of
caress. And then he added, “You’re the first woman who has really moved me in a
long time. Maybe it’s the connection with antiques.”


    This disturbed Foxy. Couldn’t he see her other
qualities? To feel something for her because she dealt in antiques seemed
rather paltry. “Is that all?” she asked and the minute it was out of her mouth
she realized it sounded as if she was fishing. “I mean . . .” she stumbled for
the first time and bit her lip.


    “Of course there are your other obvious
attributes,” he smiled and reached for her hand. kissed her palm, then moved
his index finger up to her pouting lip and brushed it free of her teeth. “Shall
we eat here? The food is good. Not great, but good. And they have a good
selection of wines. Yes?”


    Foxy nodded and they moved to a table.


    “Tell me about your daughter,” Carter said
after they ordered. Foxy would have preferred  he’d take her hand again, touch
her bottom lip again. There was little romance in discussing the problems of
mothering a teenaged girl. “And this house of yours. It’s so interesting that
you chose to solve your problems in this way.”


    “I had very few choices,” said Foxy. “You can’t
live on interest when there’s no capital.”


    “Oh, but you could have sold the house, no? And
then you would have had some money.”


    “Not enough to live on. And one still has to
live somewhere. Not like you, staying at Four Seasons all over the world. That
sounds like absolute heaven to me.”


    “You’d be surprised. It can get very lonely. I
rarely meet anyone. People in hotels tend to keep to themselves. And the women
who do approach are not often the kind I would want to know better. I’ve
decided that this may be my last stop. I like it here, and I do need to settle
somewhere.”


    Their first course arrived and they were busy
eating, discussing the food, approving the wine, exchanging pleasantries about
nothing in particular. Foxy enjoyed the meal but worried that she’d lost the
thread. After three glasses of wine she relaxed and stopped trying to control
the situation. Que serà, serà,
and all of that.


    As they waited for coffee, Carter brought up
Amanda again. “I truly admire you raising your daughter on your own. Do you
enjoy motherhood?”


    Foxy laughed out loud. “It just happened. When
I was very young. I never gave enjoyment a thought. My mother raised her for
the first four years while I went to college. And then, when I married, I took Amanda
back to live with us. He was not her father. He said he didn’t mind raising her
as his own, but I did all the work. Do you know what the life of a professional
athlete is like?”


    Carter shook his head. He was listening
carefully, though.


    “He was never home, and when he was, he might
as well have been in another house. Amanda has turned out all right, I think.
She and I are very different. She tolerates me. And I try to change her. We’re
stalemated. Do you have children?” This was an attempt to get back on track but
Foxy felt as if she’d lost her momentum and the evening might end with a
whimper.


    Carter shook his head and signaled to the
waiter for their check. When it arrived, Foxy said, “Let me pay at least for my
portion. I feel bad that you treated me at the hotel last night, too. It’s only
fair to let me pick up some.”


    Carter opened his wallet and pulled out an
American Express Platinum card and slid it into the leather sleeve for the
waiter. He leaned over to Foxy and ran his hand up her arm, which gave her a
chill down to her toes. “I wouldn’t think of it, cara mia,” he said softly,
close to her ear. “This is only our second date. We’re just getting
acquainted.” He brushed her cheek with his lips and they sat so close to each
other that Foxy could feel the heat from his body. His hand was now around the
back of her neck, fondling her skin, his fingers rifling strands of her hair.
All her misgivings about the evening faded, and she felt tingly. For a man who
claimed to be out of practice, Foxy felt he was doing pretty well.


    She happened to glance down at his open wallet
and there, staring up at her, was a picture of an older woman with elegantly wavy,
white, hair and blue eyes. A handsome woman – maybe seventy-five or eighty
years old, if Foxy had to take a guess. The photo neatly cropped just under a
diamond necklace the likes of which Foxy would cheerfully kill to have been
wearing herself. 


    “Oh,” she said, pointing to the photo, “is that
your . . .” the waiter arrived with the receipt at that moment and the end of
Foxy’s question – “mother?” – hung in the air with the last word unspoken.


    “My wife,” Carter finished it for her and took
the receipt, slipped it into the wallet, and shut it with a soft snap.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Knot suggested a Korean place on Eighteenth Street in the neighborhood. After all his raving about French food, Amanda was
surprised by this. She wondered what Koreans ate but thought maybe it was
better not to confront Knot about it. Unlike Foxy, who didn’t seem to realize
when Amanda was challenging her authority, Knot didn’t handle confrontation
well. Better to just get there and see what she could order, especially since
she wanted to invite Nick. Better not to throw too many things into the mixing
bowl at one time.


    “Of course you can invite that cute boy,” said
Knot. “When the Foxy’s away, as it were. God, I hope he didn’t stay over. If
you got pregnant on my watch Foxy would kill me.” He laughed at this and faked
a gun with his index finger and thumb at his temple. “By the way,” he drew out
the word wayyyy. “That man tapped all over the store today. He is absolutely
resolute. But I couldn’t get a thing out of him about what he’s looking for.
Did you?”


    Amanda shook her head. She considered telling
Knot her suspicions about Myron’s health but decided against it. What would
there be to gain from sharing her concern that Myron may be dying? Just
thinking this made her feel uncomfortable, like she knew something she
shouldn’t. Maybe that was why he had all that blood. Maybe he was giving
himself transfusions or something. Maybe that business card was just a cover
up. Her mind raced ahead with such thoughts. She couldn’t stop them now that
they’d begun. She wanted to leave the store, run up to her room and post it on
her blog. She needed to release this tension somehow. She felt as if she was
about to lose a grandfather.


    “What is the matter with you?” Knot broke the
spell. “You look like you’ve – for lack of a more enlightened phrase – seen a
ghost. I think you need to hike your fanny up those stairs and take a load off
before we go out. Call your boyfriend. Maybe that will make you feel better. It
always works for me when I get that way.”


    Amanda looked sideways at him. “What way?” She
wondered how he could tell she was getting herself into a state.


    “Just look at yourself,” Knot held up a silver
framed mirror with ornate carvings of birds and flowers around the glass. “Oh
my God, this thing weighs a ton. I have to raise the price on it just for sheer
heft.” He pulled off the price tag and rubbed out the glue spot, before rummaging
around in Foxy’s desk. This was a task all by itself. Foxy had no storage or
filing system. Knot could barely get the drawer open for all the stuff crammed
inside it. “Will you just look at this mess? Your mother,” he breathed
dramatically as if he was running, “should never be operating a business. She’s
a menace to commerce. If I had the money I would buy it from her, and
everything in it. But sadly, I never seem to have any money. And all the men I
attract never have any either. Leonard is another one. High position but
depends entirely on the kindness of lobbyists and other snakes. Ah here.” He
pulled out a sheet of price tags for smaller items.


    “Now in my humble opinion, you take everything
much too seriously. For instance, that boy. He’s cute, I grant you. But what is
going on with him? I mean why the long face all the time?” He stuck the price
tag on the mirror handle and held it up to Amanda’s face, but she looked away
so he put it down. 


    “What do you mean? You only met him once – last
night.” This seemed to Amanda a paltry amount of time to make a judgment about
anyone.


    “I could tell. Something is troubling that boy.
He has the look about him. Like he’s hiding something. Is it possible he’s in
the closet?” Knot pursed his lips and wagged his head flirtatiously.


    “No.” She blushed just thinking about the night
before. The amazing kiss. Even if it didn’t last as long as she would have liked.
“He’s not gay, Kuh-not. Why do all gay people think everyone else is closeted?
He has a lot on his mind, is all.” Amanda wished she knew exactly what was on
Nick’s mind. She also wished he would come back home with her tonight.


    “What for instance?”


    “I don’t know for sure. I think it’s something
about his father. Or maybe some friend of his father’s.” She hadn’t meant to
tell him any of this. But it felt better just to say it out loud.


    “What kind of a friend?” Knot asked. Now he was
pulling out the desk drawers and poking at file folders. “A male friend or a
female friend?”


    Amanda hesitated. Knot could take this and make
a real mess of it at dinner tonight. She had to cut the discussion off before
it went any farther. “I don’t know,” she said. “I do feel kind of tired. Can
you come upstairs when you close the store and wake me if I’m asleep?”


    *****


    Upstairs, Amanda pulled out her laptop.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (will things ever get
better?) she wrote.


    Worry. It’s a killer. I don’t know, but it
seems as if things have gotten worse. I wish I knew the answers to all the
things that are worrying me. I wish people would just tell me what’s happening.
But they won’t and they don’t and that makes me imagine things. I don’t see why
we have an imagination if it just makes us crazy. I think it would be better
just to go through life like a machine and not have emotions and imagination
and scary dreams and thoughts of all kinds of stuff going wrong. What good is
that anyway? Maybe if I could write a symphony or a novel or something, that
would be a good use of my imagination. But I can’t. Just this crazed out blog.
Hardly a great gift to the world. Sigh . . . when the only person who seems
normal is the gay guy who has no control at all over his life, you know you’re
in trouble. That’s me. My name is Amanda and I am in trouble. I just don’t know
what kind.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    “Where did you and your wife live?” Foxy asked
in the car. She wished the Worth Avenue stores were open, but all she could do
was ogle the window displays. She made a mental note to get Carter to bring her
back here. Before he had a chance to answer her first question she said, “Would
you be an absolute darling and bring me back here tomorrow morning? I don’t
have to be at the airport until three. And I would love to peek at a few things
in the stores.” Peek was a gross understatement. She’d really like to back a
truck up to each store and clean it out.


    “That would be my plan exactly.” Carter smiled
broadly and patted her knee. “I was hoping to buy you something wonderful.
Maybe at Ferragamo or perhaps . . . tell me do you like shoes?”


    Foxy giggled. She was a little drunk and a
little giddy and a little high on the promise of this new man. “Do I like
shoes? That’s like asking a tightrope walker if she likes heights.”


    Carter laughed with her. “Most of the stores
are open from noon to five on Sundays,” he told her. “Is that enough time for
you?”


    They rounded a corner and there was the ocean
right in front of them. “Let’s park and go down to the beach. Look at that moon
coming up.” He pulled into a spot along the sidewalk that ran parallel to the
downtown beach. He stopped but left the motor on. “Or we could walk on the
beach back at the hotel. Yes, maybe that would be better.” He pulled out onto
the road again. There was almost no traffic. The evening air was soft and the moon
was bright, illuminating the gentle rolls of surf. They drove in silence until
Foxy remembered her first question.


    “So, where did you live before . . .” she didn’t
want to say ‘before your wife died’ but that was the reality of it. She left it
alone and waited.


    “Before she died?” Carter finished it for her
again. “We lived in Madrid. And we had a cottage in Mallorca on the sea. It was
lovely, but all that is gone now.”


    “Madrid? But why Spain? I mean you’re American.
Was she Spanish?” Foxy felt a little foolish, but the Mojitos and then a bottle
of wine had loosened her tongue and she’d lost the control she had at the
beginning of the evening.


    “I am the Spaniard, at least on my mother’s
side. My father was the American, as was my wife. We are backwards, you might
say. She moved to my city. To accommodate me.”


    “Oh,” Foxy breathed and sank back against the
seat. She couldn’t look at the ocean any more. It was making her dizzy. Or was
that the wine? “So that’s why you said ‘cara mia,’ but isn’t that Italian? I
get it now. Did she move there for your work?” Foxy was really getting bold now,
rattling off every thought as it popped into her head. But the timing was bad,
as they’d just pulled around to the entrance of the Four Seasons.


    A uniformed attendant jumped to her door. She
stepped out, leading with one long, bare leg, the foot encased in the new lime
green pump. He reached out and took her arm to help steady her. Carter took
over in less than three seconds and, holding her around the waist, led her up
to the front door, which a doorman in uniform swung wide for them to enter. The
lobby was cool, the marble floor shiny, and the orchids in a giant vase on the
marble table stand like arrival sentries with their little faces smiling.
Carter led her toward the bar and they sat on stools where he ordered them two
glasses of cognac. He specified the brand – Remy Martin – and the snifters
arrived warm and inviting.


    “To you, Roxanne cara mia, for bringing me back
to life. So unexpected and so wonderful.” He cupped the glass in elegant hands
and clinked it lightly against hers. They drank the cognac in silence. Foxy felt
as if her head was floating. Her feet rested against the little barstool
footrest and one shoe slipped off by accident. Carter heard the soft thud when
it hit the floor. He leaned down and picked it up, slipped it on after first
holding her foot in his hand the way he held the cognac snifter.


    They finished their drinks; he signed the bill
and helped Foxy off her seat. Her neck felt wobbly and her head tilted back a
little. She shook her hair and smiled at Carter.


    “Come, we need some air. We’ll walk on the
beach a little.” He led her out of the bar and down the hall to the beach path.
At the top of the dune they could see the ocean all lit up with spotlights. He
took off his shoes and socks, reached down and helped Foxy out of her pumps.
The path over the dune went down to the soft sand and the breaking waves. The
air smelled of salt and sea. He wound his fingers through hers and they walked
away from the hotel lights toward the south where there was nothing but beach
and ocean. They walked in silence, Foxy leaned heavily on Carter for support.
The sand was cool between her toes. She had an urge to jump into the surf.


    “Is the water cold this time of year?” she asked.


    “I don’t think so. Shall we see?” Carter turned
them to the waves. He rolled up his pant legs and they walked to where the foam
broke on the shore.


    “Ooooh,” said Foxy. “It’s lovely.” She was
thinking if she were in her twenties she would take off her clothes and jump in
naked. But she was not in her twenties anymore, and she had to think straight.
But thinking straight and all the liquor didn’t seem to go together, and she
wanted to take off her clothes and jump in so badly, she was starting to unzip
her skirt when she felt his hand on hers.


    “Better not,” he cautioned and turned her
toward him. “Better to go back to the room and get suits on if you want to swim
now.”


    “Oh, pooh,” Foxy pouted, but she was in a way
relieved he’d stopped her. They walked farther down the beach and she remembered
he never answered her second question. “Did you live in Madrid for your work?”


    He reached up and stroked her hair. Then he
laughed. “You are so determined a little American, aren’t you? Come, we’ll go
back. You’ve had enough questions and answers for one night, I think.” But just
to ease her mind, he planted a long kiss on her lips as he held her close enough
that he could feel every curve of her still youthful, enticing body.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    It turned out to be normal food. Well semi-normal.
Barley tea was a new one for Amanda. The dumplings were good. Nick ate at least
a dozen. Knot was ecstatic. Throughout the whole meal he repeated how marvelous
everything was and how this was such a relief from Miso soup and those horrible
tempura dishes. He used the word relief eight times. After the first two,
Amanda counted. He asked for three kimchi recipes, and the waitress, probably a
daughter of the owner, looked at him as if he had a major screw loose, but she brought
back a food-stained piece of paper with some unintelligible scrawling on it and
Knot was happy. For dessert, Knot ordered them a rainbow rice cake that looked
so soft and pastel-colored that it could have wafted up, not from a stove, but
from a fairy tale.


    Nick was quiet, but then Nick was always quiet.
He laughed at Knot’s jokes and responded to questions in a general way.
Sometimes Amanda caught him glancing toward the restaurant door as if he was
expecting to see someone. She was getting a bit irked that he wouldn’t tell her
what was going on. Her mind conjured disturbing images of Nick in the arms of
some older, beautiful, hot woman. She tried to shake them loose, but every time
he glanced at the door, they began afresh and she couldn’t get them under
control. 


    After he had done this too many times for
Amanda to stand, she asked. “What are you looking for out there?”


    Knot picked up on this right away, probably
from the note of annoyance in Amanda’s voice. “Do you have a clandestine
appointment for later in the evening?” He sounded almost gleeful, as if he’d caught
Nick in a situation and he couldn’t wait to see how it would spin out of
control.


    Amanda shot him a look that said shut up, but
he ignored her.


    “Does Amanda have a rival for your affections?”
Now he was simply taunting both of them.


    Nick fidgeted in his chair. The meal was over.
The waitress brought the check and a little plastic bag tied with a loop at the
top. “Lainbow lice cake,” she said and smiled at Knot. After he signed the
credit card form and she left, all three of them burst out laughing and Knot
added, “Personally I adore lice cake. Whenever I eat cake made from insects I
always ask for lice cake first. It’s the tastiest, you know.”


    Nick seemed to have forgotten the awkward moment.
Amanda had definitely let it go. As they headed for the door with Amanda in the
lead, a woman appeared on the other side. She stood there in front of the door
looking in and Amanda, without thinking about it, assumed, the way anyone might,
that she was waiting for them to exit before she entered. The woman wore a
bright blue wool coat over dark slacks. A scarf was loosely wrapped around her
neck. Long dark curls that fell to her shoulders framed a beautiful face. The
thing Amanda noticed unconsciously were the very red lips that looked as if
they’d been slightly bruised, puffy in a way. She stood there without moving as
Amanda opened the door. And then, when she saw Nick, those lips opened slightly
and her tongue brushed over them. She blinked twice and Amanda noticed she had
very thick eyelashes and almost black eyes, glassy like marbles.


    Amanda passed her, but the woman’s eyes were
fixed on Nick and, as he walked through the door, he saw her for the first time
and stopped.


    “Nicky,” she breathed, throaty and intimate.
But not in the way of someone who meets a friend by accident. Not with any
surprise. It was more a reprimand. As if she thought Nick knew she’d been
waiting and she was calling him out on it.


    Now Amanda was upset again, and Knot sensed a
situation with possibilities for a scene. He let the door shut behind him and
walked up to the woman. Offering his hand, he said, “Hi. Knot Knudsen.
Pronounce the K’s, please. So sorry we just finished dinner or you could have
joined us. Any friend of Nick here, you know.” And he motioned to Nick as if to
pull him into this conversation.


    The woman took Knot’s hand, very slowly, as if
she was being extra careful. She gazed intently into his eyes and Knot got the
feeling she was trying to see inside him. “My, my,” he said. “You must have
been waiting out here forever. Your hand is like ice.” She withdrew her hand
slowly, adjusted her scarf so it was closer around her neck, all the while
staring into Knot’s eyes. He finally looked away and shrugged a little to Amanda.
It was not clear where they should go from here. No one spoke for a few seconds
until Nick said he had to run. He turned to go but the woman was by his side in
an instant. She hooked her arm into his and turned him away from Knot and
Amanda. By now Amanda was confused and very upset. The woman propelled Nick a
few steps, and Amanda could see he was trying to get free from her grip, but it
was no use. He turned his head back toward Amanda and the look on his face said:
“Help me.”


    Amanda found this weird and inexplicable. When
she walked a few steps behind them to catch up and try to free Nick, the woman
spun around, still clutching Nick’s arm. Her eyes narrowed and her red lips were
set in a hard grimace. She looked like a cat about to spit.


    “Nick?” Amanda said, as if to ask what he was
doing with this woman. “Do you want to come back to the house with us?”


    Nick started to speak, but before he could say
anything the woman stepped in front of Nick, facing Amanda, and said in a voice
so low Amanda could barely hear the words, “Nick has a date with his destiny.
Those who interfere can find themselves cast out into the cold with nowhere to
turn.” Amanda was stunned. She had no idea what this woman was talking about
and, where Amanda would be flippant with Foxy, this woman’s demeanor said quite
clearly that she would brook no back talk.


    With this the woman turned and walked briskly
down the street, her bright blue coat flapping a bit in the breeze, leaving
Nick standing in the middle of the sidewalk, silent and completely lost. For a
moment all three of them watched as the woman hailed a cab and stepped off the
curb to meet one that seemed to materialize out of nowhere. As her foot
disappeared inside and the door shut, Knot shook his head a bit like a little
excited froufrou dog and said, “Well, that was all very odd. And people tell me
my love life is out of control. Nick, my friend, you are about to ascend the
throne as ‘Prince of Predicaments.’”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty


    They walked back along the beach path to the
hotel, Carter’s arm firmly around her now, the arm of a lover. They were so
close they might as well be one person, steady, hugging, possessive and
possessed at the same time. Foxy giggled every time she stumbled and he had to
hold her tighter. Sometimes his hand brushed her breast. She liked this. Liked
the whole thing. The salt air, the half moon, the tumbling waves, the feel of
the cool sand on her feet, the scent of his after shave and something else,
perhaps just the scent of him. She flung her hair away from her face when the
breeze blew it in her eyes, and he nuzzled against its softness. Foxy had not
felt this way in years. Her marriage had lost its luster long ago. At that
moment she couldn’t think why. She was half drunk on Mojitos, wine, and cognac,
but she was also half drunk on the feeling of wanting a man’s body.


    Halfway up the wooden steps that scaled the
dune, Carter kissed her again. They lingered. It was almost too excruciatingly
pleasurable right there to go any further, but when they did break apart, there
was a new intensity to their stride. They walked fast as they approached the
hotel. They picked up their shoes and decided not to put them back on. The
halls were empty as they made their way back toward their wing. His room was
one floor below hers, but he pressed the button for hers. Foxy liked that he was
coming back to her room. She hoped he’d stay the whole night, hoped he’d be sad
to see her go the next day, hoped he’d follow her.


    “There’s a Four Seasons in Washington,” she said
suddenly and the elevator bumped to a stop. They left it behind, and with his
arm still firmly around her waist, they found her room. She fished in her small
evening bag for the electronic key and handed it to him. He slid it into the
slot. The green light flickered and Foxy pushed the door open. Carter put his
arms around her so that she was standing against the door, keeping it open.
They kissed again. She wanted to lead him into the room, but they stood there
against the door kissing, fondling, breathing each other.


    And then, unexpectedly, he pulled away. His
fingers touched her face tenderly as if she were a crying child that he was
trying to soothe. He stepped back and released his hold on her. Foxy blinked.
She was confused. Had something gone wrong? Should she not have mentioned the
hotel in Washington? He stroked her cheek once more and whispered, “Good night,
cara mia.”


    And he was gone. Walking down the hall to the
elevator. He did not turn back. Foxy wanted to cry. Wanted to run after him.
Wanted to know what she did. Her body was on fire but her mind was on stun. She
watched him disappear around the corner, and she felt a sense of déjà vue.
Maybe it was not her. Maybe there was something wrong with him. But she knew he
was attracted to her, how he responded to her body. She hadn’t forgotten what
that felt like. And she knew he wanted her. That he liked her and enjoyed her.
It was Carter who had pursued her. Carter who had suggested drinks and dinner.
Both times. No, she was sure it was nothing she’d done. But a nagging doubt hung
on, relentlessly digging into her.


    She let the door shut and went to the bed,
where they should have been together engaged in clothing removal and wonderful
caressing. If Foxy had been a drinking girl, she would have gone straight to the
minibar. Instead, she remembered Worth Avenue. He was going to take her
shopping. They were supposed to have a wonderful night of fabulous sex and then
a quick breakfast and early afternoon shopping. Maybe more sex before they
left. Oh, she was going to get him to buy her so many lovely, expensive things.
The names of stores they passed came back to her. Ferragamo. Saks. Gucci.
Bottega Veneta. Chanel. Armani. Hermes. Jimmy Choo. She ran through them one by
one, until she realized there was still sand on her feet and she should call
home and make sure Amanda was okay. She felt confident she would have heard if
anything was not okay. Still . . . mothers were supposed to call when they were
out of town. She wandered into the bathroom to wash off the sand, and it hit
her again like a slap that Carter had walked out on her twice. She just couldn’t
figure out why. But then there she was, beautiful – she stared at herself in
the full length mirror – obviously a woman any man would be proud to have on
his arm, and yet the men kept on leaving. First Amanda’s father. Then that
pigskin tosser. She wondered how many times he’d cheated on her and for how
long. Had it started right from the beginning? Did he just want to be able to
say he’d married a beauty queen? She sighed and sat on the edge of the big tub,
letting water run over her feet. She didn’t hear the phone ring. Nor see the
note as it was slipped under her door.


    Only after she was drying her feet and crying
softly to herself did she think about the picture of Carter’s wife. So that was
it. He liked older women. Really older. Foxy felt better. There was a phone in
the bathroom so she dialed her home number but no one answered. She left a
message for Amanda and thought maybe she should call her daughter’s cell. But
she just wanted to lie down. She’d call Amanda in the morning. She’d order room
service for breakfast and call her daughter and pack up her clothes and go back
home. Life would go on. With one more man in her past. One more disappointing
man who’d had so much promise.


    In the late morning, when the waiter knocked
with her room service tray, she saw the note on the floor just inside the door.
She picked it up, opened the door for the waiter, and read:


    “Cara mia, forgive me for abandoning you
tonight.” (So he wrote this last night, Foxy thought.)


    “This was the hardest thing I have ever had to
do. But it would not have been fair to you if I stayed. Forgive me for
encouraging something that it is not in my power to have. You are a wonderful,
beautiful woman, and nothing could make me sadder than to have to say goodbye.
But I must. Always, Carter.”


    Foxy tucked the note into her suitcase and ate
her breakfast. She puzzled over it as she finished packing, while she dressed,
as she made her way to the lobby to sort out the bill before heading to the airport.
There would be no shopping. Just this sad, sorry departure after what promised
to be a memorable weekend. She dragged her suitcase behind her with the
carry-on stacked atop the bigger one. With her purse slung over her shoulder, she
trudged ahead down the long marble hall toward the front desk and there,
standing by the big table with the giant vase of orchids, she saw Carter, his
arm held by an older woman who looked, from her designer clothes and the
diamonds in her ears and the bracelet around her wrist, very rich. She was much
shorter than Carter. And the way she was hanging onto him appeared possessive.
At least to Foxy.


    As she approached, Carter spotted her. He stepped
forward one step and the woman at his arm looked up at him. Foxy walked ever
closer, and she could see the pain on Carter’s face now. Or was it
embarrassment? And then she was within five feet of him. There was no way to
avoid it. She had to pass him to get to the desk.


    “Ah, Roxanne,” he said and turned to face her
directly, the woman turning with him as if they were one body, attached at the
arm. “Darling,” he said to the woman, “I want to introduce you to Roxanne
Anders.” He tried to extricate his arm from the woman’s. “And, may I introduce
you to my fiancée, Caroline Dexter-Ross.”


    Without disentangling her right arm from Carter’s,
she stuck out her left hand. It had an enormous diamond on the ring finger.
“How lovely to meet you.” Her words were clipped, slightly nasal, and decidedly
condescending in tone. “Carter has told me so much about you. It was good of
you to keep him occupied in my absence. He does get so irritable during our
momentary separations.” She briefly made contact with Foxy’s hand and then dropped
it. It wasn’t a hand shake. Just an extension of her left hand, more of a
formality. She wound her arm into Carter’s more firmly. “Carter, darling, we
must go to brunch. The Simons are waiting for us. Lovely to meet you, my dear.
You must come to the wedding. Carter make sure to send an invitation, will
you?” With that, she propelled Carter down the hall toward the restaurant.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-One


    It took until Amanda got up the stairs and into
her own room before she realized how angry she was. She popped open her laptop
and signed on to her blog. No more holding back, she figured. Now was the time
to really admit how she felt. About everything.


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (opened to her
last entry)


    Saturday, Foxy’s last day away (she began
a new post)


    She’ll be home tomorrow. I’m surprised to
say this, but I’ll be glad when she does get back. Knot’s okay I guess. He made
a good dinner last night. But his “friend” is kind of weird. Like he’s not
living his own life or something. And then there’s MY friend. Boy, today was
really strange. So what is going on anyway? I mean if he doesn’t want this
woman chasing around after him, why doesn’t he just tell her to get lost? I
don’t understand it at all. I don’t even want to know what’s happening anymore.


    No, that’s not really true. I do want to
know, but I’m afraid to find out what it is. I mean she’s so . . . bizarre. And
when she looked at me, it was so evil. Like she was threatening me or
something. You hear all kinds of stuff about kids disappearing and cults and
those sex freaks out there. But if she’s some kind of sex freak why would she
be so out in the open chasing Nick? Well, even if he calls me, I’m not going to
talk to him for one second unless he explains himself. What kind of a guy would
let some woman . . . I mean come on, she’s old, I mean really. At least 30 or
maybe even 35. OMG, Foxy’s 32! So why would a seventeen-year-old guy let some
woman like that chase after him?


    Maybe I should just text him and tell him to
call and tell me what’s up with that. I haven’t exactly asked for an explanation.
Not really. Just let him tell me what he wants. But I mean, it’s not up to me
to squeeze the truth out of him like toothpaste out of a tube or anything.


    One thing’s for sure − I’m not riding
to school with him on Monday. No way. I’d rather take the Metro and the bus,
even if it’s a pain and even if it means not seeing him anymore. Except at
school. He seemed like such a nice guy. I mean everyone says he is. I mean he’s
cute and I like him and all. But if you can’t trust a guy, then what can you
think? It’s like with Foxy. Married all those years and then finds out the
guy’s a loser. Not that I’m getting married, but you don’t want to spend all
this time with a guy and then find out something awful. But if he comes back
now and still wants me to – I mean if he’s still interested in me – well, he
has to come clean or no dice. NO DICE. For sure.


    I guess I still have some hope about all
this. But what if he’s using me in some way? Just how I don’t know. If he is,
then it’ll be better to end it here. Oh, my cell’s ringing.


    Amanda held it up to the light to see who was
calling, and it was Nick. She hesitated before answering it.


    “Hi,” he said and stopped. He waited, but
Amanda didn’t say anything because she didn’t know what to say. “I’m downstairs
outside your house,” he continued. “I need to talk to you.” He waited.


    Amanda was not sure what to say or do. Knot was
in the store. Myron was upstairs, she imagined, but she was not sure about
that. She felt a little tremor of fear, like she might have been putting
herself in harm’s way somehow if she let him into the house.


    “Amanda?” Nick said. His voice sounded faraway
and a little plaintive. She was confused and couldn’t understand how she could so
desperately want to see him and want to tell him to go to hell all at the same
time. She was pretty sure she didn’t want him to come in the house. What
happened the night before might happen again. And it might go too far and yet,
part of her would have loved to drop her defenses, let him in and see where
things go, no matter how far. She had almost no experience with boys. Not like
the other girls at school. Most of them talked about sex all the time. That had
been one of the reasons she’d kept to herself these past couple of years. It’d
been lonely. And sometimes she felt like an outcast. But she was thinking of
the future and what she wanted out of life.


    “I’ll come out and meet you,” she said finally
and grabbed her jacket and scarf.


    She saw him before she got out the door, standing
with his hands in his pockets and his collar turned up. The street light shone
on his hair and a light breeze blew it a little against his forehead. He paced
back and forth, five steps this way, five steps the other way, always keeping
in sight of Amanda’s doorway. When he saw her behind the glass window watching
him, he walked quickly over to the door to wait for her to open it. When they
made eye contact, he smiled a wan little smile and tilted his head to one side
like a puppy. Amanda thought once again how cute he was and remembered why she
fell for him in the beginning. All of a sudden she wanted to change her mind
and lead him back upstairs and sit with him on the couch and let him kiss her
again. She fought this feeling, remembered she was still angry, that he was
hiding something, that he’d been, if not exactly sneaking around with an older
woman, at least leading her on. She was afraid to find out the worst. The worst
would be that he was having sex with this woman. But Amanda couldn’t imagine
what else it could be. What would be less bad? She pushed open the door and
stepped outside the safety of her house.


    Nick immediately came to her side and tried to
put his arms around her, but she backed up.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked.


    “You’re kidding, right?” Amanda held up a hand
that implied not to mess with her.


    Nick looked down at the sidewalk. He shook his
head. “So you don’t want me to come in, right?”


    “Right,” said Amanda. “But we can walk to the
circle and talk over there. I guess you must have something to tell me.”


    “Yeah,” he said, but she could tell he was
reluctant.


    They walked in silence. At the light, when they
crossed he took her arm and she let him. After that he kept his arm hooked in
hers until they reached the park at the circle. He found an empty bench and
they sat beside each other, but Amanda made sure there was space between them.


    After a few minutes of silence with only
traffic sounds in the background, he asked, “Are you angry with me?”


    “You think?”


     “Why?”


    “Uh, you’re telling me you like me, but you’re
having sex with some woman who’s old enough to be . . .” Amanda didn’t know for
sure how old she was, so she stopped. “What is it with you?” Amanda saw no
reason to be cautious anymore. 


    “I’m not . . .” he sighed and looked around the
circle. “THAT’S not it,” Nick said and Amanda noticed he was blushing.


    “Then what is going on?” Amanda’s voice rose
with frustration. Were all guys so hard to get information out of, or was it
just Nick? “Just tell me what it is. If you’re not having sex with her then
nothing else could be as bad.”


    Nick was silent. He stared out at the people
walking along the paths crossing DuPont Circle. People going here and there,
shoppers, tourists, a group of nuns, a few vagrants. One of them searched
through a trash can. The fountain water gushed and ran over the edge of the big
bowl above the statues of – what are they anyway, nymphs, Greek gods and goddesses
– three people draped in robes and holding stuff.


    “Remember when we went to Rock Creek Park?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Remember we started to talk about that note?”


    “Yes. Was it from her?”


    He nodded. “She left it in my car. And this
afternoon, before I met you for dinner, she left another one.”


    “I don’t understand. If she’s bothering you,
why don’t you just tell her to get lost?”


    “This is really hard, Amanda.” He said her name
in such a way that Amanda immediately stopped talking. It was almost a
reprimand, as if she was a child and he was taking great pains to explain
something to her in a way that she could understand it. “I don’t think you can
really grasp my situation. I mean unless you’ve been in the same boat, you
can’t possibly. That woman . . .” He stopped again and took a deep breath.


    Amanda was getting exasperated. She impatiently
tapped her fingers on the bench and sniffed as if she needed more air in her
lungs. “That woman what?” she asked. Her tone was impertinent. She was tired of
all this talking without saying anything. She looked straight at Nick, who was
staring at his worn sneakers. Worn from miles and miles of running. Worn from
weather and pounding and scratching against sticks and rocks on the paths he
frequented in the mornings before the sun showed its golden face. He used to
run for practice. But that changed. Now he ran to get away.


    “She’s a vampire.” He said it flatly. He could have
been saying, “That’s a Chevy,” while pointing to a car. But his voice was so
devoid of emotion that Amanda assumed he was just stalling again.


    Furious, she jumped up from the bench. “That’s
it. I gave you more than one chance to be honest with me. That is really it.”
She took off down the path that led as directly to her street as possible. She
almost ran. But outrunning Nick was impossible, and he was by her side in a few
seconds.


    “It’s true. She is. I’m telling you the truth.”
He was pleading and she kept walking fast, her head down to hide the angry
tears that were streaming down her face.


    “Just leave me alone,” she said and brushed his
hand away as he tried to hold her back. She rushed forward, broke into a run,
reached the street just as the light changed to green, and ran across to the
opposite side. Nick stayed right with her.


    “Amanda, please listen to me. It’s true. That’s
why she keeps following me.”


    “Oh for God’s sake. What do you take me for
anyway? I may be naïve about a lot of things. You may have chosen me because
you thought you could get away with stuff you couldn’t with other girls. Okay.
I get that. But at least be honest enough to tell me the truth. I never want to
see you again.” She ran up to her house and pulled out her key but Nick was still
by her side.


    “But that is the truth. I swear it is.”


    Amanda unlocked the door. She turned to look at
him one more time. Tears had run black mascara lines down her face. She blinked
a few times and shook her head. “I really thought you liked me. I really did –
I thought you liked me as much as I liked you.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Two


    Myron awakened to the sound of rain pattering
against his window. It was not yet a driving rain, but it was a steady November
wash, forewarning snow to come soon enough. He looked up at the clock ticking
away on the kitchen wall and he tossed off the heavy blanket he used to dispel
the chill when he slept. At other times, there was no way to warm himself. He
had known this for so long, yet sometimes, when he was among others, especially
younger ones like Amanda and her friend Nick, he almost recalled a time in the
distant past when he, too, was full of the warmth of life. But those times had
receded so far back into memory that today, in times that were so different
from what was once his prime of life, he could barely see himself like the ones
around him. And he was filled with a kind of loathing. Not of them, but of
himself and those like him. And yet. There was the mission he had undertaken
for so many, many years. He was close. So close he could feel it. At least in
the way he was able to feel. If he had to describe that feeling to someone, say
someone like the Anders woman, such a nice kind lady, so generous, yes, if he
had to describe this feeling to her, what would he say about it?


    He could not point to a place on his person
where he actually could feel. And if he had to tell her about his emotions, he
would have a hard time there, as well. He could tell her only of a kind of
rushing sensation. Yes, that would be almost close enough. A sensation like
rushing water in a stream. Always flowing in one direction, always moving
toward the open water. Yes, he nodded to himself, Myron would be like the
stream joining the river. It was inevitable. Like the tide and the waxing and
waning of the moon. He was a force, and the feeling he had was the push of that
force.


    He stood slowly on wobbly legs. He had not
walked in two days. Not since he enrobed himself inside the blanket in the bed
that now seemed stifling. It got that way after so much sleep. It became a
burden. The river within him forced him up and out. And when it did, when he felt
it was time to make his rounds, he was sick inside, sick with himself and with
his mission. He went to the refrigerator and opened the door slowly. His hand was
cold, the skin pale. Inside, the trays were empty, and Myron knew he must
return to the world.


    As he walked past the laptop open on the
kitchen counter, he touched it and the screen came to life. There was the house
plan as he’d left it. Except for the garden apartment, he had tapped and tapped
throughout the house, but to no conclusion. He was sure he had the right house.
As sure as he was of anything he had ever known. And yet this house refused to
give up its secret. He had to find another way. Time was running away fast. He
donned his coat and hat, picked up the small Igloo cooler, and walked clumsily
down the stairs, for he was weak and felt it most acutely in the legs.


    As he reached the small lobby, there was Foxy,
all out of breath, with suitcases and a sun-kissed face. Her hair was a bit straggly
from the rain, and she was struggling to hold the door open and pull her bags
in at the same time. Myron reached out and pulled the door for her.


    “What . . . am I, not a gentleman?” he queried
as she fell forward a little and steadied herself as she dragged her bags into
the hallway.


    “Oh, Mr. Standlish. Thank you. It’s so cold and
nasty. What I wouldn’t give to be back on that beach in the sun.”


    She let go the bag handles and fluffed out her
hair. She looked even better with a little sun color on her face. She blinked a
few times. A few droplets of rain appeared on her eyelashes.


    “So, a nice trip it vas?” Myron inquired
politely. He needed to be on his way. His hand was still on the door, holding
it open a little.


    “Yes,” Foxy nodded, but there was something in
her eyes that looked unhappy, and Myron noticed right away. “Yes, it was a very
good trip. Bought all the antiques we need. Very good prices, too. The dealers
were hungry. I don’t know why they have that show so early, before everyone’s
really there for the season. Oh well, better for me, right? Not much of a day
for a picnic.” She nodded toward the cooler he held in one hand.


    Myron studied her closely. Now he realized it
was not sadness he was seeing but a kind of defeat. He sensed this but said
nothing, only nodded and before he walked outside into the rain, he said, “Just
a little shopping to do, so I vouldn’t starve.”


    “Odd little man,” Foxy said to herself and
collected the mail Amanda had not picked up.


    She trudged up the stairs bumping her smaller
bag behind her step by step. Inside the apartment, she called out, “Amanda.”
When there was no answer, she glanced around. Everything was clean and tidy.
She thought how lucky she was to have a daughter like Amanda and that she
should say so more often. “Amanda!” she called out again, louder. And then heard
a door open and there was her daughter on the stairs, coming down from her
room, looking preoccupied and a little rumpled, as if she’d been lying in bed.


    “You’re home,” Amanda stopped on the bottom
step. She ran her fingers through her hair. The black and green dyes had grown
out, showing her medium brown roots. Foxy had almost forgotten that her
daughter didn’t have black hair, that underneath that extreme look was just a
teenager trying to hide.


    “Yes. And I need help getting my bag up the
stairs. I thought Knot was going to stay with you. Where is he?”


    “I’ll get your bag,” Amanda stepped down and
walked past her mother. But Foxy held out an arm and stopped her. She held her
daughter by the arms and pulled her close. “I missed you, honey lamb,” she said
softly. It didn’t sound at all like Foxy. It sounded to Amanda like someone
else’s mother, but she didn’t know whose. “Next time maybe you can come with
me. Would you like that?” She pulled back and studied her daughter’s face.


    Amanda was more than perplexed now. She had no
idea how to answer this new Foxy. The old Foxy, she knew what to say to her.
Something like: “If we can afford the trip AND your shopping.” Instead she just
nodded. She even managed a brief smile.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Three


    It was a bleak Monday morning and a short
school week because of Thanksgiving. Amanda got off at the Metro stop to meet
the bus that would take her to school. She didn’t want to ride with Nick
anymore. Didn’t even want to see him but couldn’t stop thinking about him.
Yesterday she’d wanted to talk to Foxy about him but couldn’t bring herself to
do it. It was hard to talk to your mother when you’d always thought of her as a
screwed-up older sister. Even if she could have talked to Foxy, she wouldn’t have
known what to say. “I thought I had a boyfriend and then he dumped me because
he’s screwing around with some older woman, but he won’t admit it and says
she’s a vampire?” Well, yeah, she was a vampire. Any woman her age who wrote
love notes to a high school boy was a vampire. Duh-uh.


    Amanda trudged up the long Metro steps. Her backpack
felt particularly heavy. And her feet moved like a camel’s in deep sand. She
reached the top and the gray light of day seemed bright after the fluorescent
lights underground. She started down the street toward the bus stop, watching
her own feet taking one step, then another. Halfway to the bus stop, she saw
another pair of feet directly in front of hers, facing her. She knew those
sneakers.


    “You’ve got to listen to me.” Nick said it
softly but with determination. “Get in the car.” He took her by the arm and
walked her to the passenger door. He almost shoved her in. She resisted but in
a passive way. He shut the door, and while he was walking to the other side,
Amanda could have jumped out and run, if she’d really wanted to. She could have
done that. But she didn’t.


    They sat in silence. He didn’t start the car.
“We’re going to be late for school.” Amanda looked at her watch. “I have study
hall first period.” She didn’t know why she told him that. She should have said
she had to be in a class. Now he knew it didn’t matter if they got to school on
time.


    “I have Spanish,” he said. “But I’m getting an
A, so it doesn’t matter if I’m late.”


    They didn’t speak again until Nick said, “It’s
true. What I told you. I know it sounds crazy and insane like some really,
really stupid movie. I know it does. But it’s true. She’s . . . you know . . .
a vampire.”


    “Why are you doing this?” Amanda sniffled a
little, like a hurt child. “You can drop me. I don’t really care anyway. Just
drop me and let’s go about our separate lives. You don’t have to make up stupid
stories just to dump me.”


    “Amanda,” and now he was almost yelling with
frustration, “I’m telling you it’s true. Look.” And then his hands rose to the
collar of his leather jacket and he opened it and pulled one side down a
little. He twisted his neck around and slid closer to her in the seat. “See
this?”


    Amanda examined where he was pointing at the
right side of his neck. There was a small bruise and what looked like two tiny
pin pricks, almost as if he had gotten two shots there.


    “What happened?” Amanda still didn’t get it.
She thought maybe he’d been sick and the doctor had to do some sort of skin
test on him.


    “She did that.” Nick’s voice was dull then.
He’d told her the beginning. He still had to explain the rest. “Now if I tell
you the whole thing, will you listen and not keep saying I’m trying to dump
you? It’s just the opposite. I need you.”


    Amanda’s head felt light. Her heart thumped a
little and she felt slightly dizzy. He wasn’t trying to dump her. He wanted to
confide in her. He did like her. It was so confusing when the thing you feared
the most and you thought was happening turned out not to be happening at all
and something else was. It was wonderful and breathtaking. It made her feel
elated and happy and like she wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. But
then there was this other thing. The thing he was trying to tell her. And she
had to listen and sort it out. She turned to him and he was watching her
intently so she nodded and kept quiet. Nick took a deep breath.


    “It started like this,” he began. “Remember
when you said I should tell my parents because they’re normal. You know, not
like Foxy, you said. Well, mine aren’t normal either. That is, my father’s
pretty sick. My mother left us when I was ten. She went kind of crazy and said
she couldn’t live this kind of life or something like that, and she went out to
 California to live on a commune somewhere up near Oregon. At least I think
that’s where she went. I don’t really know for sure. We never heard from her
again. And when I was fourteen my father developed this heart condition. He
can’t do much, and the doctors can’t do much for it. They talked about a heart
transplant, but he’s not a good candidate for that either, because of his
valves. So he’s home all the time and he has to eat a special diet and
everything.” He took a breath as if this was hard for him to talk about, which
Amanda thought it must be, but then he went on.


    “So one day a couple of months ago – maybe
right after school started this year – this woman shows up at the door. She
says she and her sisters have rented the house at the end of the block. Well,
that sounded normal, because that house has been for sale for over two years
and it’s dark and kind of a mess outside. And she said she was a nurse and she
heard from someone in the neighborhood that Dad was ill and asked if we needed
any help. Just like that. She said just as a neighborly thing, because Dad must
be alone so much with me in school and no one to take care of him. So Dad said
okay, and she started coming over a few times a week while I was away at
school. And Dad seemed happy with this, and he seemed to like her. She was
nice. And she’s pretty, so that cheered Dad up a lot. You know, to be fussed
over by a pretty woman.” Nick shrugged and stopped talking. He seemed to be
considering what to say next.


    “And then another day I came home after
running, and she was still there. And she’d made some tea. She said Dad was
taking a nap and that he was really tired that day for some reason. So she
offered me some of the tea and I didn’t want to be, you know, not polite, so I
drank it. It was really good, I remember. Sweet and kind of spicy. Not like
normal tea. Good, you know? And I must have gone to sleep, because when I
realized I was on the couch and lying down, it was already dark outside and she
was gone and the tea cups and everything were all cleaned up and Dad was still
in his room asleep, too. So I didn’t think anything about it.”


    “Was something in the tea?” Amanda asked.


    “That’s the thing,” Nick continued. “At the
time I didn’t realize anything was wrong. And for a long time I didn’t think
about it at all. About a month later I found these two marks on my neck when I
was getting ready for school. I just happened to see them in the mirror. And I
didn’t know what they were. They were bigger then, and the bruise was bluer. It’s
fading now. So I ignored it, and then one day there was a note in my car. That
was before the one you found.” Nick held up his hand and said, “I know you took
it by accident. I didn’t even know it was there. I mean, she had written to me
before. I threw the first note away and told my Dad I didn’t think it was a good
idea to let her come around anymore. He wanted to know why, and I just told him
I thought we should get a nurse from an agency if he wanted a nurse. He’s
really weak, so he doesn’t argue about anything. So that’s what we did. And
when the woman came by again, I told her we had hired a regular nurse and
thanked her and told her we didn’t need her help anymore.”


    “Was she upset?” Amanda asked.


    “Holy shit, was she upset,” it was the first
time Nick had raised his voice. He clenched his fists and frowned. “That’s when
she told me what she was. And her sisters. And why she wanted to get into my
house.”


    “So she just said, ‘I’m a vampire’ and you
believed her? She’s a freak, sure, but she could have made those marks with
anything. She’s probably read too many vampire books and she’s trying to – I
don’t know – live them herself or something.”


    “Not exactly. There’s more.”


    “What?”


    Nick took off his jacket and unbuttoned his
right shirt sleeve. “I didn’t believe her, and I told her so. Before I could do
anything else, she grabbed my arm and did this.” He turned his arm over,
revealing two marks nearly identical to the ones on his neck. The pin pricks were
scabbed over. Amanda touched them lightly.


    “Really?”


    “Really.”


    “Did it hurt?”


    He shook his head, then buttoned up the cuff of
his shirt again, as if he’d been stripped naked and was embarrassed. They sat
in silence.


     Finally, Amanda spoke. “Truthfully, I still
think she’s just a freak. A very scary freak.”


    Nick nodded. “I know.” Then he laughed. “She
says they’ve lost their master and need a new one – evidently I’m the guy.
Something about power and nourishment. About needing to turn me, whatever that
means.”


    “They? There are more of them?”


    “I told you – she lives with her sisters. Mimi,
Miranda, Melissa, and . . . I can’t remember the other . . .” he was about to
give up when he remembered. “Millicent. The other one is Millicent.”


    “And what was her name again? This freaky
biter?”


    “Mariah.”


    “Maybe you should call the police.”


    “And tell them a vampire . . .”


    “Freak . . .”


    “Or vampire wannabe is after me? I don’t think
so. Mostly, I just want you to believe me. You do now, right?”


    “Absolutely. I believe you’re being stalked by
a coven of crazy ladies, and you need to stay the hell away from them.”


    “It’s not that easy. They’re . . . captivating.
They’re all beautiful, and they seem to have this power.” He shook his head as
if he was trying to rid his mind of this power they had over him. He took
Amanda’s hand and looked her in the eyes. “Please. I really need you. There
isn’t anyone else for me to talk to. Will you help me?”


    Amanda was convinced that Nick really was in
trouble, but also sure he’d called this one wrong. “I’ll do anything you need,”
she said. But she couldn’t help thinking that if there were such things as
vampires, and if they could turn Nick, maybe he could live forever. And then
she quickly thought, it wouldn’t be life, would it? It would be something else.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Four


    “So?” Knot stared at Foxy intently. “I can tell
something happened. You can’t hide anything on that face. Come on. Give.”


    Foxy shrugged and ruffled some papers on her
desk. The gray sky and chilly weather had her feeling lonesome and nostalgic
for the beach and the sun. 


    “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” she asked
Knot.


    “Oh Lord, how I hate, hate, hate the holidays.
You know my family,” he emphasized the word to draw it out with a mixture of
disdain and incredulity, “well, they are a totally lost cause. But totally.
They never have been able to accept who I am. It’s such a shame too, because I
do really like them. I mean except that they’re a bunch of prejudiced, backward-thinking,
rigidly religious, politically conservative, suburban Scandinavian rubes.”


    “Sounds like you’re terribly fond of them,
Kuh-not. Except for those minor reservations you have.”


    “I know, right? But alas, I am giving you an
accurate description. Still they are my clan.” He sighed. “So, needless to say,
I am at sixes and sevens for Thanksgiving this year, same as last. And Leonard
has to go home to his district and play the dutiful hubby-father role. Can you
imagine? At least I’m out there.”


    “Yes, you are,” Foxy smiled to herself. Being
around Knot cheered her up. “We can all have Thanksgiving together here, if you
like. You cook, of course.”


    “And invite your boarder from up la stairs?”


    “Mr. Standlish? Do you think he does
Thanksgiving?” Foxy was skeptical that Myron even knew what American holidays were.
“He doesn’t seem exactly tuned into American customs.”


    Knot shrugged. “No harm in asking. It’s a
terrible holiday to be alone, don’t you think? See that is exactly my problem
with Congressman X – can you believe it, he won’t even let me say his name in
public. In private he’s all about ‘Call me by my title. It sounds so sexy.’ I
mean he is a doll, don’t get me wrong, but I do wish I could be with someone I
could really be with. Know what I mean? Of course you do. That’s why we bonded
like superglue the moment our eyes met.”


    Foxy giggled. It was good to know someone whose
love life was more precarious than her own. “Maybe next time you could look for
someone who doesn’t require a cloak and dagger for dating?” she asked.


    “Don’t I wish,” he said. “But I always seem to
be drawn to the ones who aren’t really available. Anyway they always seem to
get my blood going. It’s sad. Tragic almost. But what about you, La Fox? I saw
that look on your face. Spill.”


    Foxy didn’t want to talk about what had happened.
She felt stupid for not spotting an obvious problem, although, from all
indications, she couldn’t possibly have known that Carter was engaged. And to
an older woman. A really older woman. But she figured she should have picked up
on something when he said the photo was of his dead wife. She should have
questioned him more deeply. But he had controlled the conversation most of the
time. And she had let him. Or anyway, by drinking so much and letting herself
get swept away by the warm breezes and soft sand she had let herself be
controlled. It had been fun, though. If only it could have lasted a little
longer. And if only he hadn’t been so good-looking. She could forget him much
easier if he had been paunchy and obvious. Oh well, if he had been like that
she never would have gone out with him. Such was the way, she thought. The good-looking
ones were always trouble. She allowed herself a brief fantasy about him calling
her and saying he had to see her again. But the fantasy faded like a snowflake
in the sun and she said to Knot, “Well, I did buy all the pieces you listed for
me. That went very well. And we got good prices.”


    “Oh, fabulous.” Knot clapped his hands. “When
do they arrive?”


    “Not for three weeks. A week before Christmas.
I know it’s late, but it’s the best I could do.”


    “That is late,” Knot sat down on a leather
ottoman that went with a Moroccan chest inlaid with copper stamping and
beading. “I was hoping we’d get them for the Christmas rush.”


    “Do people buy antiques as Christmas presents?”
Foxy asked.


    “Honey, I can sell these pieces any time of the
year and any day of the week. Did you take pictures?”


    “Yes,” she said. “I can have prints made up.”


    “Oh, never mind that. I want the digitals. I’ll
start posting them online and emailing them around. We can really go viral. We
could extend our reach and bring in much more business.”


    Knot’s excitement almost made Foxy forget her
sadness over Carter, until Knot started in again.


    “I know there’s something else, Foxy girl. You
may as well unburden yourself, because you’re carrying a real shoulder full of
woe.” He turned to her and wagged his finger, and at that moment he caught Foxy
at a vulnerable point when she just couldn’t get the whole thing out of her
mind. She faltered, hesitated, looked down at her shoes and then at Knot’s
black tassel loafers. She wondered just how many pairs of shoes he did have and
she opened her mouth to deny everything, and what came out was not a word, not
really a sentence, more of a muffled cry that she couldn’t stop. Tears welled
up in her eyes and she began to shake. Knot rushed over and took her in his
arms and patted her back and said, “There there. Tell Kuh-not all about it. Did
you get yourself entangled in something horribly ugly? He didn’t beat you, did
he? Oh Fox, what happened?”


    Now Foxy sobbed openly. She leaned against him
and laid her head on his shoulder and sobbed and sobbed. Pretty soon she was
heaving like a crying child trying to get enough breath for the next sob, and
Knot patted her and held her until she finally pushed away to get some tissue
to wipe her nose and eyes.


    “Oh, those bastards,” Knot said to the room in
general. “They just tear our hearts out. As God is my witness, I hope I never
fall in love again.” His Scarlett O’Hara was flawless.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Five


    A light snow powdered the city on Thanksgiving
Day, and The Farmer’s Almanac predicted at least one heavy snowfall in
December. Everyone walked around grumbling about the weather but at the same
time wishing for a white Christmas. Amanda woke up late after dreaming about
Nick and a dark house with women wandering from room to room looking for
someone they couldn’t find anywhere. The house seemed endless in the dream,
with hallways leading to more rooms and dark corridors and stairs that went to
doorways that opened and then slammed shut. One of those slamming doors woke
Amanda, and the dream seemed real for a few seconds until she saw, in the space
between the shade and the window sill, light snow falling outside her window.
She padded over in her slippers to raise the shade higher so she could see how
much had fallen. Streets and sidewalks blanketed in white powder had
transformed the neighborhood into a kind of old-world post card version of
itself. To Amanda it looked romantic and sad at the same time. She thought
about Nick alone in the house with his sick father. And those women down the
street plotting ways to get to him. She shivered. It all gave her the creeps.
At the same time it was kind of fascinating, and she wanted to see them all.
She knew this was foolhardy and probably dangerous. And definitely not helpful
to Nick.


    Her laptop was open on the corner of her small
desk, a leftover from middle school that she and Foxy had never upgraded to fit
her now, so she mainly used it as a catchall for books and papers, and other
stuff she was not using. 


    Amanda’s Life in Hell Holiday Style (she
wrote)


    Can’t believe I slept so late. Bad dreams
this morning. Worried about Nick.


    Foxy “invited” Knot to Thanksgiving dinner.
Oh, right. So he would cook it. I think he’s already started. The house smells
like something’s cooking. He’s kind of a lonely person even though he has all
those parties and everything in his apartment, and he’s always out at night if
he doesn’t have a gang down there. I guess you can be lonely in a crowd. Maybe
Foxy’s lonely, too. At least we’ll have a good meal and not Chinese takeout
like we had last year.


    I asked Nick if he wanted to come to our
house to eat. I said he could bring his father, but he says his father’s too
weak to leave the house. Nick brings home Thanksgiving dinner from Boston Market. That’s really funny. But this isn’t an ad or anything. Anyway I don’t know
who reads my blog. No one ever comments, so maybe it’s just me and my little
old lonesome blog. I hope I never see that weird woman again. I think I had
nightmares about her and her sisters. I wonder what they look like. Nick says
they’re all beautiful. Oh oh, Foxy’s coming up.


    Amanda shut her laptop just as Foxy opened her
door.


    “Rise and shine sleeping beauty,” Foxy looked
at the bed and saw Amanda was not in it. She scanned the room until she saw her
daughter sitting at the little desk. “Oh my God, that’s so cute. Just like when
you were little and would sit there and make up stories about animals and
butterflies. Remember?”


    “I remember, Foxy. I remember everything. When
is dinner?”


    “Not for hours yet. Knot’s just making a
pumpkin pie. That man can cook like a dream.” Foxy wandered around the room
picking up clothes tossed here and there – black of course – placing shoes in
the bottom of the closet, tugging at the bed sheets to straighten them,
plumping a pillow. Amanda watched with amusement. Foxy never came in her room
or straightened up. Foxy herself was notoriously disorganized except when it
concerned her clothes, hair, and makeup. This morning she looked stylish in
Ralph Lauren cords, a man-style button-down shirt, and a ribbed cashmere
sweater vest. Cole Haan loafers finished her off, and her hair was neatly
coiffed with soft curls that floated off her face. Amanda couldn’t help
admiring her own mother’s looks. Not that she would have wanted that for
herself. But Foxy was a treat for the eyes.


    Foxy came full circle back to the little desk
and stood staring down at her seated daughter. Silence filled the space between
them, but Amanda waited. It seemed Foxy had something on her mind this morning,
and Amanda prepared herself mentally for a diatribe against the way she dressed
and how she colored her hair. Amanda had noticed her roots showing through more
every day. She’d stalled at applying a new rinse to cover the growth. She didn’t
understand exactly why she was stalling. She’d been using a rinse for two
years. All of a sudden she was thinking maybe she should take it out and let
her hair go natural. It would be easy. It was only a rinse. They had products
that could strip it away. So far the decision was to do nothing, but the more
her hair grew, the more pressure she felt to make a choice.


    “Amanda, dear,” Foxy started, and Amanda
flinched. The “dear” carried more weight than the usual lead-in from Foxy.
Whatever she had to say would require real control on Amanda’s part. “I
understand that while I was away . . .” Her voice trailed off, but Amanda didn’t
jump into the breach. Foxy glanced from Amanda to the desk to the window to the
bed. She walked over and sat down on the corner of it, so that the bed sagged a
little. She crossed her leg and studied her nails. “I understand . . . that is,
I’ve been told . . . I mean . . .” She stopped again. 


    Amanda wanted to yell: “Spit it out, Foxy.” But
she remained silent. She was not going to help her mother, no matter what.


    “What I mean is. . .” She stopped again and
Amanda felt a groan inside. She was sure Foxy was about to have “the talk,” and
she dreaded this more than anything else Foxy could have been cooking up.


    “I heard it from Knot. And he swore me not to
say anything. He only told me because I’m your mother, and he thought I should
know. I mean really you ought to discuss these things with me. I am your mother
and I do have experience that you don’t and, well, you just should talk to me.”
She stopped and stood and walked to the window. Amanda hoped that was it. But
Foxy didn’t leave the room. Not yet. She was waiting for Amanda to offer something,
but Amanda had no idea what she wanted her to say. Amanda was on the verge of
asking what Knot told her when Foxy swirled around and faced Amanda.


    “It seems you have a boyfriend.” Hands on hips,
pout on face, Foxy acted as if she’d been lied to by her daughter. “And that he
came to the house in my absence. What do you have to say to that, young lady?”
Now that Foxy had gotten to the point, she’d worked herself up into quite a
lather.


    “Nothing,” Amanda said.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Six


    Thanksgiving. The name said it all, but the
small group sitting at this Thanksgiving feast did not exactly reflect an
atmosphere of thanks or giving. The snow had turned to sleet. It clicked
against windows and transformed the outside world into a candy land of
glittering streets, tree branches, sidewalks, cars, statues, and street lamps.
Nothing moved. Everything had an iced coating, so that looking outside from a
window it seemed like a candy city, something created by a confectioner for a
winter window display. By mid afternoon, tree limbs heavy with snow and ice began
to crack under the weight. Snapping like pretzels all over the city, crashing
to the streets below, ice splintered off like a thousand shards of glass. Just
outside the city, power lines bowed to breaking, while trees leaned until they
collapsed onto already weak lines. Sparks flew. Electric current to houses cut
off suddenly, and emergency crews fanned out across the region with lights
flashing orange and chains kachinking along iced-over roads. Earlier, Myron hadn’t
answered Foxy’s knock at his door. Either he had gone out or was not interested
in socializing. 


    So it was just the threesome for the late
afternoon meal. Between Amanda and Foxy there was still a wall of unspoken
words. Knot bustled around the kitchen, which was separated from the dining
area by a gray-speckled granite counter. He placed all the utensils and plates
on it for Amanda who’d been designated the holiday table setter. She walked
between counter and table as if in a fog, her mind elsewhere. She set the
table, arranged the serving bowls for Knot, but didn’t speak. Knot wasn’t one to
abide a silent room for long.


    “Why so glum, Miz Amanda?” He sounded like a
camp counselor, and he was wearing a big white apron that said Chief Gobbler
across the chest, with a picture of a turkey wearing a feathered headdress and
holding a huge baster.


    Amanda didn’t even tease him about it. Instead she
glared at him, but he was busy food processing boiled yams and didn’t see the
look. She wondered if she should say anything about him spilling the beans to
Foxy but decided against it. For now anyway. She plunked three plates on the
table and wandered to the window to look out at the crystalline landscape. She
almost hoped to see Nick standing there, but she knew that was ridiculous
because of the weather and his responsibilities at home, especially today. She
felt a strange mixture of worry and excitement, which was hard to sort out and
even more difficult to explain to herself.


    “Oh, come on now,” Knot said from the kitchen.
It was a big open space that encompassed kitchen, dining, and living rooms all
in one. Being an old house that was built to stay cool in the hot summers, its ceilings
were high. When it was originally built, the kitchen would have been outside
behind the house. But it had gone through many renovations over the years, this
incarnation by the gay couple who had sold it to Foxy’s ex’s business manager
being the last. “Give us a little sign that you’re not going to stay angry all
through this incredible meal.”


    Amanda looked up at him, and this time he was
actually watching her. He smiled and waved an oven mitted hand at her. “A
little smile won’t kill you. My Lord, I’ve never seen you act so teenagery
before. What is it?”


    Amanda couldn’t stand it any longer, and she broke
her silence. “You told.” She said it flatly.


    “Told? Me? I don’t have any idea what you’re
talking about.” He turned back to the yams and spread them in a square glass
oven dish before sprinkling brown sugar over them and then pecan halves and
more brown sugar. “Oh yum. This is going to be so good. Come on over here and
I’ll show you how to make a fabulous cranberry bread. No rise. Very simple. And
elegant when it comes out all crusty.”


    Amanda walked slowly over to stand next to him.
He put an arm around her and gave her a little hug. “I really do know what
you’re talking about.”


    “I know you do,” she told him and pulled away.
“I thought I could trust you. You’re supposed to be the one who has so many
secrets.”


    “Moi?” Mock surprise spread across his face.
“Look, sweet pea, I had to tell your mother. You and she must talk. She’s very
down in the dumps over something that happened in Palm Beach. And I can tell
your young man is in some sort of – shall we say – situation? You just are not
old enough to handle everything by yourself. I know you think La Fox is a big child,
but she’s not. And you are. So share with her. I’m just saying.”


    Amanda watched him mix flour and baking powder
and sugar and milk and add cranberries and mix up a big lump in a wide china
bowl. He pushed it around and kneaded it a little and then formed it into a round
ball. He placed this on a cookie sheet and pushed down on it to form a round
loaf. He brushed it with some milk and then sprinkled it with brown sugar and
popped it into the smaller oven above the one where the turkey was roasting.
Amanda couldn’t help but admire his efficiency and confidence in the kitchen.


    “Why didn’t you become a chef?” she asked.


    “Oh,” he sighed. “My daddy wanted me to be a
lawyer like him. That was before I came out. After that he just gave up on me.
I was never encouraged to do any of the things I liked or was good at. He made
me play baseball. Can you imagine?” Knot waved a hand in the air as if he was
brushing away a fly. “I’m not sure I would be any good at this as a profession,
anyway. It’s a lot harder than it seems.”


    “I’m thinking about going to culinary school
instead of college,” Amanda said and was surprised that she’d shared this with
him, especially after what he’d done.


    “All I can say is, tell Foxy about it. She
really does worry about you. She wants you to be happy.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Seven


    On her walk to the Metro every day, Amanda
passed a small French clothing store called Chouette. For some reason,
in the first week of December, a sunny day with a clear, blue sky above, she
stopped at the window and peered at the display. The clothes were pinned from
strings pulled taut so that they looked as if they were stretched, but in a
cute way, kind of like an art installation. There was a flowered silk dress
with a ruffle down the front and long sleeves, with smaller ruffles at the
wrists. Next to the dress, slouched onto a mannequin’s head, a red angora hat
pulled to one side of the mannequin’s blank face caught Amanda’s eye. Around
the mannequin’s throat, a matching scarf had been wound around once and then
pulled to one side and pinned to a line as if it was blowing in a fake wind.
The mannequin had no arms, which interested Amanda. She imagined how the red
boots Foxy bought her would fit with the hat and scarf. The whole look of the
window was cute and a bit playful, yet also sexy, as if whatever you would wear
out of there would make you irresistible.


    Amanda realized she’d been staring for too long,
and the shop wasn’t open yet anyway, so she hurried on to catch her train and
meet Nick. At least she hoped he’d be there. She hadn’t heard from him over the
holiday. She worried about that. She thought about Foxy. About talking to Foxy,
confiding in her. She wondered what would happen if she did. She wondered for
the whole train ride and while she was walking up the steps to the street. She
looked around, but Nick’s car was not there. So she continued to the bus, and
now she was really worried. Her mind started playing games. What if he told her
too much and now he was embarrassed. What if she said too much and he was sorry
he’d told her. What if that woman, Mariah, got to him again. What if, what if,
what if. It was endless and led her in a big mental circle.


    She didn’t see him all day. It was a big high
school. There had been other days when she hadn’t seen him. It was not all that
unusual. But today it felt different. She saw one of his track teammates coming
out of the cafeteria. It was unlike Amanda to talk to someone she didn’t know,
but she mustered her courage and approached him.


    “Hi, Kevin?” she said it loud enough for him to
hear but tried to keep her voice low enough so she didn’t attract attention.
School was like a village where everybody was always into everyone else’s
business. No one was exempt.


    “Yeah,” Kevin looked up and saw her standing
there, hands hidden by her long black sleeves.


    “I’m Amanda,” she was losing courage every
second.


    “Yeah. I know who you are. You’re going out
with Nick.”


    Amanda blinked a couple of times. This was news
to her. Big news. So Nick had told other guys about her.


    “Well,” she said, “we’re not really going out.
I mean, you know . . .” her voice trailed off.


    “Nick told me you are.” Kevin waved at someone
down the hall and Amanda felt she’d better ask her question quickly.


    “Is he in school today?”


    “Nick?” Kevin asked as if she might have been
talking about someone else.


    “Yes. Is he?”


    “Naw, he stayed home today. His father’s sick,
and he has to take him to the hospital or something. Someone’s there helping
him. Some woman from down the street or something like that. A nurse I think.
Hey, I gotta run to class.” 


    He jogged off down the hall, and Amanda stood
there in shock. She pulled her cell phone out of her backpack and dialed Nick’s
number, but it went straight to voicemail. She texted him and watched for an
answer, but nothing came back. Now she was frantic. She had to do something.
She thought maybe she should go to Nick’s house and knock and see what was
going on. But she didn’t even know where he lived, and she didn’t have a car.
She would have had to ask someone to drive her. And she had two more classes,
and then she was supposed to go to Spanish club. Her stomach felt as if a horse
had kicked her. 


    The rest of her school day went by in a blur
and then, just as she was about to leave the building to head for the bus, she
got a text from Nick.


    @ hspitl dad sik im ok tho


    And that was all. She texted him back right
away but heard no more. She decided to make herself forget about it, but by the
time she arrived home she realized that was going to be impossible. She had
planned to make tacos for her dinner, but Foxy had come up from the store
early.


    “I wish you had a normal job,” Amanda told her.
She was preparing the fixings for the tacos, cooking the meat in a frying pan
and heating the shells in the toaster oven. She had shredded the lettuce and put
out a bowl of salsa and another of grated cheddar cheese.


    “What do you mean normal?” Foxy was surprised
by this all of a sudden. “I’m doing what I can do. Who do you think would hire
me for anything? I have no training except how to walk down a runway in three
inch heels without falling on my face. Not much call for that in the job market,
is there? Besides, we’re doing really well with the store. And when we get
those pieces from the Florida show, we’ll have a great December. You have
nothing to complain about.”


    “It’s so lame,” Amanda said. She felt like
crying. She hadn’t heard a word from Nick. She stirred the meat and watched it
sizzle. “I’m going to culinary school instead of college.” It was not a
request. It was a statement of fact.


    “Good idea,” Foxy said it without any hint of
the disappointment Amanda expected.


    “Really? You don’t mind?” she asked. It’s the
first time all day she’s come out of her funk.


    “Of course not. You should do something you
love. And you seem to love cooking. I wish I could cook but . . .” Foxy spread
her arms as if she felt she’d been dropped in an alien environment with no
coping skills whatsoever. “I may as well have been brought up by wolves.”


    Amanda giggled. Suddenly she felt lighter.
“Foxy,” she said tentatively.


    Foxy looked at her daughter almost as if she was
seeing her for the first time, which was ridiculous since they’d been living
together for so long. But in a way, Foxy was seeing her with fresh eyes. At
least she was sensing Amanda as her own person, separate from Foxy, with her
own needs and hopes and fears. Foxy had never thought about this before. She
was suddenly overwhelmed by the love she felt for her daughter and wanted to
reach out to hug her but at the same time realized this would not help Amanda
with whatever was burdening her.


    “Yes?” was all she said.


    “What would you do if someone you really cared
about was in trouble, and you didn’t have any idea how to help them?”


    Instead of jumping right in at that moment,
which was what Foxy would normally have done, she thought before telling her
daughter, “Sometimes there’s nothing you can actively do to help someone else.
Sometimes they just need you to listen. But you can be there, ready to help if
they ask. You can show you care by including that person in your life somehow.
For instance, you could ask him to come over for a meal and just hang out with
you. That’s something you can do.”


    *****


    Amanda’s Life in Hell (she wrote)


    This new Foxy will take some getting used
to. I don’t know what’s going on. With Foxy or with me. But I like it, I think.
Maybe I should let Foxy off the hook. Anyway, some of the time. She still needs
a lasso once in a while.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Eight


    Nick missed a whole week of school. He came by
to meet with his teachers and the school counselor. They gave him his
assignments and the counselor listened to him talk about how sick his father was
and how he was going to be in the hospital for at least a week, and then he may
have to be moved to a nursing home for a while. The counselor nodded understandingly,
asked Nick how he felt about everything that was happening, and Nick answered
with what he assumed the counselor wanted to hear. His father had been sick for
a few years. Nick had come to accept it. He didn’t tell the counselor about the
women down the street. No school counselor could possibly have jumped on that
bus.


    Nick emailed Amanda the whole story but said
nothing about Mariah or the others. Amanda didn’t ask, either. She was afraid
she’d scare Nick away, and she wanted him to trust her. He accepted her
invitation to Sunday brunch but said it had to wait until the next weekend –
the second weekend in December. Amanda said they could watch a game, too. He said
that’d be cool. He called her one night during the week. It was a surprise. Amanda
was already in bed, just falling asleep, when her cell phone buzzed. She reached
for it blindly but felt instinctively that it must have been him.


    “Amanda?” he sounded tense. “You there?”


    “Yes,” her voice sounded muffled, sleep-tinged.


    “Did I wake you up?”


    “Sort of. What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.”


    “So you called me at . . . what time is it
anyway?”


    “Twelve-thirty. Yeah I’m sorry. It’s late; I
should go.”


    Amanda sat up in bed and plumped her pillow
behind her back. “No, no. It’s okay. I’m awake.” Now she really was awake. All
the worry flooded back. She rubbed her right eye. Nick didn’t say anything and
Amanda waited. When he didn’t say anything else, she asked, “How’s your dad?”


    “Bad.”


    “What’s going to happen?”


    “Well, the docs say he has to stay where he is until
they get him stabilized, and then he can be moved to a nursing facility until
he’s strong enough to come home. It sucks.”


    “What are you doing at home? I mean you’re all
alone.”


    “That sucks, too. I got so used to taking care
of him. It feels like someone cut a hole in the house and there’s all this cold
air rushing through it. Also, because I’m not eighteen yet, they’re sending
family services to check up on me twice a week. If Dad doesn’t come home this
week, they say I can’t stay here alone.”


    “What does that mean, really? I mean, do you
have a relative or someone who can stay with you?”


    Nick laughed, but it was not a fun laugh. It was
a nervous cynical laugh, and he stopped abruptly.


    “What’s that about?” Amanda asked, but she had
a suspicion.


    “You-know-who keeps coming around. And now
she’s sending Mimi every day to ask if I need anything. It’s creepy how
beautiful Mimi is. I mean she looks so normal. Maybe she would be, if she could
get away from the others. She’s really nice to talk to. She’s very understanding.”


    Amanda sat up straighter. Her heart started to
throb. She felt it in her temples and her neck, like a rabbit’s foot was
thumping against her from under her skin. 


    “Understanding?” she repeated it as if she
might not have heard him right. “You’re letting her into your house?”


    “No. Nothing like that. We just stand outside
in the yard and talk. I mean this has been really tough for me. This week. You
know? And I can’t be calling you all the time, and she’s right there,
practically next door.”


    Amanda sucked in air that turned into a small
gasp. She got out of bed and walked to the window. The street was empty. Street
lights glowed a soft yellow-white light. “Suppose,” she offered, “that Foxy
invited you to move in here until your dad comes home. Would that be okay with
family services? I mean we’re not related, but Foxy is an adult and we do go to
school together.”


    Nick was silent and Amanda thought she’d
overstepped some line. She was already feeling stupid and young and like an
idiot when Nick said, softly, “You would do that?”


    “Sure. We have a pull-out couch in the den, and
there’s an extra bathroom next to the living room. I mean Foxy wouldn’t mind. I
don’t think. I can ask her anyway. If you want me to.” She waited to hear
Nick’s response, but he didn’t say a thing and then, very softly, she heard him
sob. It was just a sharp intake but she knew that sound. She’d sobbed silently
when she didn’t want anyone to know, and she recognized how that sounded and felt.
She didn’t let Nick know. She waited. Tomorrow she’d talk to Foxy. But she
already knew it would be all right. She knew, for the first time since she
started to grow up, that Foxy did want what was best for her and that she did
care what happened. She may have had a strange way of showing it. She may have been
thoughtless and self-involved and narcissistic. She may have had different
values from her daughter, and she may not have made all the right choices in
her life. But she loved her daughter, in her way, in her time. And Amanda could
depend on that. She knew that now.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Forty-Nine


    On her way home from school Amanda stopped at
the window of Chouette to look at the display again. It had changed a
little. Now there was a black wool pencil skirt and black leggings stretched
below the red angora scarf and hat. And a black-and-red-striped boat neck top
with long sleeves that had been pulled out to look as if they were almost
dancing. Amanda stood in front of the window just staring inside. And then a
small woman with curly brown hair motioned for her to come inside. She smiled
invitingly and nodded when Amanda looked surprised. Amanda shrugged a little
and pushed the door open. She was carrying her backpack over one shoulder.


    “Bonjour,” said the petite French woman.
“Welcome to Chouette.” She pronounced it shweht and it sounded so nice
to Amanda, who was wondering how you said it and what it meant. “You were
looking for something particular?”


    Amanda thought how Knot would like to hear this
woman talk. Maybe she’d tell him to walk in one day. “I, um, I was just looking
at the hat in the window.”


    “Oh yes. A very pretty hat. For a pretty girl.
No?” The woman stepped up into the window display and took the hat off the
mannequin’s head. “You like to try it?”


    “I don’t know,” Amanda hesitated, thinking it
would look stupid on her.


    “I tell you what,” said the little woman with
the heavy French accent. “You are so pretty a girl. This hat and the scarf
would be perfect for you with your coloring. But I think the hair is too dark.
Not altogether right for this look. You go down the street to Pierre’s.” She went
to the window and pointed toward Du Pont Circle. “See over there?”


    Amanda nodded.


    “You go see Pierre and ask him to give you a
little bob. A soft bob. And then you come back and try the hat. You will see.
It is perfect for you with a bob.”


    “Pierre?” Amanda asked.


    “C’est ça. Exactly. Pierre. He will know what
to do for you. He is wonderful. And then you come back to me and we will make
you look just the way you are dreaming of. A pretty girl. You want that, no?”


    “I guess,” Amanda said and slowly made her way
back outside. She was a bit confused now, not sure what she wanted or who she was
anymore. She caught sight of her reflection in the store window and saw the
discrepancy between the red angora slouch hat and her own green striped black
hair. She had beautiful flawless skin and wide brown eyes. Her cheeks were high
and flat and her chin was well defined above a slender neck. She marched toward
  Pierre’s salon determined to make a clean break with her past. In the back of
her mind she heard Nick’s voice saying “how beautiful Mimi is, how beautiful
Mimi is, how beautiful Mimi is” like the refrain from a song. She couldn’t get
it to stop. She marched more determined than ever in the direction of Pierre, convinced this was the only way to get that noise out of her head.


    “First we have to get rid of all the black,” said
  Pierre. He leaned over her shoulder and looked at her reflection in the
mirror. She was seated in a swivel chair with a stainless steel foot rest and
covered in a green plastic cloth snapped around the neck. “And the green, too.”
He frowned at her face in the mirror. Amanda could almost hear Foxy’s voice all
that past year harping at her and now, here she was ready to do just what she
had sworn she would never do.


    “I’m ready,” she told Pierre.


    “Good.” He rubbed his hands together. “First to
the washing sink, and then we’ll see if we need to add back your natural
color.”


    It all seemed to go fast. Before Amanda had a
chance to see herself in a mirror, Pierre was clipping at her hair with
enthusiasm and chattering like a wren. He blow dried  it and styled it a little
bit and whirled her around in the chair so she could see the result.


    “Oh!” she almost shouted. “It’s just like in
those makeover shows on TV. I love it. I just love it.” She jumped up and gave Pierre a hug, then turned to stare at herself. She fluffed her light brown hair and watched
it fall effortlessly back into place.


    “No girl is prettier than you,” Pierre said and pulled off the plastic cape from around her neck. “And now, please, buy
the new clothes to match the hair. And no more black around the eyes. Such
pretty eyes. Need just a little touch of pale color. No heavy lines anymore.
OK?”


    She pumped his hand, nodded in agreement, and couldn’t
help but look at herself in every mirror as she walked to the desk to pay. On
the way back to the store, she glanced at store windows and had trouble meshing
what she saw with what she still felt inside. But that was changing and, before
she went back to the store, she ran to her house to get the red boots. She wanted
the whole outfit to look just perfect.


    When she re-entered the store, the French woman
fussed over her and showed her how to wear the clothes. Amanda bought them all.
The pencil skirt and leggings, the striped boat neck top, hat, scarf. The woman
even sold her a pair of gold earrings – well, not real gold, but gold plated –
stars that hung from a little chain at each ear lobe.


    Amanda left wearing her new outfit. She carried
her old clothes in a shopping bag and wondered what she was going to do with her
other old clothes and whether this transition would be permanent or simply a
whim of the moment. Although she never stopped at Second Chances on her way
home from school, today was different.


    She saw Foxy and Knot through the window, and
she pushed open the door. The little bell tinkled, and Knot was the first one
to look up and spot her. At first he didn’t know who she was. He walked toward
her, thinking it was a customer coming in just before closing, which sometimes
happened. People stopped in after work. Maybe they’d seen something when they
were in a hurry that morning, and they’d made a mental note to look more
closely later. Or maybe they just wanted to unwind after a day at work, and
wandering among antiques was soothing for them. Whatever their reasons, Knot found
that late in the day on weekdays and after lunch on weekends were the best
times to sell. So he barreled forward toward Amanda until he reached a velvet
chair and petit point footstool someone’s grandmother had stitched long ago and
stopped short, his mouth a gaping O.


    “Oh my God,” he said. His hands shot out in
front of him as if he was waiting for a toy poodle to leap into his arms. “Look
at you.”


    Amanda grinned and dropped her backpack and the
shopping bag on the floor. She pulled off the red hat, patted her hair and
ruffled it a little. She was still getting used to the way it felt. It was so
fluffy. “It’s me,” she said and grinned.


    Foxy walked slowly to the front of the store.
She was cautious, amazed. “Amanda? Manda Bear?”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty


    “I know kids today start having sex very young,
but you’ll have some rules in place during your boyfriend’s stay here.” Foxy
dropped two folded sheets on the pullout couch in the den. She’d already
freshened the towels in the bathroom and plumped a pillow. All of a sudden she
was Harriet Homemaker.


    “Foxy,” Amanda used her old familiar tone of
forbearance with her mother. “Nick is not my boyfriend. And we are not having
sex.”


    “Well, you can’t help your urges. God knows I
couldn’t help mine. Now I suppose you know how to protect yourself. I didn’t,
but then my mother never talked to me about sex. When I got pregnant, she just
said, ‘See, the good Lord doesn’t want you going off to some college and
learning a lot of stuff no lady ever needed to learn to get by.’” She bustled
around the small room. It was obvious she was looking forward to seeing Amanda
and Nick together. “Poor boy. It’s just awful what he must be going through.
What about his mother? Did you tell me? Are they divorced?”


    “I don’t know if they’re divorced or not. And no,
I didn’t tell you about her before. And no, it’s none of your business where
she is. And please, please, Foxy, don’t call Nick my boyfriend. It would embarrass
him, and it would mortify me.” She watched Foxy until there was nothing left
for her to fuss over and she stood in the middle of the room, then Amanda asked,
“Did Grandma really say that?”


    “Of course she did. Do you think I could make
something like that up? Why do you think I became a beauty queen? It was
expected of me. In our circle, it’s what you did.”


    All at once Amanda saw her mother in a new way,
and she realized that opening the antique store was actually a very brave move
for Foxy. She put her arms around her mother and gave her a long hug. “Oh, baby
girl,” said Foxy. “We’re going to be all right. Really we are.”


    “Foxy,” Amanda whispered to her mother, “I want
to ask you something.”


    “Yes?” Her mother leaned back and looked at
Amanda’s face. She cupped her cheek in her hand and said, “You look so
wonderful. I never would have guessed what was under that green hair. Ask me
anything.”


    “Do you think there are such things as
vampires?”


    Foxy stepped back, caught off balance. Then she
laughed. “Oh, please. I guess the sex talk is over, huh? Honey, people think
all kinds of things exist. UFOs, vampires, ghosts, past lives. It’s all nonsense,
but people want to believe in such things. They need to. I guess because their
everyday lives are so humdrum. Or something. Maybe it’s because there’s so much
we don’t know. I mean they keep on discovering galaxies and planets. The
universe just goes on and on with no end. Who knows what’s out there? It may be
something scarier than anything we could dream up, and who wants to face that?
I suppose anything is possible, but vampires? It’s Hollywood stuff, that’s
all.”


    Foxy didn’t ask why Amanda wanted to know. And
Amanda didn’t say any more about it. Instead she asked, “Foxy, how can you tell
when it’s okay to trust a guy?”


    Foxy took a deep breath and sat down on the
pullout couch next to the pile of sheets. She ran her hand over the top,
smoothing out the few wrinkles over and over.


    “Well,” she said, “it’s like this.” She stopped,
unsure how much to say on this subject. Then she sat up straighter, squared her
shoulders, and said, “I met a man when I was in Florida.”


    “You did?” For some reason this amazed Amanda.
She thought of her mother as done. Completely done with men. But the fact was,
Foxy was still a young woman and Amanda had to adjust the way she saw her.


    “Yes. The very first day. It was all very
surprising. I wasn’t looking, you know. And he was so handsome and charming and
interested in me. It was really wonderful, and I felt like I’d come alive again
after . . . well you know after . . .”


    “After Pigskin Pete?”


    Foxy nodded, a sad little nod. “Precisely. I
spent ten years of my life with that man, and I never really knew him.”


    “Maybe he changed during that time,” said
Amanda. “Maybe he was a nice guy in the beginning and then he changed.”


    “Then that would mean that I did something
wrong. Or didn’t do something I should have. Or just wasn’t a good wife.”


    “No it doesn’t. You were a good wife to him.”


    “Well, anyway, I met this man on the beach and
everything was going along great and then he turned out to be a fake. A total
fake. And I really fell for him, so I can’t tell you how to know when you can
trust a man. I don’t seem to be able to get the hang of that myself. Maybe the
trick is not to go for the good-looking ones. Maybe they just have it too easy.
Although I don’t think that was the case with Florida. He just wanted to be
taken care of. Financially, that is. And I didn’t have what it takes. Not that
I would want a man who wants to be supported. At least I don’t think I would.
It’ll never be a possibility for me, so I’ll never know.” She stood up and
fluffed Amanda’s hair. “But you don’t have to worry about all that. I’m sure
your Nick has nothing to hide yet. He’s too young.”


    Later, in her room alone, Amanda opened her
laptop and wrote:


    Amanda’s Life in Hell – Post Thanksgiving


    It seems Foxy’s had another love trauma. I
wish she would meet a really nice guy. Someone who would see beyond the pretty
face. Oh, who am I kidding? That’s not going to happen unless she gets old and
ugly. I don’t think Foxy will ever get old and ugly, though. I wonder what it
will be like to have Nick here for a week. I think it might be strange. But
where else could he go? He doesn’t seem to have any other family. I guess he
could have stayed with one of the guys from his team. But those runners are
kind of loners. Like Nick. I think maybe he’s embarrassed to tell any of them
what’s going on. I’m sure he hasn’t told them about the women down the street.
Just imagine that. Whoa. That would be weird. I hope Foxy doesn’t totally
mortify me in front of Nick. I don’t know what I’d do.


    I wonder what Nick will say when he sees the
new me!


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-One


    Nick arrived with one duffle bag slung over his
shoulder, his backpack, and his iPad in a slim case. He looked worn out. Amanda
led him to the den and he dropped his stuff on the floor. She showed him the
bathroom and asked if he was hungry, which, of course, he was. She told him to
get settled and went to make him a sandwich. In a few minutes he followed her
and sat at the counter.


    “Do you want some help? I’m pretty good in the
kitchen. I can make microwave pizza and coffee.”


    “Gee, if I’m ever stuck in the wilderness, I
hope you’ll be there too so I won’t starve.” Amanda laughed and then remembered
why Nick was there. “How’s your father?”


    “It’s pretty awful. He’s hooked up to a bunch
of tubes and a respirator. On top of everything else, he has an enlarged heart
now. I have to go back to the hospital in a while. He likes it when I read to
him. And we play cards. I tell him what’s in his hand, and he makes signs to
tell me what cards to play for him. We’ve been playing poker and gin. I let him
win a lot. He wasn’t always like this. I remember when we did things together.
He went downhill after my mother left, but it wasn’t until last year that he
got really sick. I think it started out with him being depressed. He’s never
gotten rid of her stuff. It’s like he half expects her to come back.”


    Amanda chopped up some canned tuna and spread
two pieces of bread with mayonnaise, then mixed some in the tuna. “Do you like
anything in your tuna salad?” she asked him, and when he shook his head she
continued mixing. “Maybe he’s been mourning her all this time. I once had a
puppy and it got hit by a truck, and I kept his bed in my room for two years.”


    “Yeah, well, if he has, it’s not doing him any
good. She’s not going to show up. She’s just gone and that’s that.”


    Amanda thought Nick must have deeper feelings
about it than that, but she didn’t say anything more. “Foxy is planning a big
dinner on Saturday. But early. She wants you to feel welcome. Of course she’s
not cooking. Knot is. And she plans to invite Mr. Standlish, since you’ve
already met him. Knot might bring the Congressman, too. But I’m not sure about
that.”


    “They told me if my dad is off the respirator
by Friday, they’ll watch him for two days and then move him to the nursing home
Monday. I’ll have to miss school again that day, but after that he should be
getting better. They’ll be doing rehab with him and stuff. So yeah, I can be
here by Saturday afternoon. That would be fun. Where’s your mom anyway? I
wanted to thank her for letting me stay here.”


    “She’s out shopping. Her real profession.”
Amanda placed the sandwich and a glass of apple juice on the counter in front
of Nick. “She wants to take me out tomorrow and buy me a whole new wardrobe.”


    Nick took a big bite of the sandwich and then
another. He wolfed it all down and drank the glass of apple juice so fast
Amanda almost missed it. She made a second sandwich and poured another glass of
juice. He took this one slower, and when he finished, he wiped his mouth and
then grinned at her. “That was great. Thanks. I’m pretty sick of microwaved
food. And I like your hair and everything. You look really beautiful.” He grinned
again. Amanda blushed. She didn’t think he’d even noticed. She turned away so
he couldn’t see her face, but she felt his hand on her neck. He ran his fingers
through her bobbed hair. “You hair’s so soft. I never realized it before. I mean
you looked good before, but now you seem so, well, so pretty. It’s really
nice.” He kissed her neck and she turned around, and before she could protest
he kissed her mouth and she felt as if she was falling softly into a pillow.
When he stopped, she pulled back and blinked.


    “We can’t.”


    “Why not? Don’t you trust me yet?” 


    “We can’t because I promised Foxy.”


    “Promised her what?” He reached out and stroked
her face with his fingertips.


    “Promised her that if she let you stay here
while your dad’s away, we wouldn’t. You know. We wouldn’t . . .”


    “Have sex?” he asked. He sounded so innocent.


    “Yes. We can’t. I promised her. And I told her
you’re not my boyfriend either.”


    Nick moved back away from her. He dropped his
hands to his sides and then slid them into the pockets of his jeans. “Oh,” he
said. “I thought you liked me.”


    “I do. Believe me I do. But I promised. Please
don’t make it harder for me.”


    “So, you do like me then?”


    “You know I do.”


    “I know. But I like to hear you say it.”


    Amanda laughed then and knew that everything would
be all right. She cleaned the plate and glass and cut a big piece of pound cake
for him. She got out some ice cream and added a scoop on top of the cake.
“Here. This will have to do.”


    “This might be better than sex anyway, for
now.” He cut a piece of cake with a fork and tasted it. When he was halfway
through the cake and ice cream, he looked at Amanda and said, “I hope they
won’t follow me here. I hope this will get them off my trail.”


    “You mean . . .”


    He nodded. “Mariah and Mimi. They’ve been
pretty relentless lately. They even came by when the Family Services woman was
at my house. They told her they could move in and take care of things while Dad’s
in the hospital. I think they track me all day long. Sometimes I think I see
them hanging around outside school. It’s creepy.”


    Amanda didn’t say anything. She was still a bit
jealous. And angry.


    “Cat got your tongue?” Nick asked. “Or are you
feeling your claws?”


    “I don’t want to talk about them,” said Amanda
and turned away so he couldn’t see her face.


    “Aw, Manda,” he said, and it sounded so sweet
when he said it that Amanda turned back to face him. “I just said that about
Mimi being beautiful because I was just fishing to see if you really liked me.
Do you think I’d get sucked into that just because she’s beautiful? That’s just
an outside beauty. Underneath she’s ugly. I’m sure of that.”


    “I wish I was sure of it,” Amanda said.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Two


    The snow began heavy Thursday night and never
let up. It blew in from the southwest and just kept on coming. As with every
storm, it had a center and this time the center bore down on the nation’s
capital like an aircraft carrier entering battle. It moved in from Missouri and barreled through Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, Virginia, and its cousin
  West Virginia, and landed smack on top of the Capitol. It stalled off the
Delmarva Peninsula and churned there for two days, dumping a foot and a half of
snow on downtown Washington, D.C., closing schools, offices, even all but the
most essential health and government services. Everyone else holed up and stayed
shut until it finally ended early Saturday morning.


    When it dwindled to light snow showers, people
began emerging from their warrens wearing boots and scarves and hats and
gloves. They wielded shovels, and a few city dwellers in the DuPont Circle neighborhoods even had snow blowers, which was rare in Washington because,
according to weather experts, that much snow never happened, except for the
rare times when it did and everyone went a little crazy.


    Amanda had done the shopping for dinner long
before the snow hit, so it was a cozy time above Second Chances. Foxy closed
the store and didn’t open it again until Saturday at noon. No one would be
shopping, but she felt it was important to show the flag at least. Knot came up
from his apartment flushed and happy. He shoveled a haphazard path wide enough
for only one person, from his apartment in the back to the front of the
building where it joined the sidewalk and even a bit of the walk in front of the
store, so if anyone wanted to get in, they could. Congressman X had stayed the night
– how would he have gotten home anyway –  and Knot was feeling loved. He ran
upstairs to begin meal preparation and baking. He was making a chocolate
ganache cake for dessert. It would take some time to prepare the chocolate and
bake the cake. Congressman X stayed in bed relaxing and getting over a slight
hangover. Knot was thrilled the snow prevented him from running off back to the
apartment he shared with five other congressmen. No one had seen Myron lately,
but Foxy did invite him for the dinner, and he slipped a note in the store
mailbox saying that he would be there. He offered to bring a “nice wine” and
everyone was wondering what he’d show up with as his contribution. Amanda said
it would definitely be a red wine, what with his occupation and all.


    Nick left early to trek over to the hospital.
It was in the city, around the corner from George Washington Circle, not that
far from DuPont. But he had to walk it through mounds and drifts of snow. There
was so much snow he couldn’t tell where the streets ended and the sidewalks began.
Parked cars looked like giant marshmallow puffs. All sound was muffled, and
walking the streets at sunrise was eerie. Nick kept glancing behind him. He had
a feeling he was not alone out here, but he never saw anyone. He trudged on. He
wore boots, but the snow was so deep his jeans got wet. The fabric sponged up
the melted snow and soon his thighs were freezing, so he tried to walk fast to
keep warm. By the time he reached George Washington Circle and pushed on to the
hospital around the corner, the sun was a golden disk and rising fast, casting
a glow on the white city with soft edges that seemed, this morning, like a huge
feather quilt. As Nick walked through the hospital entrance, he turned quickly
and just saw the ghost of a person dart out of sight. So quick was the sighting
that he couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. It was only a shadow really,
and by the time Nick reached his father’s room, he was not even sure he had
seen anyone or if it was a hallucination brought on by the shivering of his
freezing legs.


    His father looked better, once Nick reached the
room where they’d moved him. He was no longer in the ICU, and they’d taken him off
the ventilator. He now sported a little oxygen feed below his nose and he was
sitting up. Or half up. The back of the hospital bed had been raised so he could
look out the window at the city blanketed in white. He smiled at Nick, and this
alone made Nick feel relieved.


    “I’m sorry about this Nicky,” he rasped.


    “Don’t talk, Pop,” Nick told him and placed a
cold hand on his father’s arm.


    “It’s not fair to you, son. No mother and now a
father who can’t even take care of himself. You deserve better. You’re such a
good kid.” Talking wore him out, but he seemed determined to say these things
to his son.


    “We’ve done okay,” said Nick. “We’re doing
fine. You’ll be going to the nursing home on Monday, now that you’re doing
better. And it won’t be long before you’re back home.”


    “Did they make you move out?” his father asked.


    “I’m staying with a friend until you get home.
I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


    His father sighed and his head rolled to the
side. He closed his eyes, and Nick saw a tear roll down one cheek and then another
on the other cheek. He didn’t know what to say. He’d never seen his father cry
before. He was about to take his father’s hand and rub it when a nurse bustled
into the room.


    “Oh,” she said. “Who’re you? The son?” She was
a tall, round black woman with a big bust that strained the buttons of her
neatly starched nurse’s uniform. “He talks about you all the time. According to
him you’re a mixture of Olympic athlete and Nobel Prize winner. But what I see
is a kid who’s dripping on my clean floor.” She pointed to where a pool of
water was forming around Nick’s feet. “You walk here through all that snow?”


    Nick nodded and stepped away from the puddle, but
it followed him. His pants were dripping over his boots, which were also
dripping.


    “You’re shivering,” she said and pointed to his
legs which were indeed shaking. “Get out of those pants, boy, and let me dry
them in the blanket heater.”


    “I can’t take them off,” said Nick. “I have
nothing else to wear.”


    She pushed at the door and left as suddenly as
she’d arrived. In a moment she was back with a pair of hospital scrubs. She
handed them over. “Here. Green is your color. Now go into the bathroom and take
off those wet things. Lord Almighty, men don’t know nothing.”


    She took Nick’s father’s hand and felt for his
pulse while she looked at her watch.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Three


    It was like déjà vu all over again, only with
the addition of Foxy. Amanda set the table while Knot bumped around the kitchen
muttering about the right pan for the onions and the oven was too hot and where
was the boiling pot for the rice and did Amanda buy the right kind of bacon –
the slab, not the sliced. He was racing around like Road Runner as he assembled
ingredients for the Boeuf Bourguignon – the original Julia Child recipe,
because of course he was a French Chef devotee and had all the episodes on DVD.
Although he was cooking, he was dressed for the party already, and to protect
his cashmere sweater and wool slacks he was wearing a professional white chef’s
coat over a tied apron. The only thing missing was a toque, but Amanda suspected
he’d wear that if he could have gotten away with it. His shoes were Bruno Magli
“Raging” slip ons, soft black, brand new, the latest addition to Knot’s
wardrobe. He and Foxy were quite the pair, shoppers with enough cash from
Second Chances to flip from mall to mall loading up shopping bags until they
practically looted the stores of anything worth a purchase. Because of the
storm, they’d decided to make this a late lunch meal, so preparations had started
midmorning and they planned to eat at two.


    “Amanda,” Knot called out, “come here and stir
this beef while I get the ganache ready. I really need a sous chef. But you’ll
just have to do, sweetie.”


    There was a knock at the door and Foxy got off
the couch to answer it. Myron stood in the hall about two feet back from the
door, as if he was not sure if this was the right place or maybe the right day,
or even the right people. He looked confused and was holding a small brown bag
scrunched at the top. He was wearing his brown coat and scuffed shoes. He was
not wet, so he must have come down from upstairs. He held out the bag clumsily
and said, “I got for you a nice red vine.”


    “Come in, Mr. Standlish.” Foxy stepped back to
let him pass. He scuffled by her and stood inside the door not knowing what to
do next. “I can hang up your coat for you. Were you planning on going out?” It
seemed odd that he would wear the coat to come downstairs one flight.


    “No, no, thank you very much Mrs., I got a
little sniffle in the nose, so maybe best it is I keep a warm coat so it
vouldn’t spread around in the building.”


    Foxy smiled and once again confirmed to herself
that he was indeed an odd little man. She led him to the couch in front of the
window, and he sat on the edge as if he might be called on to spring up at a
moment’s notice. He held his arm straight out, offering her the brown bag, and
Foxy winked at Amanda, who nodded. They knew he would bring red wine.


    “Is that red wine?” asked Knot. “Excellent. A
burgundy I hope. Perfect for Le Boeuf. Oh, there’s my phone. Amanda, take over
spreading this ganache on the cake.”


    “But I’m doing the beef.”


    “Oh let the beef lie. The cake needs mothering
now. Carefully, with a light touch. Don’t press the cake too hard. You want it
all to be light as air when we’re done. Hello?” He picked up his cell phone and
immediately cupped his hand over it to muffle what he said. He frowned a couple
of times and then put the phone down.


    “What’s up?” Foxy walked over to ask him.


    “If I ever get involved with another politician,
just shoot me and put me right out of my misery. That man is so paranoid. He’s
coming up, but he wanted a complete guest list first. I already told him, but
he seems to think I’m going to sneak someone from the press in here. Well
anyway, he’s coming, but there’s something going on. I can’t figure out what.”
He took the spatula from Amanda and finished spreading the ganache.


    Nick and Congressman X arrived at the same
time. Nick was wet again from the walk back. While he changed his clothes, Foxy
offered Congressman X a drink, which he took and followed with a second and a
third. They started getting quite chummy, and Knot watched them suspiciously.
He leaned over to Amanda who was now stirring the beef again, adding broth and
the tomato paste and said, “What is Mama Fox trying to do, flirting with my
congressman?”


    Amanda glanced over to the living room where
Myron sat stiffly on the couch. Foxy and Congressman X laughed over by the
window. Nick walked into the room in a dry pair of jeans and looked around.
Foxy laughed more boisterously, and suddenly Knot grabbed the long-handled
cooking spoon from Amanda’s hand and told her in an unnecessarily loud voice,
“No no, Amanda. Don’t stir it like that. Here let me show you.”


    As he grabbed the spoon, he inadvertently dipped
it deep into the pan and came up with a big glob of Boeuf Bourguignon that flew
out of the spoon bowl and flung itself down his front, where most of it landed
on his right shoe.


    “Oh. Will you look at that? What a mess!” he howled.
When he looked to see where the spoon hit, he started flapping his arms around
like a crash test dummy upon impact. “No! No, no, no. This is a disaster. A
disaster! Would you look at my shoe? My Bruno Magli. Oh, this is terrible, just
terrible.” He oozed drama as he backed up, still holding the spoon and more
Boeuf mixture fell onto his other shoe. He started hopping around as if he’d
been stung by a bee. Foxy and Congressman X ran over. Myron hopped off the
couch, suddenly spry, and joined the group. Nick came around the corner of the
counter to peer at what was happening.


    “Oh, it’s just a spill,” he said and tossed
Knot a dish towel. “Here just wipe it up.”


    “Wipe it up? Wipe it up?” Knot was now
hysterical. “I can’t believe this is happening to me. My shoes are ruined.
Totally and completely ruined. I can’t bear it.”


    “Hey man, they’re only shoes,” Nick insisted. 


    But Knot ripped off his chef’s coat and untied
the apron. He tossed them aside. “I must change. The whole outfit is ruined
now. Completely and totally ruined.” It seemed as if he might cry. “Where’s my
coat? I have to get downstairs.”


    “I can help you, maybe?” Myron offered. In fact,
Myron had been wracking his brain trying to find a way to see Knot’s apartment.
It was the only place in the house he hadn’t checked. By now everyone was
feeling housebound. The snow. The blocked streets. It seemed like a game, so
Amanda turned off the stove, covered the food, and they all donned coats and
trooped down the stairs, out of the building, and followed the shoveled path
single file around the back to Knot’s entrance. Congressman X was still
carrying his fourth drink, and the third one had taken affect by now, so he was
feeling quite playful and humming Jingle Bell Rock.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Four


    They all piled into Knot’s apartment, which was
in a state of post-party chaos. Amanda and Foxy looked around, horrified at the
mess. Knot removed his shoes at the door and tossed them into a trash can.


    “Ugh. I’ll never be able to look at another
pair of Bruno Magli’s. I swear it,” he announced.


    “Oh, please,” said Congressman X. “You have
enough shoes to choke a bull. And that’s no bull.” He laughed at his pathetic
joke and slopped gin from his glass onto the floor while Knot pulled open his
closet doors and chose a different pair of slacks, a vest, shirt, belt, and
socks. Then he leaned down to look through the shoes stacked row upon row
across the closet floor. He picked out a black designer pump and nearly fell
over as he gasped.


    “Oh my God. Oh my God, look at this. What is
this? I’m under attack. Attack I tell you. Some karma from another life has
seeped into my soul and is destroying me from the inside.” He held up a shoe
that had a gigantic hole in the toe. He wailed and moaned and held the shoe as
if he’d discovered a live grenade.


    “Vaht is this, a shoe with a hole in the toe?”
Myron peered at the shoe. “Ach, have I seen this before? On the ships once.
Don’t I know a rat when I see him chewing avay at my shoe?”


    “Rats?” shrieked Knot. “In my apartment?” He ran
to the door, but just before he leapt outside he remembered the cold and the
snow, and he stood there bewildered and aghast at the same time. 


    Now everyone was alarmed. They looked around as
if they expected to see rats everywhere, but of
course they didn’t see any, and even if there were rats somewhere visible, they
wouldn’t have been able to see them because of the mess.


    “Oh, I cannot stay here. I simply can’t.” Knot
stood in his socks, the chewed shoe in one hand, his replacement clothes
hanging over the other arm. He looked lost and bewildered. “I’ll have to go
home with you,” he told Congressman X.


    “Oh, no you won’t,” Congressman X shook his
head, which looked a bit wobbly, and he was slurring his words slightly.
“Remember who I live with. I bring you in there and I’m dead. Political
suicide. Might as well pull the old trigger. Bang bang,” he went on until Foxy
broke in.


    “We have to get an exterminator over here right
away. I can’t have rats in my building.” She looked around the room, trying to
see where they could have been coming in.


    “Call one now,” moaned Knot, whose revved-up melodramatic
mood was crashing into the depths of despair. “I’ll never be able to live like
this.”


    Foxy wondered if this was a new problem or it
had always been here. “We can’t get anyone to come out in this snow. They’d
never be able to get here.”


    Myron raised his hand like a student in class
and said, “Who vouldnt like a nice job to find some rats, eh? I got an acqvaintance
you betcha vould come over lickety splits. He’s got maybe a vay to get here
from not so far avay as you might be thinking. He’s the type who doesn’t let
grass growing under his ankles. You vahnt I give him a jingle?”


    Foxy almost giggled at Myron but asked,
“Seriously. Do you think he would come today?” She shook her head again
thinking about the money she was not making because of this snow storm. “No,
he’ll charge me easily five times the usual rate.”


    “Vaht am I, a schlemiel or something? He’ll
come; he’ll come. The day is young. A good day for finding rats where they’re
hiding out. You’ll see. He is top notch, and because you are so kind to me, he’s
only charging the usuals. Not like some goniff.”


    “Well here, call him up.” Knot handed Myron his
cell phone and Myron looked at it as if he’d been handed the controls to the
Space Shuttle.


    “Ach, who knows how to use such a machine? I
got his number in my apartment.” He left and disappeared on the path toward the
front of the house.


    Knot sat down on top of a pile of clothes. He
looked exhausted. “Come on, Kuh-not,” Amanda took him by the arm. “Let’s go
back up and eat. Put on your slippers or a pair of boots or something.” She removed
the chewed shoe from of his hand and led him like a child back to the closet.


    “Oh, my meal is going to be ruined. Just
ruined.” He was almost crying. “And now I have to get all new shoes. The whole
thing is a waste.” He waved towards his closet.


    They got him dressed, as if he was a toddler
who’d skinned his knee, and trooped back upstairs. While they were walking
single file, Congressman X broke the dismal silence. “Who was that woman in
your back garden, Knot?”


    The caravan stopped a moment, confused by what
he meant. Knot, who figured it was the martinis talking, said, “Oh honey, we’re
giving you a strong cup of coffee when we get back upstairs.”


    “I didn’t see anyone,” said Foxy, treading
carefully since the walkway wasn’t shoveled all that well. “Your eyes were
playing tricks on you. No one would be back there with all of that snow.” They
trudged on and reached the front door while Nick turned and looked back behind
them. Upstairs they all took off coats and hats, and Amanda and Knot turned the
stove on and finished the meal preparation. By the time it was done, Myron
returned.


    “Did you reach him?” Foxy asked.


    “Vaht am I, a piker? In an hour he’ll be here.
In two hours he’ll know vaht’s vaht. So, do ve eat or vaht?” He sat at the
table and they all joined him. Knot, Amanda, and Nick brought plates and food.


    “So,” Foxy said, “Mr. Standlish, for someone
who’s fairly new to the city, you seem to know a lot of tradespeople. It’s a
lucky thing for us. First the locksmith and now an exterminator.”


    “A neighbor can’t help a neighbor?” he said.
“In my time, Mrs. (he never actually said her name) ve had alvays somevone
vatching to see everything was going to be kept on the up and uppers. In this
vay, ve all vatch out for each other. This is a good thing, no?”


    “That is exactly my theory of government, Mr.
Standlish,” chimed in Congressman X. “My, this is delicious,” he added, after
tasting the Boeuf Bourguignon. 


    Knot beamed and seemed to have recovered some
of his composure. “I hope those little vermin haven’t eaten their way through
every shoe I own. It’s quite an investment, you know.”


    “Maybe they came into the house with that trunk
we sold to Mrs. DuPont,” Foxy said and laughed.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Five


    The exterminator was a tubby little guy hauling
a big bag of clanking tools and equipment. His wool ski cap looked worn enough
to have been knitted by Betsy Ross, and his galoshes were caked with snow.


    “I walked all the way,” he told Myron, who helped
him place his bag down by the stairs on the first floor. The others crowded
around. “They haven’t plowed any streets yet except down by the Mall and around
the White House. This’ll take days to clear out, and where they gonna put all
this snow? I tell ya, this has really slowed me down.” He looked around at the
group. “So,” he said, “you got rats? The cold brings ’em out. Normally I don’t
work on a Saturday, especially in this type of weather but, for Myron, I made
an exception.” He slapped Myron on the back and Myron looked a bit puzzled. “So
where we got the critters?”


    They all trooped single file back outside and
down to Knot’s apartment, which was still a chaotic mess. Once inside, Knot,
with Amanda and Nick helping, moved around the room picking up clothes, towels,
shoes, and other items. He hauled out a laundry basket and they stuffed it
full. Then they rounded up glasses, plates, cutlery, mugs, trays, and leftover
bits of party debris, nuts, chips, dips.


    “No wonder you have rats,” said Amanda, making
a face at the kibbles and bits. Nick went over to a large window facing the
garden. There was a small table crowded with wine glasses, some half full and,
as he glanced out the window, once again he sensed someone lurking, this time
behind the fence that enclosed the garden.


    “Did you see that?” he whispered to Amanda.


    “What?”


    “Someone out there, past the fence.”


    Amanda came over to look. “I don’t see anyone.
Why?”


    “I just keep having this feeling that someone’s
been tracking me all day. Ever since I walked to the hospital this morning. But
I never really see anyone.”


    “Probably your imagination,” said Amanda and took
a bunch of wine glasses by their stems to the tiny kitchen.


    “Aha!” The exterminator’s voice sounded
triumphant. “Here’s where they’re getting in.” He moved a stuffed chair out of
the way and pointed to a hole in the interior back wall of Knot’s living room
where rats had gnawed through. “What’s back there?”


    Everyone looked at Foxy. She shrugged. “How
should I know? I had no idea there was anything down here but this apartment.”


    “Well, there is,” The exterminator told her.
“You own the building?”


    “Yes.” She nodded.


    “There’s some kind of space back there. Got to
be a way in. I’ll have to set traps. Could be a whole clan of rats living back
there. Or we could bust a big hole in this wall.” He pointed to where the rats
had chewed through. “Don’t make no diff to me either way. But it has to be big
enough for me to get through.”


    “I’d rather not break any walls,” said Foxy. She
was getting more and more worried about the cost of this mess. 


    “Oy,” said Myron. “Here ve got some real tsuris.
Not the end of the vorld, in my opinion, however.” He looked at his friend the
exterminator. “Possible is it there is another vay in?”


    “I can have a look. Only thing I can think is a
stairway leading down there from somewhere else.”


    Amanda thought about all the articles she’d
read on the Underground Railroad. “It would have to be from upstairs
somewhere,” she offered, and they all trooped back up to the ground floor. They
stood by the stairs. The exterminator opened his bag, which was fully loaded
with battery powered lights, traps, poison, ropes, a collapsible shovel, a
knife, flashlights. He took out a small wooden dowel that had been sanded round
at one end and capped with a rubber ball cut in half. He began tapping the
walls and worked his way around to behind and under the stairs. When he stood
directly beneath them, there was a vertical panel about five feet tall that
essentially hid the lower half of the underside of the stairs. It looked as if
it hadn’t been touched in years, but it had been freshly painted with the walls.
“What’s this here?” he asked Foxy.


    They moved over to where he stood. “Oh, I was
told there was an old broom closet that was sealed up decades ago. I don’t
think there’s anything in it, because I have a broom closet in the store.”


    “Let’s take a look,” he says and slid the knife
along the right side of the panel between it and the framing. He hit something
but the panel didn’t budge. So he placed the knife blade on the left side and
began to slide it down and all of a sudden he hit a spring and the thing popped
open about two inches, revealing a set of interior hinges on the right side
near the top and bottom, hidden by the framing trim. “Aha,” he said. “Lookee
what we got here.”


    Amanda got so excited she clapped. “See, it was
used for the Underground Railroad. I knew it. I just knew it.”


    Foxy tapped Amanda’s hand to tell her to be
quiet, but she was too excited. “We mustn’t touch anything. There could be
historical artifacts down there. Oh, this is so exciting.”


    Myron and his friend yanked at the door until
it squeaked open on hinges that were dry from age, revealing a low staircase,
very narrow, with unusually steep steps, as if it had been added as an
afterthought or to take up minimum room. The exterminator fumbled around in his
bag for a flashlight. He chose the industrial model that cast a wide, bright
beam. “Anyone who wants to come down, get yourself a flashlight. There’s three
more in my bag. And Myron, hand me that reflector clamp-on lamp. It’s really
dark down here.”


    Myron looked confused, as if he couldn’t
understand what his friend wanted, so Nick stooped over and found the light. He
took one of the flashlights and handed the remaining one to Amanda.


    “Wait,” Knot told them. “I want to see. Don’t
you?” he turned to Foxy and Congressman X.


    “I’ll get – let’s see how many do we need?”
Knot asked and darted down the hall and outside to his apartment. He came back
into the house in a dither, letting the door close behind him but forgetting to
slide the deadbolt lock into place, balancing four small flashlights he’d
bought before the snow storm hit – just in case they lost power. “Well,” he said
when they looked surprised at how many he’d brought back. “I wanted to be
prepared. You never know.”


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Six


    Waving beams of light from the flashlights
illuminated the steps as the group filed down one after the other. Cobwebs stuck
to their hair and arms and dust kicked up from a hundred years of neglect.


    “This is too creepy,” said Knot. “Creepy and
far too dirty for my taste. I’m out of here.” He started to head back up the
stairs.


    “Oh no you don’t,” said Foxy, grabbing him by
the shirt sleeve. “If I’m going down into this filthy pit, so are you, my
friend. Besides, you don’t seem to be so bothered by the grime in your
apartment.”


    Knot huffed and batted her hand away. “That’s
not grime, that’s just a little post-party debris. Nothing that a trash bag and
a few disinfecting wipes can’t handle. This . . . well, this is ancient
putrescence.”


    Congressman X gave Knot a push from behind.
“Don’t be such a wimp. Be a real man, sweetie.”


    Knot was not amused.


    “That’s Civil War dirt, Foxy,” said Amanda.
“Now be careful everyone. Don’t disturb anything and don’t touch anything. We
could find some valuable artifacts. You never know.”


    “What we’re going to find is some rat crap,” said
Knot. He covered his nose with the crook of his elbow. “What is that smell?”


    “That’s your ancient putrescence,” grumbled the
exterminator. “Welcome to my world.” He flashed the light around the small room,
and in a moment they were all down the steps standing in a group, holding their
flashlights and peering around the empty space at dark walls, a low ceiling,
and something else, way over in the farthest corner.


    “What’s that?” asked Foxy.


    “Ach,” Myron almost shouted and jumped in front
of everyone to get to the corner first. “At last!” he yelled. “At last. Oy vey,
at long, long last.” He dropped to his knees on the dirt floor and draped his
arms over the thing.


    “What is he doing?” asked Foxy.


    “Look.” Knot pointed his flashlight right onto
Myron and the thing he was hugging. “It’s another trunk. Like the one we sold
to the DuPont woman. It’s almost identical. Isn’t that amazing? How could two
such similar trunks end up in the same building? And how long has this one been
here?”


    “Exactly von hundred and sixty years,” Myron told
him. “Given or taken,” he added.


    The exterminator clamped the reflector light
onto a beam and the room came alive, all shadows and cobwebs and old beams. He
looked around for signs of rats and started laying traps.


    “You’ll sell me this von, yes?” Myron asked
Foxy. “The trunk? I got cash upstairs. Lots of cash. Vahtever you vahnt.”


    “Oh no,” said Knot, walking over to examine the
trunk. “First we’ll need to see what’s inside it. And this one, look, it has a
big lock. Just look at that thing. Now how can we open that?” He reached down
to touch the lock and Myron jumped up.


    “It vouldn’t be such a good thing to disturb
this trunk. Me, I know about such things. Vaht am I, a shmendrik? No, my fine
friend. Leaving it to me, this trunk.”


    “Foxy,” Knot was excited now, “remember that
huge old key on the big key ring? Where is that thing?”


    “In my desk,” she answered.


    “I’ll run up and get it,” said Amanda.


    Congressman X stumbled over to the trunk and
kicked it once. “Who cares about an old trunk?”


    After a moment of silence while they waited for
Amanda to return, a distinct thump came from the trunk, almost like an echo.


    “Oh!” screamed Knot. “The rats are in the
trunk.”


    “I doubt that,” said the exterminator, who was
busy with his traps.


    Congressman X kicked the trunk twice this time.
Two thumps came back this time.


    Everyone else crowded around the trunk just as
Amanda returned with the key ring. No one noticed that someone else had quietly
followed her down the stairs and stopped on the next to last step, staring into
the room, past all the people, her eyes fastened on the trunk.


    “I don’t know,” said Nick. “Maybe we should
leave it alone. What if rats are hiding in there?”


    “But, Nick, how could they be hiding in a
locked trunk? There’s probably nothing at all inside there,” said Amanda.


    Knot was wound up by then. “Oh, there’s
something in there. It answers back.”


    “No, no,” said Myron. “You should all go back
to your nice party and leaving me here vith this trunk and the rats to be
taking care of.”


    Foxy shined a flashlight on the lock. “Maybe we
can open this now,” she said. “If it’s not a problem, then we can be done with
all this and let the exterminator do his thing. How about you trying it for
us?” she asked and motioned to the exterminator to come over.


    He took the key from her hand and looked up at
Mryon. “Are you sure this is the right one?”


    “I have no idea, but it’s certainly old enough
to be the one,” said Foxy.


    “But, Mrs.,” pleaded Myron, “I could so much
better do that for you.”


    “Mr. Standlish, let the man do his job.”


    “But Mrs.,” he repeated, “this may be not a job
for him, but I can do it for you better.”


    “Mr. Standlish, please. It is my house, after
all.” She motioned for the exterminator to go ahead and Myron’s shoulders drooped.


    The exterminator slid the big old key into the
lock. He turned it. As the lock creaked with age, they all heard a groan.


    “What was that?” asked Knot.


    “The exterminator,” said Nick. “Would you calm
down, dude?”


    “Wasn’t me.” The exterminator shook his head.


    “Oy vey, now ve got troubles,” said Myron.


    There was a louder groan. “It’s loosening. Hear
that?” Knot’s voice was excited. “The lock is just old and reluctant.” He leaned
down next to the exterminator and slid his hand under the top edge of the trunk
lid as the lock popped open. Knot gave it a hard yank and the top lifted an
inch from the sides. This time the groan was a gasp. “Oh, did you hear that?
Air’s been trapped in there for so long, it farted.” He gave it one last yank
and the top popped open, and all the flashlights converge on the inside, where
they saw, not rats, not old artifacts, not maps or clothes or gold or jewels or
anything but a body dressed in black.


    “Not this vay,” said Myron, raising his hands
to the heavens. “No no, not like this how it is supposed to be happening.”


    And then a hand appeared with a ruffled cuff
around its wrist. And in the hand was a straight black ebony cane with a handle
made of what appeared to be gold in the shape of bat’s wings. 


    The hand rose above the trunk. It held the cane
horizontally so it was parallel to the floor, and then the arm came up farther.
A body followed, clothed in a black cape with a ruffled collar. All the
flashlights converged on this creature as it rose up to its full height, a foot
taller than Myron, who stood closest to the trunk. The body moved so slowly
that the assembled group was transfixed and struck silent by this sight. As it
stood to its full height, the face turned this way and that, its eyes narrowed,
and now it was clear that this creature was a man, and everyone in the room,
including the exterminator, was still as ice.


    “How nice,” a deep voice emerged from the form
as one leg encased in a black leather boot that covered up past the knee rose
out of the trunk and the man placed his booted foot on the floor. The other
booted leg followed and he stood, clear of the trunk, tall, elegant, from
another time and place, in the small, cramped room with these people staring at
him, aghast.


    “Ahhhh,” he said in a deep, resonant voice that
had the sound of a seasoned radio announcer. “So nice to be able to stretch my
legs at long last.”


    Foxy, Knot, Nick, and Amanda took one step
back. The exterminator’s mouth was wide open. “In all my years, I ain’t never
seen one of these.”


    “Ain’t?” asked the form. “You ain’t never? What
sort of language is this?” He scanned the faces of the assembled group, then
finally laid eyes on Myron. “Well, it certainly took you long enough. He speaks
even worse than you do.” He pointed at the exterminator.


    “Poppa!” Myron lunged to the caped figure in a loving
gesture that was instantly rebuffed.


    “Stay where you are. You’ll wrinkle my clothes.”
He gave Myron a visual once-over. “As usual, you are such a disappointment. Who
would ask for such a son?” He looked over the confused faces again. “Who are
your friends? Will you introduce us?” A smile grew slowly on his face,
revealing a set of pearly white teeth, the canines overly long and pointed.


    Foxy gasped. Knot swooned expecting to be
caught by Congressman X but only stumbled, because Congressman X was backing up
toward the stairs.


    Amanda grabbed Nick’s arm. “Is this really
happening?”


    Her words caught the attention of the caped,
fanged man. His smile grew wider.


    “This is my Poppa,” Myron said to no one in
particular. “Nikifor Budzinski.” He nodded nervously, then, as if he had forgotten
to say something, then added, “the Eighth.”


    Nikifor Budzinski waved his hand in a grand
manner, then bowed to the assembled, fear-struck crowd. When he stood straight
again, he brought his attention back to Amanda and began to walk slowly toward
her. “My dear, you are a lovely sight to behold at my unveiling. How wonderful
to be presented with so young and fresh a flower of womanhood.”


    “No, Poppa,” Myron moved swiftly in front of
her. “This is a nice young girl. She is my friend. I have food for you here . .
.”


    “This is real?” asked Amanda of Myron. “He’s a
vampire?”


    “Vell . . . in a vay. Yes. Vaht you vould call
this thing, yes.” He nodded again. “A vampire. Ve say Vjeszczi,
but,” he shrugged, “you say potato, I say pierogi.”


    “Are you one, too, then?”


    Nikifor brushed Myron aside. “He is nothing.
Too weak to even draw food from the source. Drinks from tubes,” he sneered this
last bit of information. The dapper vampire ran a long, bony finger up Amanda’s
throat, then quick as a wasp he dropped toward her, his mouth open, sharp
pointy teeth bearing down on her neck. She squealed and Foxy, without hesitating
for even a second, jumped toward him and began striking at him with the only
weapon she had, her dinky little flashlight. “Get away from my baby, you
monster,” she screamed in an anguished voice she’d never before heard from her
own throat.


    “Poppa, no!” Myron broke in and, before he could
pull the man away, Nick grabbed the cloaked man from behind and hurled him away
from Amanda with a great flapping of fabric and a hiss of fury. Foxy dropped to
the floor, crying and hugging Amanda by the legs. “Baby,” she sobbed, “are you
all right?”


    Nick yanked the silver cross from his neck and
waved it in front of the cloaked figure.


    Budzinski looked puzzled. “That is the second
time a human has flashed me with a cross. Is there some new lore I don’t know
about? Please tell me this isn’t another fiasco like all of that wooden stake
nonsense.”


    Knot began to wail. “Oh, oh, oh. This is too
much. Too much.” He ran to the stairs past the dumb struck Congressman X,
taking them three at a time screaming, “I always knew this city was full of
bloodsuckers!”


    “Poppa,” Myron wailed. “Finally, after all this
time, vaht am I? Chopped liver already? I’ve finished the task. Set you free at
last.”


    Just as the cloaked creature spun around to
take a second stab at Amanda, a woman in a bright blue wool coat strode out of
the shadows across the small space and held out her arms. “Master,” she breathed.


    As the man rose to his full height, Foxy again
lashed at him with her flashlight but he flicked it out of her hand as if it
were no more than a mosquito. He gazed hungrily
at Amanda before turning to the woman in blue.


    “Mariah?” Nick yelled.


    She glided to Nick and draped herself around
him like a mink. “You are such a beautiful boy.” She rubbed his arm and then ran
a hand through his hair. “Now I’m torn. Man, or boy?” She laughed. “Either way,
I have a Nick.”


    “Is that why you came after me? My name?”


    “It didn’t hurt.” She purred in his ear and
played with his hair. “But there were other reasons.” She raised her head to
take in Nikifor Budzinski, then she sighed. “But we are ultimately beholden to
the one, true Master.”


    “Ahhhh, Mariah,” said Budzinski, in a voice
like warm oil. “Come to me,” he now whispered in a stage voice. “We must depart
this place and find a good meal. Where are the others?”


    “After we dine, Master. After we dine.” With no
resistance from the awestruck group they left behind, the two of them seemed to
float up the stairs, the man waving his bat-winged cane, the woman with her arm
hooked tightly into his.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Seven


    The snowball fight began sometime before lunch.
As people emerged from their apartments and houses. they gathered at DuPont Circle and spontaneously divided into teams. East versus West, one team at either
side of the fountain. They built snow forts and stockpiled snowballs. They texted
and emailed their friends. They arrived wearing protective gear, ski parkas, boots,
hats, thick waterproof gloves, and ski masks. Some had painted faces and wore
feathers stuck into their wool hats. They carried hastily fashioned banners on
broomsticks and waved them triumphantly in the air above everyone’s heads, like
Joan of Arc leading the French troops against the English invaders. They yelled
and laughed and screamed mock threats. Every time a snowball made contact with
a person on the opposing side, a roar went up from the crowd, which swelled to perhaps
a thousand. By the time the cloaked man and the woman in the bright blue coat ran
from the house and past Second Chances, the park was so crowded, the streets surrounding
it overflowed with a mass of humanity all hurling snowballs in every direction.
In the middle, the fountain with its Greek statues stood mute in the midst of a
snowy chaos. The fountain became the promised land to capture, and first one
side held it, then the other swarmed forward with snowballs flying to take it
over.


    Into this melee bounded the cloaked man and
Mariah in her blue coat. But with so much snow, so many people, such a chorus
of yelling, and even police cars with lights flashing cruising slowly over the
snow-packed streets, it was hard for Myron to keep up. He tried. How he tried.
He yelled, “Poppa, Poppa, what about me?” He ran on and on, stumbled in the
snow, raised himself up again, stumbled forward until finally, pelted by
snowballs, exhausted, cold, and feeling as if he was back in Prussia all over
again, after all these years and all the searching and all the deals and all
the disappointments, up from his soul and out of his mouth a wail erupted like the
howl of a lonely wolf that’s been abandoned by its pack. “Poppa. I’m your son,
too. What about me? Don’t you care?”


    *****


    A week later the sun had come out, the snow had
been plowed away, and most of it had melted. At least for now, the streets were
clear. Life returned to normal. Nick’s father came home and Nick moved back. He
and Amanda met every day at the Metro stop and drove to school together. There were
no more notes, and if it were spring it couldn’t have felt any lighter or more full
of promise.


    Knot and Amanda were eating leftovers and had
the local TV news on one evening, when Amanda happened to see Congressman X
shielding his face with his arm as reporters swarmed around him yelling
questions.


    “Look, Kuh-not,” she said. “It’s your boyfriend.”


    “Humph,” said Knot. He stared at the TV and
turned up the volume. “Ah ha! He got caught at Apex. Finally, outed. I hope he
gets disbarred.”


    “What’s Apex?” Amanda asked.


    “Poor child,” said Knot. “So much you don’t
know yet. It’s a very lively gay bar.”


    “I don’t think congressmen get disbarred,
Kuh-not,” said Amanda. “Maybe recalled.”


    “Whatever they do, I hope they do it to him. He
wasn’t worth my time. One little vampire sighting and he abandons me.”


    Later in the week, after school was out, Nick
drove Amanda to Rock Creek Park again. It was a warm day for December and they
sat on the same bench in the disappearing sunlight. Nick put his arm around
her.


    “Thanks for being there for me. I really
appreciate it,” he said.


    Amanda smiled and lowered her head. She was shy
all of a sudden even though they’d been spending a lot of time together. He put
a finger under her chin and lifted her head and kissed her gently.


    “What’s going to happen to us?” she asked.


    “I applied to Cal Tech early decision. My
counselor says my chances are good for getting in. Maybe you’ll come out to
visit?” He brushed her lips with his again, and they lingered like that, in the
cooling day with their lives in front of them, dreaming about tomorrow.


    “There are some good culinary schools in California,” she told him. “I looked it up online. California Cuisine, you know.”


    “You’re the only dish I want,” Nick said.


    *****


    The antiques from Palm Beach arrived in boxes
and crates. Foxy took an industrial sized screwdriver to the first box and
started to do battle with it. She had halfway opened the top of the first crate
when she heard the tinkle of the little bell above the door. She stood up,
pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, turned to help the customer, and couldn’t
believe what she saw.


    “Cara mia,” Carter said softly in the voice
Foxy never thought she would hear again. He held a small box, gift-wrapped in
silver paper with a yellow ribbon around it. “I couldn’t bear to let you go.
Are you very angry with me?”


    “Are you married?” she asked.


    He shook his head. “I could not do it. Not
after I met you.” He held out the gift. “Because I never took you shopping. I
brought you this from Worth Avenue.”


    Foxy was torn between her newly minted caution
and a desire to see what was in that gift-wrapped box. So small it could have been
anything. She was thinking jewelry. She was thinking what could happen? She was
thinking how good a new necklace would look pointing prettily to her
décolletage. She stretched out her hands to receive the gift. As he walked slowly
towards her, it was as if she were watching a film of her own life opening up
like a rose. She couldn’t help but wonder if this rose would have thorns, and
then the little bell rang again.


    She looked beyond Carter to see Buzz Vance
standing at the door, a carton in his hands, a grin on his face.


    “Well,” he said. “I finally found that faucet.
If you want, I can install it for you.”


    Foxy liked the sound of that.


    *****


    Amanda popped open her laptop and started to
type Amanda’s Life in Hell.


    She stopped. She looked at the blog title. She
started to type again. But first she backspaced the title. 


    Amanda’s Dish (she typed)


    Vampires! Who knew? Not me, that’s for sure.
And now that Mr. Standlish has disappeared, there’s no one I can ask about it
all. I wish he would come back. But I don’t think I’ll ever see him again. I’m
glad Nick is okay, though. And his dad, too. Foxy’s got a new man in her life –
or maybe she does. I hope she doesn’t make the same mistake again. Me? I just
want to finish the school year and be happy.


    



  




  

    




    Chapter Fifty-Eight


    Dulles Airport, Washington, D.C. 


    Snow fell lightly as the little, bald man climbed
out of the cab and handed the driver a fifty dollar bill. “The changes are for
your keeping,” he said.


    The cabbie didn’t seem too grateful as he drove
away, and the little man pulled his coat tighter and wrapped a scarf around his
neck. It had been many days since the big snow and his trail had finally led
him here. He didn’t do well with crowds, and people were rushing around him
towing wheeled luggage of all sorts and sizes. A man bumped into him hard as he
walked through the big glass doors, and even though it wasn’t his fault, he said,
“My excuses,” and nodded. The hurrying man muttered, “Idiot!” and rushed away.


    As he entered the vast building, even more
people scurried about. He was reminded of the rats in the house. He saw large
TV-like screens with long lists of destinations and times and it meant nothing
to him. He had no idea how to decipher these things. His glance finally landed
on a long stretch of counters, and behind them were big signs with names of
airlines. He moved closer, then finally saw what he was looking for. Air France. He shuffled forward and accidentally bumped into a young boy of about six or seven.
He smiled at the young boy who looked excited to be going on some adventure. “You
are having some good time are you today?”


    The boy’s eyes grew big and he screamed a
horrible, high pitched scream. “Stranger! Stranger!”


    The man was confused and started to move away
when a mother swooped in, grabbed her son, and yelled at the man, “You should
be ashamed of yourself!”


    The man mumbled to himself, “Such
unfriendliness in this place,” then stepped in line at the Air France counter. After
just a few minutes, it was his turn to talk to the lady with the vest and
pretty blue and red bow tie.


    “Ticket please.”


    The man shook his head. “I’m not having this
ticket.”


    “Are you traveling Air France today?”


    “No. I believe my papa is on one of these
planes. Can you direct me to where I might find where they are leaving from?”


    “Sir, this is a ticket counter. If you need to
find your father, check the departures.” She pointed to the big television
screens. “But you can’t go beyond security unless you’re flying out. Are you
flying with him?”


    The man shook his head and looked sadly at his
toes. This had all ended so badly. Again.


    “Tell me,” Myron said, “vould a man vith a
valking cane be going through this security?”


    “Sir,” the woman said. “I’ll need you to step
aside so I can help other customers.”


    He nodded and followed the ropes that led him
away from the counter. That was when he saw it. The cane with the bat wings on
top. Poppa’s cane. Leaning against one of the biggest glass windows the little
man had ever seen. Swiftly, he moved and grabbed the cane while looking around
desperately – could he still have been there? Or did he just leave it behind? The
little man remembered this cane well. His hands caressed the smooth cherry wood
and golden bat wings. He tried to turn the top, knowing it had a function –
that it was not there simply for decoration. It was tight, but finally budged
and, in three quick rotations, it released from the body of the cane, which
contained a small hollow. Myron knew too well what vials should be hidden
there. But that was not what he found.


    So like Poppa, he thought. Myron dug with his
index finger, eventually pulling out a small piece of paper. A note. Placing
the cane under one arm, and the golden bat wing top in his pocket, he unrolled
the paper and read.


    Myron. You are still a putz. 
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