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      The last place Gus LeGarde expects to find his old friend Byron Cunningham is in a plane that crashes in a field near his farmhouse. But that's just the first surprise in a series of shocking events beginning with the discovery of a Monet painting crammed into the plane's fuselage. 


      
Is it real? Or fake? The trail leads Gus into a twisting trio of dangerous art world conspiracies. Gus fends off some very pushy collectors and soon realizes he may have crossed paths with treacherous criminals, putting his family at risk. As if that isn't enough, he must also contend with a problem that's close to his heart: his daughter, Shelby, is growing up too fast. She's determined to sing professionally and is now under the spell of a wolf in tenor's clothing, handsome Greek student Dmitri. When she vanishes with the family car, her frantic parents desperately chase the fading trail. A slew of Facebook messages on Shelby's computer lead them to The Eastman School of Music, where both Shelby's new flame and Gus's old friend have been hiding secrets linked to the art scandal. There's a real Monet out there somewhere, and nothing - including murder - will stop the desperate man who wants it.
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Chapter 1


I’d been riding my horse on the trail for half an hour when a looping grapevine nearly strangled me. I hauled back on the reins, trying to untangle myself, then called back to my daughter. “Watch out, Freddie.”


“Okay, Dad. But remember, you’ve gotta pay attention.” Laughing, she parroted the same phrase I’d preached to her as a child. She guided Maggie around the swinging vine and urged her into a trot.


Hanging onto the pommel, my grandson Johnny squealed with pleasure. “Go fast!” he screeched. Freddie wrapped one arm tight around his middle.


I smiled at Johnny. “Not too fast, buddy.”


My words were drowned out by a small plane roaring overhead.


Freddie glanced up. “Whoa! Isn’t he flying a little low?”


The plane—now clearly visible ahead of us—spewed smoke and rocked from side to side.


A shiver of alarm ran up my spine. “Looks like he’s in trouble.” I spurred Diablo into a trot.


We jogged in the same direction as the plane, watching it dip even lower in the sky.


Johnny seemed oblivious to the potential danger. “Plane!” He screamed the word at least a dozen times, taking one hand off the saddle and pointing to the sky. “Plane!”


At three and a half, anything that went “vroom” was an immediate intoxicant. He wore the same black velvet hunt cap that had been his mother’s when she was a girl. It was a little too big for him and it kept falling over his eyes. I’d have to adjust it for him later.


“Plane!” he screamed again.


Freddie shushed him and moved Maggie closer to Diablo, shouting to be heard over the whine of the aircraft. “Dad? Is it going down?”


“Afraid so.” I watched the plane disappear over the tree line, in the direction of the Glassbrooks’ wheat field, waiting for the crash. When it didn’t happen, I pulled to a stop and listened. The plane still droned and sputtered with an erratic rhythm.


Seconds later, it wheeled in a circle overhead, trailing more thick smoke, then circled back toward the wheat field.


“Come on,” I said, urging Diablo into a canter.


We loped side by side beneath the canopy of maple and beech trees.


When the plane turned back again, its belly nearly touching the tops of the trees, we tightened the reins and stopped the horses. A yellow cloud of dust rose as the horses dug in their hooves. Maggie’s ears flattened. She snorted and backed up fast.


Freddie shouted, “Whoa!” and tightened her grip on Johnny.


Diablo twisted, turned, and tried to bolt. I leapt to the ground and hung onto the reins of both animals, skidding after my mount until he finally stopped. He danced in a half-circle, nearly yanking my arm out of its socket.


“Whoa, boy. Settle down.”


I exchanged a worried glance with my daughter and returned Maggie’s reins to her. She slid to the ground and looped the reins with one arm, helping Johnny down with the other.


A sudden screech preceded a loud crash. In the distance, a thick column of smoke billowed toward the clouds.


I swung back onto Diablo’s back. “I’m heading over there.”


“Dad?” Freddie’s face grew pale. “Are you sure you should—”


“Call 911.” I urged the gelding into a gallop in the direction of the accident. 


Diablo thrust his nose forward, churning along the trail at full speed. I leaned forward like a jockey, my hands halfway up his neck. Gripping his sides, I plastered myself to him to avoid decapitation from sagging branches. For three minutes that seemed like an eternity, we thundered toward the site. When I spotted it through the tree line, I diverted my horse from the trail, down a narrow path, and into a field thick with stalks of wheat stubble.


The yellow aircraft had come to a stop at the far end of the field, close to the wooded perimeter. Tipped on its side, smoke poured from the nose, rolling skyward in an angry plume.


Diablo’s ears flattened, but he continued as if he sensed the need for speed. I steered him onto a tractor trail on the outside border of the field and urged him forward. “Come on, boy.”


He lunged into his fastest gallop, gobbling the ground in long, uniform strides. Sweat broke out along his neck and rippled his fur. His mane streamed straight back and we zoomed ahead, closing the gap between horse and plane.


We reached the wreck in less than a minute. Diablo stopped, pricked up his ears, and sidestepped. His sides heaved from exertion and he snorted explosively. I jumped off and sprinted toward the crash.


The emergency landing had almost been successful. The plane had skipped along the length of the field, but a lone black walnut tree clipped a wing. It spun the craft around and had flipped it onto its side.


I smelled gas as I approached. A burst of adrenaline shot through me and I pulled myself up to the pilot’s door.  


I yanked on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.


Jammed.


Sweat prickled my brow, and I pulled again, harder this time, trying to ignore the sound of crackling flames beneath the hood. I beat on the metal handle, and kicked the bottom of the door. I tried again, with no luck, whacking it some more.


On the fifth try, the door yawned open.


Inside, the pilot stared ahead with glazed eyes, his ebony skin streaked with blood that oozed from a gash on his forehead.


“Sir.” I shook him. “Sir! Come on. You’ve got to get out of here.”


The engine compartment sputtered and a tongue of flames licked beneath the hood.


Heart drumming wildly now, I launched forward and unclipped his seatbelt. “Hurry. Put your arm around me.”


He didn’t move but gazed at me with mild curiosity. “Huh?”


“Listen! You need to get out.”


Flames reached under the dash now, singeing the hairs on the back of my hands. I pushed down the panic, and threw the pilot’s arm over my shoulders, sliding my arm behind him. With one swift pull, I lifted him free of the seat.


Like a floppy rag doll, he fell back again.


The heat was intense. I reached past the fire and snagged him again, jerking him sideways and pulling him toward me.


It was no good. Unless I had help from him, in seconds we’d both become a very splintered part of the universe. The thing was going to blow. I felt it.


“Mister! Help me here.” I tried again, jerking him up from his captain’s seat. My face felt hot, the skin blazing like the world’s worst sunburn.


“What? I—” He shook his head as if to clear it and finally pushed with his legs. With his help, I dragged him up and out of the seat, but his jacket caught on the ragged metal near the door.


“Please, God.” I tore at the fabric, balancing on one foot and holding him with the other. It was stuck.


“Take off your jacket,” I yelled above the roar of the flames. They’d spread from his seat out the door and were now climbing the fuselage nearby.


When I thought I couldn’t stand the heat any more, he finally seemed to understand what I was saying and shrugged out of his coat and into my arms. I lost my footing and we tumbled the last few feet onto the ground. We landed sprawled beside each other with the breath knocked out of us and the smell of burned hair in the air.


My heart hitched as I watched the flames flickering outside the door from which we’d just escaped. Seconds to spare, that’s all we had.


The blistering heat was getting worse as we lay panting on the ground, powerless to get up.


I tried to prop myself up on one elbow, but fell back on the ground again.


Somehow, the jolt seemed to kick-start my lungs again and I sucked in a deep breath.


“Move it, man,” I choked. “We’ve got to get away from the plane.” I rose to my feet, but staggered and nearly fell. My arms felt heavy but I dragged the man by his legs a few feet toward Diablo.


I leaned closer to him, ready to shout again, and it was at that point I noticed he wasn’t breathing.


“No. No! Come on!” Without thinking, I kneed him in the back—hard. With a sputter, he started coughing.  


“What?” he gasped, looking around with wild eyes.


The smell of fuel was overpowering and the smoke almost blinded me. The crackling grew louder.


“Mister, come on! I need your help.” I slapped his face and shook him.


With a start, he roused. His dark eyes widened, turning toward the plane. He whispered hoarsely with a British accent, “Bloody thing’s gonna blow.”


No kidding.


I half-carried the stumbling man toward Diablo, who’d thankfully stopped his panicked run a hundred yards away and now munched on a clump of grass instead of bolting for home. Horses and their stomachs were almost ridiculously predictable. Especially this horse.


Our progress was painfully slow, and there was no way he could move much further on foot. The fire roared, and a small explosion burst from the side panel.


“Hurry. Get on the horse.” I grabbed Diablo when he tried to run again and thrust the pilot onto the saddle, struggling to throw his leg over the top without tossing him completely over the prancing gelding. It wasn’t easy. The guy was tall and slim, but in his current stupor he felt like three hundred pounds.


“Hang on!” I shouted, trying to force his hands to hold onto the saddle. They fell to his sides, slack and useless. Diablo continued to skitter.


The pilot turned to me with an expression that asked why this annoying bug was still buzzing around him. Half-smiling, he started to say something, then flopped forward on Diablo’s neck with arms dangling on either side.


“Good enough. We’re out of here.” With one hand to steady him and the other on the reins, I urged Diablo into a trot and ran beside them toward the safety of the far woods.


We’d almost reached the edge of the field when the plane blew.


Flames leapt into the cobalt sky, and orange fireworks radiated in a display that would have been beautiful, if not so deadly. Sparks flew toward us, scorching my shirt and hair. The deafening noise caused Diablo to pivot and rear, dumping his rider. I reached and tried to catch him, but I was too late. The man thudded to the ground, landing on his back. He groaned and touched his head, eyes closed. The spooked gelding reared again, then bolted for the woods.


I swore, slumping to the ground beside the man. Soaked from exertion, I peeled off my flannel jacket and denim shirt, exposing my GOT OPERA? tee shirt. I flopped back on my elbows and welcomed the sensation of the cool fall air on my bare arms. Flakes of cinders floated on the air nearby before landing in the grass by our feet.


“God, that was so close,” I said.


He didn’t answer, but his chest moved up and down with a regular rhythm.


In the distance, I spotted Freddie and Johnny headed our way with Diablo in tow. I sat up and waved my arms in an arc above my head to be sure they saw us.


I crouched beside the man and dabbed at the sticky blood coagulating on his forehead with the corner of my denim shirt. After cleaning the wound as best I could, I realized it wasn’t as bad as I first thought.


Now that I could breathe, I studied him with a nagging sense of familiarity. Did I know him?


His eyes opened and he stared at the sky.


I pressed the cloth against the cut again. The bleeding had almost stopped. “Sir? Are you okay? Can you hear me?”


His dark eyes flitted toward the plane. When he spoke, his voice resonated in a clipped British accent. “Of course I can bloody well hear you, Gus. You needn’t shout.”


Startled, I studied him closer.


The man was blessed with a Michelangelo face reminiscent of the statue of David, but with more rounded features, including a strong nose and full lips. His black skin shone with vigorous health. A small silver earring pierced his right ear. On his left hand he wore an onyx and silver band. The ring sparked some distant memory, but I still couldn’t summon his identity.


He turned his eyes to mine, forced a weak smile, and took my hand. In that instant, recognition flooded through me.


Byron. Byron Cunningham.


“Byron.” I smiled. “You’ve changed a bit over the years. I didn’t recognize you without your granny glasses and bellbottoms.”


He squeezed my hand and pushed himself onto his elbows. “I have changed a mite, I guess. But you look the same.”


I chuckled. “Sure I do. Nice try.”


With a long and mournful sigh, he glanced toward the flaming plane wreck. “Oh, God. I really loved that plane.”





Chapter 2


Byron touched the wound on his forehead and winced. “Ouch.”


Hunkering over him, I dabbed at it again. “The cut’s not too deep. You hit your head and were out of it for a while.” I rested my hand on his shoulder and locked eyes with him. Much as I hated hospitals, I knew he should see a doctor. “We ought to get you to the E.R. You might have a concussion.”


He waved one elegant hand in the air as if dismissing the idea. “Not bleedin’ likely.”


I leaned toward him. “Huh?”


His eyes darkened. “I don’t fancy hospitals these days.” He glanced away, his lips compressed in a tight line.


I waited, but he said no more.


“Are you sure? You hit your head pretty hard.”


He squeezed my wrist. “I said no.”


I backed off. “Okay. No hospitals.”


He released my wrist and let his arm flop to the ground. “Sorry.”


“It’s okay.”


Byron’s reaction made me shudder inside, and frankly reminded me all too much of my own feelings about the emergency room. I avoided the place at all costs. I had too many painful memories of my first wife Elsbeth’s suicide attempts when cancer attacked her temporal lobe and made her lose her mind. She’d died five years ago, but it seemed like yesterday.


The E.R. also reminded me of my father, and how he’d passed away before I was able to say goodbye two years ago.


I hated the smells, the lights, the crowds. I hated the way the doctors talked down to me. I hated the bitter coffee, the uncomfortable waiting room chairs…even the way my shoes squeaked on the linoleum floor tiles.


God. I hated it all.


I dragged myself out of my pity party and turned back to my friend. “Want to talk about it?”


His dark eyes softened, and he half-smiled. “No. Not today. Maybe some day. Can you just get me the hell out of here, chum?”


“You bet. Can you stand up?”


He sat up, putting one hand to his head. “The world’s spinning a tad.”


“Take your time. Wait ’til it passes.”


He sat for a few minutes and collected himself. “The seatbelt did its job, but it hurts like bloody hell where it grabbed my chest.” He shifted forward. “Guess I’ll live, though. Okay. Let’s give it a try.”


I stood beside him and offered an arm. “There you go.”


He leaned on me for a few minutes.


“Steady now.”


“Thanks, you’re a real pal. Glad I ran into you.”


 “You nearly flew into me, you know. Which reminds me, what the hell were you doing flying over my valley? You’re supposed to be in Boston.” Byron had emigrated from Britain at the age of eighteen. He’d been my closest friend at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston where in the course of six years Elsbeth and I had studied piano, married, and conceived our daughter, Freddie. I’d been Byron’s accompanist for his vocal recitals. The man had won international acclaim for his soul-stirring tenor voice.


After graduation, he performed at the Met in New York City for eight years, then returned to Boston to teach and, ultimately, to run the voice department at our alma mater for another decade. We’d corresponded regularly at first, but the long-distance friendship had suffered and finally dwindled to a pathetic exchange of occasional Christmas cards. The last time I’d seen him had been five years ago at Elsbeth’s funeral. But in truth, I’d barely noticed him or anyone else that day, it was all a horrible blur.


“I’m a little wobbly, Gus. Just hang on a bit,” he said. “I tried to ring you last summer, Gus. Your daughter said you were in Europe. Didn’t you get my message?”


I nodded. “Oh. Right. You did.” With the craziness of our busy family life, I’d never called him back and felt bad about it. “Sorry I never—”


He interrupted me. “I called to tell you I accepted a post at the Eastman School of Music in Rochester.”


I stared at him. “What? You’re at Eastman now?”


“I’m chair of the voice department. Just began last month.”


“And I’m just now finding out?” I challenged him. I really was a little ticked off to find out that he’d waited so long to call. What was he thinking?


Maybe that we’d grown apart and had nothing in common anymore? Maybe that he didn’t want to hang out with a guy whose greatest pleasure in life was being with his new bride or playing with his grandson and dog?


I shook off the thoughts and focused on my hurt feelings. “Geez, Byron. I mean, we were best friends in college. You should have called me when you got here. I could have shown you around.”


“I know, I know. Mea culpa. But you know, you could have rung me back last summer.” His eyes gleamed with mischief. He bobbled against me for a minute.


“Touché.” I grabbed his arm to help steady him. “Eastman, huh? What a plum job.”


“Quite. Many consider Eastman to be the best music school in the world, you know.” Pride flitted across his face.


I couldn’t resist. I gave him a bear hug. “It’s been way too long, my friend. Way too long. C’mon, let’s get you back up on the horse and I’ll walk you home.”


He eyed the huge gelding with skepticism. “Bloody hell. Didn’t I just fall off that beast?”


“Yeah, but he’ll be okay now. It was just your plane exploding that spooked him.”


“Is that all?” He raised an eyebrow and looked sad again. “I loved that plane.”


“Sorry about that. But you’re damned lucky you didn’t die in the crash.”


“Lucky? I’d say it was some sort of divine providence. If you hadn’t been riding in this area…if you hadn’t dragged me out…I’d be charcoal, singing with the angels.”


I tried to keep it light. “Yeah, you’d probably try to teach them a thing or two about vocalizing, right?”


He grinned. “I’ve missed you, Professor LeGarde.”


“And I’ve missed you, Professor Cunningham. C’mon, now. Let’s get you back up in the saddle.”





Chapter 3


We walked in the direction of home. Freddie had tried to call for help, but her cell battery was dead. Like an idiot, I’d left my own phone on the dresser. Murphy’s Law seemed to follow us wherever we went. Every time we went riding, I always remembered my phone; it was always in my pocket. But today…the one day we really needed it, I forgot. Couple that with Freddie forgetting to charge her own phone, and Murphy struck again. Still, Byron Cunningham was alive, so Murphy couldn’t claim complete victory this time.


Freddie, Johnny, Byron and I headed homeward.


Diablo had a bad habit of snatching maple leaves along the side of the trail. He took full advantage now, because I led him with an unsteady passenger aboard, and he sensed I was paying more attention to Byron than to the horse’s greedy mouth. I ran my fingers over Diablo’s shoulder, loving the feel of his chestnut coat. It had thickened when our upstate New York October weather turned cold early this season, and now it resembled the fur of a woolly-bear caterpillar.


Beside us, Freddie led Maggie with Johnny up in the saddle clutching the pommel. My grandson chattered amicably with Byron, as if they were lifelong friends. They discussed the story of Babar the Elephant with comfortable camaraderie. Byron had always had a special rapport with children, but he’d never settled down to marry or raise a family, which always seemed sad to me.


“Does your grandpa play Babar for you on the piano, Johnny?”


The boy grinned. “Yup. I dance. I have an ewephunt. We both dance.”


We finally neared our property, and the old green-painted barn came into view. Diablo reached back to nuzzle my hand with his soft whiskers in an undeniable celebration of homecoming. The horse was the proverbial “barn baby;” he always perked up when we neared home.


We reached the barn and walked into the paddock area. Freddie helped Johnny down and unbuckled Maggie’s girth.


Byron slid to the ground without falling, and turned to my grandson. “Johnny, do you think your grandpa would play in my Babar concert? I was about to call and ask him.” Byron shot me a glance. “I’m narrating next month. I’d love to have you accompany us.”


Johnny nodded matter-of-factly. “Yup. Opa will do it. He plays pinano a lot.”


I smiled from boy to friend and snorted a laugh. “Let me know when, Byron. I’ll check my schedule. If I’m free, I’ll be there.”


My darling grandson had a fine appreciation for music and rhythm. Although his favorites were the Chopin mazurkas, he could be found most evenings after dinner spinning and dancing around the great room to the sweet sounds of the Babar suite, the Golliwogs’ Cake Walk, and various other pieces that inspired him to laugh and twirl with his stuffed animals. His usual companions were either a faded blue Eeyore or his recently acquired elephant, named Babar.


Freddie grinned at Byron. “So, Mr. Cunningham, if you won’t go to the hospital to have your injuries checked, will you at least let me take a look? I’m a vet, but I can help. And after that, would you like to stay for dinner? My Dad’s the best cook in upstate New York, especially compared to me.”


It was a dubious compliment. My daughter regularly burned canned tomato soup and diligently avoided the kitchen, which was for the best. Her dishwashing skills, however, were exemplary.


Byron nodded in her direction. “That would be peachy. Thanks, dear. As long as you don’t bribe me to sit with a dog biscuit.”


A laugh burst from Freddie. “I promise.”


I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve missed you, Byron.” I steadied him when he started to wobble on his feet. “Whoa, there. Now, listen. Is there anyone up in Rochester we should call to let know you’re okay?”


He froze. A long uncomfortable silence followed.


I tried to fix whatever I’d said wrong. “Of course, if you don’t have any commitments, you’re welcome to recuperate in our spare room. You could even spend the weekend and maybe we could catch up.” I helped him take a few steps toward the bench near the fence. “How’s that sound?”


The man had been a bachelor as long as I’d known him. He’d dated women of all sorts in college, but had never stayed in a relationship for more than a few months. Or weeks. Or days. He told me he was still searching for his soul mate when I’d asked him about it at Elsbeth’s funeral, when he sported a bushy black beard, which is probably why I didn’t recognize him earlier. I’d found his bachelor lifestyle difficult to understand, because aside from his inability to commit to a woman, he was undeniably one of the most decent and fine men I’d ever met.


I figured he’d have his pick of quality women, being in his position in Boston, surrounded by so many cultured ladies who frequently swooned when he opened his mouth to speak or sing with his alluring tenor voice. The British accent didn’t hurt, either. They usually fainted at his first bleedin’ or blimey.


He sat on the bench in silence. Finally, he turned to me with a bleak expression in his eyes. “There’s no one up there who’ll even know I’m missing. It’s just me now.”


“I’m sorry, big guy.”


His half-smile seemed fragile at best. “Me, too.” His mouth tightened.


I looked away, leading the horse toward the water barrel near the fence. He’d cooled down enough from the slow walk home to safely drink his fill.


I wondered what had happened to Byron. Had someone he loved left him? Or died? He’d tell me eventually.


Ever so gently, I steered the conversation away from the uncomfortable topic. “Want me to call the police and let them know what happened to the plane so they won’t panic when the farmer calls?”


He looked at me gratefully. “Thanks, mate. But I can do it. And I should ring the airfield to let them know I won’t be flying back. They’ll be wondering what happened to me after I placed the distress call.” He leaned on the fence, grimacing. “And I’d love to stay. I really could use a change of scenery right about now.”


“It’s a deal. And if my clothes don’t fit you,” I said, considering his long, tall body, “then Siegfried’s surely will.”


As if on cue, my behemoth brother-in-law—fraternal twin brother to my first wife—loped out of the barn and took Maggie’s reins from my daughter. She thanked him and hurried after Johnny who had scurried toward the back porch.


Siegfried lived in the converted carriage house near the barn and worked in Freddie’s veterinary clinic. In spite of his diminished mental capacities—resulting from a boating accident years ago—he was my best friend and a staunch family guardian.


He glanced at Byron with mild curiosity. They’d met at his sister’s funeral, but he clearly hadn’t expected to see the huge black man riding Diablo.


“Professor? Did something bad happen?”


I led the gelding toward him. “Plane crash, buddy. This is my friend Byron Cunningham, the unlucky pilot. Do you remember him? You met at Elsbeth’s service.”


Siegfried’s eyes widened when he looked in the direction of the crash. A faint wisp of smoke still curled in the sky. “I remember.” He shook Byron’s hand, staring with concern at the cut on his forehead. “Are you okay, Mr. Cunningham? I have first aid in my rooms. I can treat your wound.”


Byron followed Siegfried’s gesture to the apartment in the converted carriage house. “Thank you, Siegfried. Frederica offered to do the deed, but it appears she’s got her hands full with her son. I’ve heard you’re quite good at patching up animals. I couldn’t ask for a better offer right now.”


Siegfried grinned, handing Maggie’s reins to me. “Ja. Okay. Come.”


The two men walked toward Siegfried’s apartment. I led the horses into the barn, clipping Maggie into the crossties. I released Diablo into his stall down the aisle. After removing their tack, re-haltering, and rubbing them down with Absorbine Junior liniment, I turned them out to the pasture and headed into the house to prepare the guest room.





Chapter 4


I kicked off my boots on the porch and padded into the kitchen to find Camille, my bride of five months, sitting at the old farm table. Her chestnut curls sprang from a messy ponytail and her hands were covered in cookie dough. Standing beside her, Shelby, Camille’s sixteen-year-old daughter, looked up and smiled. She’d been rolling the dough into little balls and dipping them in sugar. One tray was crammed with cookies.  


I leaned over to kiss Camille on the lips. “Hi, baby.”


“Hi, yourself. Nice ride?”


“Great. If you don’t count the plane crash.”


“What?” Camille snorted a laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”


“Afraid not. It happened.” I straddled a chair backwards. “Strange as it sounds, the guy who made a crash landing in the Glassbrooks’ field is an old friend, Byron Cunningham. I helped him out of the wreck. He’s outside with Sig getting his cut tended.”


Shelby stopped rolling a dough ball, hopped to her feet, and sidled up to me. Her eyes danced with excitement. “Crash landing? Really?”


“Uh huh. The wing hit a tree and that’s what stopped it. But the pilot made it through with just a shallow gash on his forehead.”


Camille frowned. “Shouldn’t he get checked out at the hospital? And what about you?” She took my hands to examine the minor burns. “Are you okay?”


I shrugged. “Nothing a little burn ointment won’t fix. And as for Byron, he won’t hear of the hospital. He refused to go. Besides, he seems to have made it through with just a shallow gash on his forehead. Like I said, Siegfried’s patching him up right now.”


Shelby ran to the kitchen window with braids swaying, rising on her tiptoes to peek into the yard. “Where is he?”


I watched her with amusement. An interesting amalgam of a child and a hormone-laced teenager, she’d recently come out of a long spell where she lay comatose, courtesy of an accident. She’d grown into her fifteen-year-old body, but she sometimes acted like a six-year-old in spite of the legions of special educators and therapists who’d helped her rejoin the human race. I’d adopted her a few months ago, so now it was legal. She was officially mine.


“He’ll be inside soon. I need you to be a good hostess for me while I run up and shower, okay?”


She ran back to hug me. “I’ll give him some snickerdoodles.” With a start, she wrinkled her nose and backed away from me. “Oh, Gus. You smell awful.”


I snorted a huge laugh. “Hey, I cleaned out the stalls before I came in. Give me a break.”


“Shelby!” Camille stifled a laugh. “That’s rude, honey. You can’t tell people they stink.”


Shelby sniffed the air again. “Even if they do, Mom? I mean, just take a whiff.”


Camille shook her head. “Um. Yes. Even if they do.”


My wife walked toward me, sniffed, and rolled her eyes. “Whoa. Horse poop, gasoline, and smoke. We’d be happy to take care of Mr. Cunningham while you shower, hon.”


I laughed and was about to head upstairs when a mechanical squeal interrupted.


Mrs. Pierce shrieked from the laundry room, “Merciful heavens!”


The squealing grew louder. I raced toward it.


Adelaide Pierce backed up to the wall with her hands over her ears. “Something’s wrong with the dryer, Gus.”


I raced to the machine and twisted the control knob to OFF. The offensive racket stopped. I turned to our shaking live-in housekeeper. “What happened?”


Mrs. Pierce patted her flushed cheeks; her neat gray bun had come loose. She sucked in a few deep breaths. “I don’t know. By golly, I thought that dang blasted machine was going to attack me.”


I looked inside. A load of baby clothes lay limp in the drum.


“Can you fix it, Gus?” Mrs. Pierce inquired politely.


I looked inside again, pretending to analyze the situation. “Um...I think it’s a bearing or something. You’d better call Mr. Washburn. I don’t have extra parts like that.”


She sighed with obvious relief. The last time I’d tried to tinker with anything household related was when the drain under the sink had sprung a leak. I’d spent hours swearing, tossing tools around, and perpetually hitting my head on the cabinet. And we’d still had to call Mr. Washburn in the end.


A handyman I am not.


Mrs. Pierce picked up a towel from the laundry basket. “It was working fine earlier, Gus. Marion even helped me put the clothes away this morning. She was so cute. She leaned inside and pulled out each item and handed them to me. Little munchkin.”


Her face crinkled into a soft smile. My granddaughter Marion, older than her twin sister, Celeste, by seven minutes, was the apple of her eye. Oh, she loved them both, but there was something in the way she sought out the dark-haired child that smacked of favoritism. I let it go, of course, since there were plenty of us in the household to spoil Celeste just as much as Mrs. Pierce spoiled Marion.


I turned to her. “By the way, we’ve got a house guest for the weekend.”


“Oh, dear. Do you need me to stay? I’m sure my sister wouldn’t mind if I missed our visit just this once.”


I briefly explained what had happened, leaving out the part about the rescue, as I had done earlier with Camille. I worried the women in my life too much already with the dubious talent I had for being drawn into danger. “No. You need your weekend with Eloise to recharge. Don’t give it another thought. I’ll take care of our guest.”


The skin around her eyes puckered when she smiled. “Thank you, Gus. You’re a sweetheart.”


“It’s settled then. I’m running up to shower. You go right ahead and get started on your drive. No need to worry about us.”


“If you’re sure.” She patted the pile of laundered towels. “I’ve got some nice fresh towels here. And there’s a peach pie in the fridge. Made it this morning.”


I leaned over and pecked her cheek. “You’re a doll, Adelaide. Thanks. See you when you come back Sunday.”





Chapter 5


Freddie hailed me from the bathroom, vigorously drying Johnny’s hair with a towel. “Dad?”


I leaned in the doorway. “Yes, honey?”


Soap bubbles gurgled down the drain.


“After your shower, could you keep an eye on Johnny while I take mine?”


“Not a problem. Twins still sleeping?”


“They are. I’ll listen for them while you get ready, and then we can swap, okay?”


“Sure thing.”


Our lives had been hectic, but almost manageable, since the imprisonment of my grandchildren’s father, Freddie’s ex-husband, Harold. The bastard had killed my Elsbeth, making it look like a suicide, and had also been convicted of his business partner’s murder. I hoped they’d never let him out.


Between Freddie, Siegfried, Mrs. Pierce, Camille, and me, we worked out a schedule that offered love and security for the children, yet still allowed each of us time to earn a living. Freddie worked three days a week in her veterinary clinic with Siegfried, I headed the music department and taught at Conaroga University. Camille was a social worker and counselor. Last, but definitely not least, Mrs. Pierce watched the children while we were thus engaged.


I wandered into our bedroom and then into the connecting bath, where I started the shower. I’d never regretted the day my Elsbeth and I converted the tiny nursery adjoining our bedroom into a full bath. Freddie and the children used the bath at the top of the stairs, leaving Camille and me the luxury of our own facilities. There were two more baths downstairs. One served the entire household and guests, and the other was added on several years ago for Mrs. Pierce’s use. Her bedroom hallway was off the kitchen and next to the laundry room.


I stepped out of my stinky clothes and showered quickly. When I finished, I dressed and padded to the guest room on the far end of the upstairs hallway. 


Glancing around the room, I nodded with satisfaction. The cherry four-poster bed had belonged to my maternal grandparents. It had a comfortable mattress and was covered with a white eiderdown comforter. The wainscoted walls boasted white painted panels dating back to 1811. Above the wainscoting, amber wallpaper selected by my grandmother in the 1930s still clung to the walls. I’ll never forget my grandmother taking my hand and pointing to it, telling me that if you looked at it in just the right light, you could make out a relief pattern of delicate bunches of grapes. I smiled at the memory.


A chestnut Eastlake bureau and mirror stood on the opposite side of the room between two windows. At the foot of the bed, a wooden chest was covered in an antique quilt. The chest—another family piece—contained photos of my mother’s family dating back to the eighteen hundreds. My grandmother’s Lincoln rocker sat in the corner beside a wrought iron reading lamp and side table.


The room would do just fine.


I passed the twins’ room.


“Ought-oh!” Marion squealed from her crib.


Freddie popped her head out of Johnny’s room and looked at me expectantly.


I answered her unspoken question. “Don’t worry, hon. I’ve got her. Go ahead and shower, and send Johnny in here. We’ll hang out ’til you’re done.”


She smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”


Slowly, I pushed the twins’ door open.


“Ought-oh,” Marion said again.


She stood in her crib with both arms hung over the railing, pointing to the pacifier, blanket, stuffed animals, and socks she’d thrown on the floor.


I touched her dimpled hand. “Are you ready to get up, little pumpkin?”


Celeste slept in her crib on the far side of the room. Her reddish-gold locks curled in baby perspiration. She slept with one sock off. I leaned into her crib and covered her with her blanket. Her cheeks flushed and her mouth formed a pink rosebud.


“Hot!” Marion shouted. She pointed to the overhead light fixture.


“That’s right, honey. Lights are hot. No touch lights, right?”


She smiled back at me. “Hot.”


Everything that was off limits to Marion had become “hot” by default. The window fans I’d just returned to the attic last month, the stove, the fireplace, and electric outlets were all “hot.”


Johnny careened into the room, shrieking. “Where’s the airplane man? He said we could play a game.”


I shushed him, pointing to Celeste. “Quiet, buddy. Your sister’s still asleep.”


I changed Marion’s diaper and grabbed the baby monitor, then brought Marion and Johnny into my room. I balanced the baby on my right hip, looking out the window. I wondered how Byron was doing with Siegfried, and if my brother-in-law had finished tending to him.


Johnny climbed up onto my bed and began to jump. “I want the airplane man! Airplane man!”


“Johnny!” I said, a little too forcefully.


His jaw dropped and tears welled in his eyes.


I quickly hugged him, trying to make up for my loud voice. “Sorry, buddy. No bouncing on the bed, and the airplane man’s name is Mr. Cunningham.”


His smile returned. “Okay.” He flopped on the bed and patted Max, my other best friend who currently lay with his head on my pillow. The dog wagged his tail.


“Where’s Mr. Cubbingham?” Johnny asked.


“Uncle Siegfried’s fixing his cut, and then he’ll come inside.”


He nodded, slid down to the wide pine floorboards, and scooted under my bed.


“What are you doing, buddy?”


His feet disappeared and a muffled voice answered, “Gettin’ my velveteen wabbit.” He wiggled out backwards, holding up his dusty prize.


“Maybe we ought to clean him off,” I said. And vacuum. The niceties of perfect housekeeping had taken a back seat to childrearing over the past year and dust balls grew in far too many hard-to-reach locations.


I read to Marion and Johnny for fifteen minutes. When Freddie took over, I headed downstairs to check on Byron. Although I found him in good hands with Siegfried, I worried about his state of mind. He seemed preoccupied and secretive, not his usual ebullient self, and I wondered what had happened to him to make him act so strangely.


Tabling the worry for now, I headed to the kitchen to get supper ready.





Chapter 6


Byron entered through the porch door carrying an armload of clothes. A white bandage hid the cut on his forehead. “Siegfried’s a good man. Look what he donated.”


I eyed the stack of jeans and shirts. “Nice. They ought to do you well for the weekend.”


He smiled at each member of my family. “Greetings, all.”


Johnny leapt up from the floor where he’d been hugging Max and ran to Byron, wrapping his arms around his legs. “Mr. Cubbingham,” he squealed. “Will you play with me?”


Byron looked down in amusement. “Why certainly, little man. How about after dinner?”


Johnny frowned. He clearly wanted to play now, but he behaved himself and walked to a pile of toys in the great room. “Okay.”


“Byron, I’d like you to meet my wife, Camille, and my daughter, Shelby.”


Shelby beamed at him. “Would you like a cookie, Mr. Cunningham?”


“I’d love one,” he said. He actually took two, devoured them, and sighed with pleasure.


I poured him a glass of milk and watched him down it in one gulp.


“Those are the best cookies I’ve had in years, ladies. Just the right touch of…what is it? Nutmeg? Do you plan to market them?”


Mother and daughter giggled.


“Cinnamon.” Camille said, “They’re an old recipe, Byron. Called snickerdoodles. Ever hear of them?”


Byron shook his head and smiled. “No, but I’ll never forget. May I reserve a few more for dessert?”


Shelby grinned. “We made five dozen, so I think we’ll have enough.”


“Then again,” I said. “Siegfried is joining us for dinner.”


The comment elicited titters from the girls. Siegfried ate like a longshoreman.


Byron turned to me. “Gus? No one will have an appetite if I sit here smelling like your horse. May I use your shower?”


“Absolutely. We even saved you some hot water.” I hoped I was telling the truth, crossing my fingers that the hot water tank had done its job of replenishing the supply while we stood and chatted. “Follow me. You’ll have the spare room.”


We climbed the stairs and I led him to the bathroom, where I rummaged under the cabinet for supplies. “Here are your towels, a bar of soap, and a new toothbrush. You can use our toothpaste, and here’s a disposable razor. Shampoo and conditioner are on the side of the tub. Anything else?”


He winked at me. “Not unless you have a cute cabana boy stashed in the shower?”


My mouth dropped open.


He brayed with laughter, covering his smile. “Just kidding.”


I wondered about his comment, but let it go. He’d always been kind of a nut. “See you in a bit. I’m heading down to start dinner. You still like fish?”


“I adore it.” His eyes suddenly changed. Like a portentous storm, a haunted look spread over his face and his expression crumpled.


I put my hand to his shoulder. “Buddy? You okay?”


He teared up and his voice tightened. “Sorry, Gus. It’s just that I’ve been so alone lately. Coming into your family and having such attention lavished on me has been overwhelming. It’s just—it’s just so comforting.”


“Isn’t that a good thing?”


He looked down the hall for a moment and smiled, wiping away a renegade tear. “Of course.”


“You want to talk about it?”


“I do. But not today. Let’s just have a nice time with your family. Maybe tomorrow morning we could go for a walk or run, and we could talk then?”


“Make it a walk,” I said. “The old shin splints are acting up again.”


“Deal.”


I squeezed his shoulder again. “Take your shower and come down when you’re ready.”


He nodded. “Roger.”


I returned to the kitchen. Camille and Shelby had just finished washing the cookie sheets and were about to head outside for a walk with Boris, Camille’s mini-dachshund. They clipped a lead onto Boris’ collar and he waved his red plume of a tail, trotting to the door.


I took out the fresh salsa I’d made the day before with the last of the season’s tomatoes, peppers, and onions. I’d used several cups of chopped cilantro and was pleased to discover the flavors had melded well after marinating for a day.


I decided to make tomato scallop from the last of the fresh tomatoes lining the windowsill. I layered a baking pan with thick tomato slices, buttered saltine cracker crumbs, fresh basil, Swiss cheese, and grated Romano. After popping it in the oven, I set the timer for an hour.


Focused now, I boiled some brown rice and tossed a salad, and when the tomato scallop was almost done, I arranged the haddock pieces in a baking pan, slathered salsa over the top, and slid it into the oven.


Byron entered the kitchen. He’d rolled up the cuffs on Siegfried’s jeans and was swimming in the shirt. The arm length was workable, but his upper body was less muscled than Siegfried and the fabric bunched around his middle where he tucked it into his jeans.


“If those don’t fit, I’ve got some shirts you could borrow,” I said.


He cinched the belt tighter. “These are actually quite comfortable, Gus. Thanks.” He raised his head and sniffed appreciatively. “Blast it all, what is that amazing aroma?


 I pointed to the oven and grinned. “It’s tomato scallop, a house special. Should be ready in about fifteen minutes.”







Chapter 7


There are some people from my past whose names evade me. If I run into them, I strain to recall where we met, and struggle to make small talk.


And then there are friends like Byron.


We talked as if we’d never been apart and soon picked up where we’d left off thirty years ago.


While I worked on the finishing touches of dinner, Byron made a call to the airport and reported the crash to the insurance company. They said they’d be out to investigate the next morning. Byron then alerted the police about his accident, told them he was fine, and handed me the phone to call the farmer whose field he’d invaded.


When all the calls were finished, he pulled out a chair across from me and sank into a chair with a loud sigh. “You have an amazing family, Gus.”


I smiled. “Thanks. But you haven’t met my granddaughters yet. Wait ’til you see the circus at dinner. It can be pretty entertaining.”


I got up to test the rice. It was done.


“You just don’t seem old enough to have grandbabies, Gus. It seems like you and Elsbeth just had Freddie a few years ago. How’s that possible?”


I sighed, knowing exactly what he meant. Freddie’s childhood had sped by, and now she had three children of her own. “Things change fast, don’t they?”


“They do. How about your dad? How’s he doing?”


With a start, I realized I hadn’t told Byron my father died. “I lost him two years after Elsbeth passed. Almost three years ago. Cancer.” I cleared my throat, trying to still the emotion that threatened. “It was horrible. And it still kills me to think of him lying there in that hospital bed. I felt so damned helpless.”


“I’m so sorry.” Byron’s shoulders slumped. A faraway look came over his face. “I know how that feels.”


We sat still for a few minutes, lost in our own thoughts.


I roused myself to add scallions and slivered almonds to the rice. “Are your folks still alive, Bryon? I always enjoyed their company.”


“Mum and Dad are still in good health, thank the Lord.”


Mrs. Pierce emerged from her room wearing a pale yellow coat with a blue kerchief tied under her chin. She carried a small suitcase.


“Ready to go, Adelaide?” I asked.


“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.


“I’d like you to meet my good friend from college. Adelaide, Byron Cunningham. Byron, Adelaide Pierce.”


Byron took her hand. “Lovely to meet you.”


“Pleased to meet you, I’m sure,” she said with a little bow. “And sorry to be running off like this. It’s a weekend routine my sister and I have followed for years now. Dear thing pines away without me.”


They chatted for a few minutes. She finally left with a little wave, trotting outside to her old Plymouth.


“Nice gal,” Byron said.


I took the plates down from the cabinet. “She’s a godsend. When Elsbeth got sick, Adelaide moved in to help. She proved so useful we couldn’t let her go, even after Elsbeth died.”


“Can I help set the table?” Byron asked.


I nodded and handed him the plates. “I’ll get the food onto the buffet, and you set up the trestle table. Silverware is in that drawer, napkins are just below.”


We worked together in silence. Freddie carried the chattering twins into the dining room and settled them in their high chairs on either side of her. Johnny climbed onto his booster seat and banged on the table. Camille and Shelby returned from their walk, breezing into the room with their faces flushed from the cold. Siegfried took his usual place at the end of the table beside Johnny. Boris trotted next to Max and curled up on the rug next to the fireplace.


Everyone was in his or her place, and all was right with the world.


Byron entertained the family with a succession of hilarious stories about his adventures in Egypt, China, and across the world. When he described the mummies, Johnny asked for more details, his eyes shining.


After cookies and coffee, we retired to the great room. Camille offered to do the dishes, and I gladly accepted. Byron played on the rug with Johnny, and I sat at the piano working my way through a long Bach fugue.


Johnny yawned and crawled onto the couch to snuggle with his mother, who’d settled down to relax while the twins scrambled around the great room.


Byron stood, stretched, and looked over my shoulder at the Bach book on the piano. “Got anything I could sing for you, Gus? This fugue is a bit stuffy, don’t you think?”


I snorted a laugh. “How about some arias?”


I located the music to the Donizetti opera L'elisir d'amore (the elixir of love) and began to play.


Byron’s voice—pure and warm—gave me chills. Even the babies stopped to listen to his heart-wrenchingly beautiful rendition of “Una furtiva lagrima.” After the last strains of the melody wafted through the room, everyone was quiet, overwhelmed by the music. The tenor’s voice had grown richer and more complex over the years.


“Wow,” Camille said. “You have an incredible gift, Byron. Why did you ever leave the Met?”


Byron flipped through my books of songs, turning for a moment in her direction. “I got tired of the long days, non-existent evenings, and the big city. Boston felt more like home, you know? And I thought it time for me to give back a little by teaching the up-and-coming young students. Who knows? I might’ve discovered the next Pavarotti.”


Camille stretched. “Would you sing some more? Please?”


Shelby nodded in agreement. “Oh, please. That was so wonderful, Mr. Cunningham.”


Byron issued a little bow and handed me the music to Tosca. After three more arias—each more beautiful than the last—he stopped. “I’m not in shape for this, really.”


The family thanked him and began to disperse. It was late, and the babies were starting to fall asleep mid-crawl. Camille and Shelby helped Freddie carry the children up to bed. Siegfried returned to his carriage house, and Byron and I sat together before the fire with our feet on the hearth, trying to catch up. We had a lot of years to cover, and talked for three hours before turning in.





Chapter 8


I woke the next morning after dreaming of college. Byron’s visit had unleashed memories buried under a lifetime of events: the birth of Freddie, the passing of my parents and grandparents; the struggles with Elsbeth’s fragile nature, and her ensuing illness, the trials of my ex-son-in-law and the horror he unleashed on our family, the terror reigned on us by a psychopath in the season my twin granddaughters were born, the bizarre events in Europe and our near extermination by neo-Nazis, and finally our recent battles against tornadoes and forest fires. Much had happened in my life to smother recollections of the early days at the conservatory.


The previous night’s conversation had peeled away layers and released memories of long hours in the practice halls, the invasion of the British rock bands in Boston, the heightened sensuality of the flower power era, and my passionate romance with Elsbeth. These sentiments had been stirred up and streamed through my subconscious like swirling colors on a tie-dyed tee shirt.


In my dream, Elsbeth danced before me on the Cambridge Commons. She wore a white peasant blouse embroidered with crimson flowers, and a long skirt of bright red, secured on one side with a knot. Her dark mahogany hair spilled over her shoulders and flowed about her in a mass of curls. Decorated with ribbons and daisies, two thin braids swung from either side of her face.


My “dream-Elsbeth” twirled around me to the music from a Bosstown band on the Commons. Eden’s Children was one of our favorite local talents. The music swelled, and Elsbeth smiled, her dimples winking at me. Instantly, her curvy lips blew clouds of flowers, surrounding me in silky sweetness.


I turned over in bed and flopped my arm onto a familiar female form.


I opened my eyes. Camille, not Elsbeth.


I shook off the cobwebs of sleep and slowly came awake. Deep in a dream, my new wife lay on her side. I traced my finger lightly across the creamy hollow near her collarbone. A sudden wash of affection spread over me, and I thanked God for giving me such an angel at a time when I had believed all hope of love was gone.


Max jumped down from the foot of the bed and trotted to the bathroom, where he lapped water from a big stainless steel bowl we kept filled for him and his dachshund pal. Boris snuggled deeper into the blankets at Camille’s feet.


Seconds later, a whimper came from the twins’ room.


I pulled back the covers and padded down the hall.


Celeste stood in her crib, her face crumpled. She was about to cry, noticed me in the doorway, and bounced up and down on the railing. “Up!”


I laid her on the changing table, changed her diaper, and brought her back to our room. Still trying to be quiet so I wouldn’t wake the household, I closed the door and put her on the bed between Camille and me.


She squealed happily and reached for Camille’s hair.


My wife opened one eye. “Hi, sweetums.” She patted the baby’s curls and closed her eyes again.


Celeste stood on the bed and pounded Camille’s shoulder until she opened one eye.


“Eyes!” She pushed a tiny finger toward Camille’s eyes.


My beloved nodded sleepily. “Yes, baby. Eyes. Where’s Oma’s nose?”


Since I had been dubbed the German word for grandfather, “Opa,” it seemed only fitting that Siegfried had done the same to Camille. My grandchildren now knew her as “Oma.”


Celeste looked at me, scrunched up her own nose, and pointed at mine. “Ose.”


“That’s right, honey. Nose. Opa’s nose.”


We played the eyes, nose, and mouth game for a while until she finally tired and tried to slide off the bed by herself. I lowered her gently to the floor and she tottered toward the bathroom. 


“The water, Gus,” Camille mumbled.


I sat bolt upright, jumped off the bed, and ran after Celeste.


I’d left the door to the bathroom open.


“No, no, no!”


I almost made it.


Celeste picked up the dogs’ water dish and tipped it onto the floor. The lake of water spread to the white rug in front of the toilet and ran over the sill and out the door.


Celeste looked at me in concern. Her socks were soaked. “Ought-oh,” she said.


“Ought-oh is right,” I agreed. I scooped her up and threw a large bath towel on the floor.


“Uggg,” I said, realizing I’d soaked my own socks.


“Uggg,” she repeated, using the same grunting intonation I’d used while pushing the towel around with my feet.


I burst out laughing. “Celeste! We don’t dump water, honey. No, no.”


Camille sat up in bed and looked at the clock with dismay. “It’s only six, Gus.”


“I know. She’s up earlier than usual, but I thought I’d let Freddie sleep. Do you want to go back to sleep? I can take her downstairs and make her breakfast.”


She nodded. “You don’t mind?”


I laughed, pulling off Celeste’s wet socks. I dried her feet with a towel, doing the same for my own. “I was already awake, anyway. Enjoy your sleep, love. Sweet dreams.”


I carried the wiggling little girl down to the laundry room and found a pair of dry socks for each of us. I decided to leave her in her pajamas while I fed her.


I stirred up some eggs, Parmesan cheese, chopped tomatoes and red peppers in my favorite cast iron skillet. When it was done, I tied a bib around her neck and tried to share with my granddaughter.


She looked at the food with a scowl.


“Just try it, baby cakes.”


I scooped a small morsel onto her baby spoon and raised it to her mouth. She looked at it dubiously and then picked the piece off the spoon with her delicate fingers. I thought she would throw it to the ground, but she surprised me and mushed it into her mouth.


Thrilled, I chopped up more eggs and placed them on her tray. Her blue eyes sparkled. To my amazement, she picked out the tomatoes and ate them with gusto.


“Tomatoes,” I said.


She grinned at me and smashed another bite into her mouth with her palm outstretched.


When we were both finished, she swept her hand across the tray and pushed the eggs onto the floor. She looked over the edge. “Pup?”


Max trotted down the stairs on cue and licked up the gift of baby breakfast. When he was done, he asked to go out by tap dancing near the kitchen door. I clipped him to his run and shut the door.


I turned to find Byron in the doorway, dressed in Siegfried’s jeans and a plaid woolen shirt.


“Morning,” he said.


“Ready for that walk?” I asked.


“Indeed.”


Freddie padded down the stairs in her bathrobe and offered Byron a cup of coffee, trying to stifle a yawn.


“I’ll just run up and change. Be down in a sec,” I said.


“Sure,” he said. “Take your time, I’ll drink that cuppa while I wait.”





Chapter 9


Byron and I started out for the woods with Max. I decided to take the trails leading to the creek and sledding hill. There was a wonderful view of the valley from the top. If we wanted to hike farther, we could climb to the campgrounds burned by the lightning-sparked forest fire last summer, and then up to the cave openings that intersected with abandoned salt mine channels. Although many of the trees were scorched and destroyed, the grasses and berry bushes had begun to repopulate the area and fuzzy patches of green sprouted across the land.


This morning, thorny frost covered the trees. Reminiscent of hoarfrost, but lacking its crystalline structure, it coated trees, grasses, and weeds with a sugary glaze, poking out in all directions like barbs on a pricker bush. The effect was magical. Early morning sun rose over the horizon, sparkling on fences, trees, and rocks. We followed a dirt track in the field bordering the woods, climbing higher and higher.


Hiking in silence, we reached the top of the sledding hill in fifteen minutes. The white-coated grass crunched underfoot and the sky stretched across the horizon in a clear, deep blue. Fields and patches of woods rolled and dipped in the distance.


Max nosed around a log and flushed out a rabbit who hopped in frantic circles before scurrying into a hole beneath a nearby tree. My canine friend barked and shoved his snout into the burrow, tail wagging.


“Want to sit for a while?” I asked.


Byron nodded, and we settled on the log.


I glanced sideways at him, waiting.


He stared across the vista as a sheik might appraise his desert sands. His expression was a blend of quiet dignity and resignation. “It’s time for us to talk, Gus.”


I turned to him. “I didn’t want to push you. But I have been worried.”


He lowered his eyes. “I know. I appreciate your concern. It’s been so hard deceiving you all these years.”


My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t expected this.


He looked up at me, and finally just blurted it out. “I lost the love of my life this year, Gus. His name was Victor. He died from AIDS in May.”


I blinked. “I don’t understand.”


His face tensed. “I know. I’m sorry I never told you.” He glanced away, his eyes scanning the bucolic landscape before us, then sighed deeply. “It took me years to accept the fact that I’m gay. I fought the idea for a long time, and with good reason, you have to admit. You know what society thinks of gays.”


Yes, I’d seen the heartbreak inflicted by that kind of prejudice, especially in my youth when I befriended an old hermit named Mr. Tully. I nodded stiffly and Byron went on.


“I tried so hard to be normal, Gus, but it was no good. Finally, after years of therapy and bad relationships, some with men and some with women, I reconnected with Victor. That was ten years ago.”


I studied my friend’s strained face as bits and pieces of memories flashed through my brain. Glimpses of Byron hanging just a bit too long on the arm of a mutual friend, of the shallow women he’d dated whom we’d both known had no chance of being right for him, of scenes I’d ignored or passed off as dramatic fancy…


“But why the hell didn’t you tell me?” I said in a too-loud voice. I felt angry. Left out. Deceived. “Didn’t you think I could handle it?”


His eyes widened. My outburst had shocked him as much as his revelation had shocked me. “I’m so sorry. I just—it’s just the longer the lies went on, the harder it was to come clean.” He lifted his shoulders in a helpless gesture. “I thought of calling you so many times when Victor and I were together. But you and I had drifted apart, you know? And then to tell you at Elsbeth’s funeral would have been terrible timing.”


Elsbeth. She would have supported our friend instead of focusing on herself as I was doing. My anger drained away like grains of sand washed from a seashell in the surf. I looked into Byron’s troubled eyes. “I just wish you’d trusted me more back in the old days. I would have supported you.”


Byron looked at me with hope. “You mean you’re not against it? I thought maybe because you went to church all the time, you know, you’d think it was wrong or something.”


“Oh, hell, Byron.” I stared at him. “I honestly believe God loves us as he made us. He’s understanding, giving, and compassionate.” I squeezed Byron’s arm. “If you love someone, it’s a gift. Doesn’t matter what sex you happen to be. You know?”


He looked at me with wide eyes. “Really? That’s how you look at all this?”


“Really. And I have seen The Bird Cage a few times, you know. I’m not completely provincial.”


He snorted a laugh. “Well, then, there’s hope for you yet.” His voice shook. “I should have told you. I’m sorry.” Drawing back, he tried on a half-smile, still uncertain.


We sat in silence for a while.


I wanted to follow through with my offer of support, and figured asking about Victor would be a good way to start. “Why don’t you tell me about Victor. What was he like?”


We stood and started walking toward the wooded hills scorched by the fire last summer.


“What was he like?” Byron frowned briefly. “Hard to describe. I guess I’d better start from the beginning.”


“Always a good place,” I said, pointing to a path on the right. “This way.”


Byron ducked under a tree that had fallen across the path, and continued with his story after we fought our way out of the branches. “We had a brief affair when I sang in Rigoletto, and then reconnected again four years later in Boston. He was the one and only love of my life, Gus. I’d never met anyone like him.”


“Was he a singer, too?”


“A singer?” Byron’s eyes sparkled. “God, yes. He had the voice of an angel. Sweet, silky, fluid. Almost like a choirboy.”


“Victor was five years younger than I was. He was as fair as I am dark. We were quite the contrasting couple.” He laughed. “He was five-ten, lean, and had Nordic good looks. He wore his hair long. His bangs were always falling over his face.”


I encouraged him to go on. “Victor, the Viking?”


“Bloody hell, yes. His family was originally from Finland, with about a quarter of Polish mixed in there on his mother’s side. Yes, he was quite the Viking.”


He looked into the distance with a wistful expression, lost in his thoughts.


We moved up the hill toward the scorched area. The acrid scent of burned woodlands still lingered, although many rains had washed over the landscape since the fire. I whistled for Max, who kept falling behind, with his nose perpetually applied to the ground.


“Victor loved dogs,” Byron said. “We always had dogs in the house. Skeemo was his favorite. He died of cancer a month after I lost Victor.”


“That must’ve been the last straw,” I said.


“It was.” His face fell. We both climbed over another fallen tree, and continued up the hill.


“What else did Victor like? What were his hobbies?”


“He loved color, anything to do with color. Our house was beautifully decorated, with vibrant, daring combinations of colors and antiques. His wardrobe was elegant, but always accented with a splash of orange cantaloupe, or key lime, or pale rose. He was very talented. He painted watercolors. Japanese birds. Pastel flower gardens. All very lovely. I have most of his works, but gave a few to his parents and sister.”


“Were they supportive of your relationship?”


“Oh, yes,” he said with a warm smile. “They loved me. I still consider them my family. We were very blessed.”


His eyes watered, and he wiped away a tear.


We reached the clearing my family used for camping. I looked around at the damage, sad to see it so badly burned and scorched, but I knew in several years it would be lush again. I remembered the night the lightning had struck, back in August, when I’d roused a sleeping Siegfried and Johnny from their tent just before the fire engulfed it. Shuddering, I turned my attention back to Byron.


We decided to head down the hill. When Max saw us turn, he did the same, and then romped ahead of us on the trail.


The conversation seemed to be doing Byron some good, so I prompted him further. “What was this golden boy like? You know, his personality.”


Byron smiled, slowing his pace a little. “Well, he was funny. A real comedian. He could make me laugh like nobody else. His parodies were merciless. Especially those he did of women. And he was very tidy, obsessively so. I used to drive him crazy when I cooked. The kitchen would look like a hurricane had hit when I was done. But he loved my stroganoff with mushrooms—”


Max ran in circles around us with his nose to the ground.


“Sounds like he was pretty much perfect,” I said.


Byron hesitated for a minute and slowed his pace. “Not completely. In fact, it was his one failing that killed him.”


“Failing?”


“He had an uncontrollable yen for younger men. Most of the time, he was faithful. But once in a while he’d go to a party, meet a young student from the conservatory, and...” Byron shrugged. “He always confessed afterwards, and promised never to do it again.” My friend kicked a rock along the trail, his head down. “It took three years for Victor to die. Three long, horrible years. I stayed by his side the whole time, even took the last year off from teaching. By some miracle, I didn’t catch the disease, although at the time I almost wished I had. I didn’t want to live without him.” He paused to catch his breath. “We tried everything. All the new meds, the experimental stuff. Nothing worked.”


I pictured Byron sitting at Victor’s bedside. I related all too well to that scenario. Except Elsbeth had been dealing with tumors instead of this ravaging disease.


The lonely cry of a mourning dove echoed through the branches above us.


“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I know how you feel. It’s the worst. It’s been five years since I went through it with my wife, but I’ll never, ever forget. I can tell you one thing, though. Eventually, life becomes livable again. You will go on. Little by little, you’ll begin to see things again. Take pleasure in things again. You’ll notice the sunlight on your face and will feel happiness. It’ll take a while, but you’ll come back. I promise.”


He looked at me doubtfully.


We’d almost reached the horses’ field. I spotted Mr. Washburn’s van in the driveway.


“C’mon. It looks like we might be able to do some laundry and get you back into your own clothes. The repairman is here,” I said.


“Race you,” Byron shouted.


In spite of my shin splints, I grinned and barreled forward, sprinting toward the house.


He laughed and pulled beside me, his long legs pumping and arms swinging. Like schoolboys, we laughed and ran like the wind. We passed the back fence and had about five hundred feet to go when I pushed myself hard and thought I’d beat him.


At the last second, he raced ahead of me, thudded up the porch steps, and pressed his palm against the back door. “I win,” he laughed, doubled over and out of breath.


I could barely breathe, I was laughing so hard. “Fair and square.”


We entered the kitchen just as Mr. Washburn came out of the laundry room with his toolbox.


“Any hope for the dryer, Mr. W?” I asked.


“Oh yes, Mr. LeGarde. It’ll last a few more years.”


“What was wrong with it this time?”


“I found a black sock wrapped around the drum. Plus this.” He rummaged around in the pocket of his overalls and held up a pacifier. “It was jammed into the drum. Someone pulled out the lint trap and apparently dropped the sock and this little thingy into the cavity. Jammed her right up.”


Marion lay on the floor with Johnny. She looked up with interest. “Binky!” she said, tottering over to the repairman.


“I ran it under hot water. It’s clean now,” he said, handing it to her with a chuckle.


The baby stuck her pacifier in her mouth and waddled back to Johnny.


“I screwed down that lint trap. Can’t come out now,” Mr. Washburn said. He tipped his baseball cap and plodded out to his van.





Chapter 10


Byron met with the Federal Aviation Authority officials at the crash site while I helped Siegfried clean out the barn. We worked side by side until the stalls were freshened, the water barrel brimmed with cold water, the aisles were swept clean, and enough hay bales for the week lay piled in the spare stall.


Siegfried hung the pitchfork on the wall and turned to me. “Professor?” He swung his long, blond ponytail over his shoulder and looked at me solemnly.


“Yeah, Sig?”


“Am I dimwitted?” He frowned. “What is dimwitted? I do not know this word.”


I leaned toward him. “Did someone say that about you, Sig?”


His face fell. “It is bad, Ja?”


I nodded. “Yeah. It means someone is a little slow, you know, not too smart. But it doesn’t fit you, Sig. Who said that, anyway?” I felt my ire rise. I’d defended my friend from such remarks for most of my life. And I’d learned to fight in the schoolyard under such circumstances. I carried those skills with me into adulthood, and had actually been required to call them into use on more occasions than I’d ever expected.


“The man at the grocery store. I heard him call me that when I knocked over the oranges.” Siegfried’s face twisted with humiliation. “I didn’t mean to. I took one, and they all fell down. I picked them up.” He hung his head and looked at his shoes.


I laid a hand on his shoulder. He stood six inches taller than me at six-foot-eight, so I had to reach up pretty high.


“My friend,” I said.


His expression reminded me of a wounded dog.


“You are the finest human being I’ve ever known. You are gentle, loyal, intuitive, and you have the kind of smarts that most people have lost by the time they are grown up. There’s nothing dimwitted about you, Siegfried. The only dimwit is that idiot at the grocery store.”


His mouth curled into a half smile. “Ja?”


“Definitely. Matter of fact, I’d call him a moron to his face if he were here right now.”


His smile broadened and he laughed out loud. “You would do that for me?”


“Count on it, Sig. Next time we’re there, point him out to me. I’d like to know which one he was.”


He smiled and nodded, feeling redeemed. The anguish I sensed was all too familiar. Siegfried hadn’t regained his superior academic intellect after a near-fatal boating accident when he was twelve, and he’d fallen prey to every spiteful bully in high school. He had, nonetheless, retained important qualities that made him a stellar human being. Sig was a tender playmate with my grandchildren, a loyal and amusing companion, a fierce defender of the family, and a hard worker. His relationship with animals was unique and instinctive, and because of these skills, he was a valuable employee in Freddie’s veterinary practice.


“Want to help me dig some potatoes for the leek soup?” I asked.


He nodded. “Natürlich. Is Mr. Cunningham staying for dinner?”


“Yes. He’s staying until Sunday night.”


“I like him,” he said simply.


“Me, too,” I said.


It was like that with Siegfried. We could say what we thought without wasting words. The comfort I felt with my old friend was based on our shared childhood and the long, hard times we’d been through together. Siegfried, Elsbeth, and I had been best friends since I was five and the twins were four. We spent our childhood days dreaming together, and Sig and I both sat at Elsbeth’s bedside when she slowly withered away from the cancer.


I sighed, remembering that difficult time and Byron’s similar tragedy, then pulled myself back from the reverie to grab a hand tool from the wall. Siegfried picked up a basket and together we walked to the garden to harvest the last of the red potatoes from the earth.





Chapter 11


I finished preparing the potato and leek soup and let it simmer on low while we waited for Byron to come back from the crash site. While it cooked, I went up to my bedroom to sit with my laptop in the wing chair by the window. I worked on my Chopin book for an hour. It was to be a complete analysis of the man and his works and had been my ongoing project for years. I needed to put more effort into writing, but life in our expanding family had taken up most of my spare time for the last few years, so progress was painfully slow. I didn’t know if I’d ever finish the thing.


Shelby walked past the room and peeked inside. “Gus?”


I saved the file, welcoming the elevation. “Yes, honey?”


“Is Mr. Cunningham a singing teacher?”


I motioned her into the room. She skipped toward me with her braids swinging and perched on the window seat, looking out into the yard.


“Yes, he is. Why do you ask?”


She bit her lip and hesitated. “Mom’s directing Annie at the high school after Christmas. I want to be in the show, and I need help.”


“Okay…” I said.


“I want to sing, Gus.” Shelby went on in a rush. “I really like it. My chorus teacher said I should find a teacher. She said I have ‘potential,’ whatever that is.”


I looked at Shelby in surprise. She’d never sung in front of me except in church, where she usually murmured the words beside her mother.


“Potential is a good thing, honey. It means she thinks you have talent.”


“Oh.” She looked pleased, but self-conscious.


Byron chose that moment to appear in the doorway.


“Let’s talk to Mr. Cunningham and see what he thinks, okay?” I said.


Shelby grinned, turning toward Byron.


“What does he think about what, old chum?” Byron asked, striding into the room. He sat down beside Shelby.


“About singing lessons for Shelby,” I said.


Byron raised his eyebrow. “Are you a singer, young lady?”


She flushed, but looked hopeful. “I’d like to be. I need a lot of help.”


“Why don’t we go downstairs and try out a few songs after lunch? Your mother just invited me for a bowl of heavenly soup, and I must admit I’m famished.”


“Okay.” She nodded happily and trotted out of the room.


I stood and put my laptop away. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot, Byron.”


He waved his hand as if dismissing me. “Don’t give it a second—” He stopped, staring at the painting above the mantle. “Gus—” he said with a ragged intake of breath. “Where did you get this painting?”


I joined him at the mantle. The painting had been in my family for generations. If I remembered correctly, my mother’s aunt bought it during one of her French sojourns.


“We’ve always had it, Byron. It was in my mother’s family.” The portrait of an old man fiddling with a little dog dancing at his feet had always been my favorite.


“I need more light,” he said urgently.


I switched on the ceiling light, watching Byron lean in close.


He took out his glasses, cleaned them with a shirttail, and put them on, scrutinizing the signature at the bottom. His hands were shaking. “Gus,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “This is a Knight. A Daniel Ridgway Knight.”


“It sure is,” I said calmly. “Are you familiar with his work?”


“Don’t be daft! I adore him. I have several of his French countryside paintings in my apartment. I paid a fortune for them, and have them securely guarded. I’m on the website daily, looking for new offerings. But this—” he said, stepping back to admire the piece. “I’ve never seen anything like this. My God, Gus, do you know how much this is worth?”


I looked up at the old man playing fiddle beneath an ancient tree whose branches spread like a protective canopy. His bushy white beard and rustic clothing reminded me of a French country peasant. A red knapsack lay at his feet, and a little white dog danced on his hind feet to the fiddler’s music. In the background, a distant village sprawled across the horizon.


“Never really thought about it. I imagine it could be in the thousands?”


Byron rolled his eyes. “Good God, man. You have a lot to learn. A piece of this quality could easily be worth half a million. Maybe more.” He ran his fingers nervously through his hair. “You need to get it appraised and insured. And you’ll need a security system to keep it safe. I can’t believe you just have it hanging right out in the open in your bedroom, Gus. Anyone could just walk in and take it. They could put a ladder to the window and—”


I held up my hand. “Now wait a minute. Don’t overreact. Nobody but my family knows about the painting. And we’re almost always home. The only people aside from us who knew about it were my parents, and they’re gone now.”


“Oh, Gus. You have no idea. This should really be in a museum. It’s a national treasure.”


I held up my hands. “Okay, so it’s worth some money. I get it.”


“Promise me you’ll have it appraised and insured.”


I hesitated. The idea of having to lug it up to the city, trust some stranger with it, and then pay hundreds of dollars a year to insure it didn’t appeal to me.


“Promise me,” he repeated.


I sighed. “I’ll consider it.”


He turned me toward him and locked eyes with me. “Don’t just consider it, do it.”


I threw up my hands. “Fine. I’ll do it.”


“Good man. Now, let’s have some of that soup.”





Chapter 12


Shelby’s voice carried from the great room into the kitchen. Byron played an arpeggio, sang it himself, and then asked her to repeat it.


Camille dropped a plastic sippy cup and I froze in the middle of washing my favorite soup pot. Shelby matched the notes with perfect pitch. To my utter astonishment, her voice rang clear and pure.


Byron tried several other exercises, working his way higher up the scale. He took her up to a high D flat, then stopped. Shelby responded without hesitation, producing lilting sounds that sent chills down my spine. Not only did she match the tones he played, but her volume astounded me.


Where’s she been hiding this gorgeous voice?


“Camille?”


I pointed to the great room. “Did you know about this?”


She stared in the same direction. “I had no idea.”


Byron began to play the opening lines of “Tomorrow” from the musical Annie. His piano skills were limited, but he managed to get through it.


Shelby belted the song as if she’d been singing on Broadway her whole life.


My jaw dropped. Camille’s eyes sparkled.


She finished the song and they began another entitled “Maybe.” She sang the wistful ballad in a sweeter, softer tone.


The girl was good. She was very good.


A huge smile spread across Camille’s face.


I matched it and reached for her hand.  


“I don’t believe it,” she said. Her face glowed. “My baby’s one hell of a singer.”


Byron came into the kitchen with his arm linked through Shelby’s. She beamed at him, looking at us for approval.


Camille held out her arms. Shelby ran to her and hugged her hard.


My throat tightened.


“How long have you two known about this amazing young woman’s talent?” he said. He looked at me with widened eyes as if he still couldn’t believe the sounds she’d just produced.


I shrugged, smiling at Shelby. “She’s kept it secret. This is the first I’ve heard her sing like that.”


Camille held her daughter at arm’s length. “You never cease to amaze me, child. Where did you learn how to do that?”


“In chorus, I guess. I like singing, Mom. I listened to the CD you gave me, and practiced at school. Was it okay? Do you think I’ll get in the show?”


“Oh, honey. It was more than okay. You were stupendous. To be fair, I have to hear the other kids audition, but I can almost guarantee I’ll find a spot for you in the show.”


Byron pulled me aside. “Gus, I need to teach this girl. She is bloody phenomenal. She’s really got what it takes, and if her voice develops as I expect— well, we’ve got a potentially world class vocalist on our hands here.”


His eyes shone and his face worked with emotion. He took my hand and held it. “Tell me you’ll bring her to Eastman for lessons.”


I patted his arm, gazing at Shelby. “Count on it. Email your schedule and we’ll find a time that works. I need to do some research at the Sibley library for my book anyway.”


He laughed and whacked me on the back. “Smashing!”





Chapter 13


Saturday was filled with family time: playing board games, cooking on the campfire in the evening, and plenty of singing, with Byron, of course, taking the lead.


On Sunday morning I decided to skip church. Byron and I took the Jeep to the Glassbrooks’ wheat field to see what we could salvage from the plane. The FAA had investigated the crash the day before and had taken suspect parts to analyze in their labs, seeking a root cause for the crash.


When we got there, Byron put his hands to his head, as if seeing it for the first time. “Oh, my poor baby,” he moaned.


The front of the plane was blackened and twisted, but the rear seats and tail had come detached during the explosion and lay about twenty yards away.


Byron stared at the tailpiece. “The FAA guys said it was the force of the explosion that separated it.”


We climbed into the gaping hole of the back section. Two rear seats were intact, as were the storage bins and cabinets.


Byron picked up a black down jacket and sniffed it. “Does this smell smoky to you?”


I leaned over and took a whiff. “It’s not too bad. Maybe you could get it cleaned.”


“Maybe.” He rummaged through the rest of the plane, collecting his briefcase, a book of maps, and a small cooler.


I stepped outside and circled the tail of the plane. The right rear panel had several fresh-looking holes. It looked as if someone had torn into the panel from the outside with a sledgehammer. Examining them, I frowned, remembering that a wing tore off when it hit the tree, but that was on the other side. Where did the holes come from?


When Byron got out, I called him over. “Were these here yesterday?”


His jaw fell. “Crikey, no. What happened? Vandals?”


I ran my hand over one of the gaping holes. “The FAA guys wouldn’t do this as part of their investigation, would they?”


“No. When we left together yesterday, that panel was fine.”


I circled the rear section again. “Where’d you get the plane?”


“I bought it in Boston from a guy Victor recommended. Fell in love with it at first sight.”


“I don’t know. Looks like they were searching for something. Maybe it’s crazy, but I wonder if the previous owner stored drugs or something in it, and came to get them out.”


“The fellow didn’t seem like a drug addict, Gus. And if he were, why wouldn’t he take whatever it was out before he sold it? Even if he couldn’t for some reason, why make all those holes? He’d know exactly where to look.”


I thought about that. “Could be someone he talked to, someone he told about it. Could be almost anything,” I said slowly.


We ambled back toward the Jeep. The sun shone brightly, glinting off something in the distant field. I jogged over to check out the metallic object sitting in a ragged trench about three hundred feet behind the remains of the plane.


A long, black metal cylinder with steel caps on either end lay beside a piece of yellow sheet metal.


I handed him the yellow piece. “Is this from the plane?”  


“I think so.” Byron took it from me. “It looks like part of the panel near the landing gear. It must have sheared off when the wheel broke off.” He squinted in the bright light. “Oh, look. There’s the wheel.” He took a few long strides toward it.


“That’s odd,” he said. “The mechanism is missing its screws. How could all the screws come out? No wonder the wheel fell off.”


I looked at it curiously. “The FAA will want to see this. It looks like—”


He looked at me blankly. “Like what?”


I met his glance. “Sabotage.”


He sputtered. “Now that’s crazy.”


“Maybe. But they could’ve messed with your engine, too. Increase the chances that the plane—or you—wouldn’t make it.”


Byron bit his lip, gazing at the horizon for a full minute before replying. “The engine did die very suddenly,” he said soberly. “There was a loud pop, just before the fire started. Shocked the bloody hell out of me. When she hit the ground, the wheel gave out.” He stroked his chin. “What’s in that tube, anyway? It’s not mine.”


I pried off the top cap and peered inside. “Looks like some kind of a poster. Let’s take it back to the house.”


“Okay,” Byron said, eyeing it suspiciously. His mood shifted quickly, and he shot me a grin. “Race you to the Jeep!”





Chapter 14


To my male ego’s delight, I beat Byron in the race this time, blatantly ignoring my throbbing shin splints.


We found Freddie lugging a basket of clean clothes toward the stairs when we arrived.


“Dad? Can you keep an eye on Johnny? The twins are sleeping upstairs, and I’m going to put this laundry away while I have a free minute.”


I peered into the great room and saw the boy lolling on the couch with Max. “Sure, honey. No problem.”


I was about to open the cylinder, but the phone rang before I could uncap it. I picked it up in the kitchen, listened for a minute, and passed it to Byron. “A guy from the FAA.”


He pressed the receiver to his ear, listening in silence. “Are you sure?” His brow furrowed. “Okay. Thank you.” He hung up, looking troubled.


Johnny zoomed into the kitchen on his fire truck riding toy.


I ruffled his hair when he buzzed past me. “Careful there, sport.” I laid the cylinder on the kitchen table, turning to Byron. “What’d they say?”


He whispered, as if he didn’t want Johnny to hear. “They found traces of an explosive in the engine; they think it was detonated remotely.”


I stared at him, my heart thudding. So it was deliberate.


Johnny wheeled past him, heading back to the great room making a siren sound.


Byron smiled mechanically at the boy, dropping into a kitchen chair, his head in his hands. “Gus, I can’t bloody believe it.” He turned woeful eyes to me. “Someone tried to murder me.”


“Do you have any enemies? I mean, real enemies that would try to kill you?”


He shook his head. “Hell, no. At least not that I know of.”


“That’s good. But if not, then why would anyone…”


“I don’t know!” he shouted.


Johnny turned an inquisitive look toward us. “Opa?”


“Everything’s okay, buddy,” I said. Speaking in lower tones, I turned to Byron. “Maybe they were trying to get rid of something, not someone.”


He looked up at me, then at the cylinder. “We don’t even know what’s in this blasted tube yet. Let’s take a look.”


I pulled off the end cap and slid a large canvas rectangle out of the tube. “It’s not a poster,” I said with growing excitement. “It’s a painting.”


I unrolled it, placing a bowl of oranges on one end to keep it from curling up again.


The painting was an amateurish cityscape of New York, like something you’d see sold by hawkers in Central Park. It featured Rockefeller Plaza’s famous skating rink in with tall buildings in the background. The colors were too bright, and the skaters on the frozen pond looked as if they’d been brushed on in a sloppy rush.


Byron made a face. “Ugh. That’s bloody awful.”


“Not exactly the great work of art I was hoping to see,” I said.


Johnny zoomed back into the kitchen. “I’m thirsty, Opa.”


“Okay, honey.” I patted his shoulder, absentmindedly filling a plastic cup halfway with grape juice.


The boy climbed on a chair between us.


I handed him his cup. “Be careful now, buddy.”


“Mr. Cubbingham?”


Byron looked miserable. “Yes, Johnny?”


“Will you play with me? Please?”


The big man smiled indulgently, in an obvious attempt to shrug off his worries. “Sure thing, son. I’d love to.”


My grandson grinned, and grabbed for his juice, knocking over the cup before I could catch it. Juice flooded the painting.


I lunged for the cup, righted it, and grabbed a roll of paper towels from the counter. “Damn. I’m sorry, Byron.”


Johnny’s eyes welled with tears. “I didn’t mean to!”


Byron came to the rescue. “No worries, young man. It’s okay, really.” He patted Johnny’s hand. “That painting really wasn’t my cup of tea, anyway.”


I mopped juice from the canvas and was horrified when I realized the paint was coming off. “Whoa—”


Another image emerged beneath the garish New York City painting. The newly revealed section was beautifully textured with short violet brush strokes. I exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Byron and dabbed more juice onto the paper towel. The over-painting dissolved quickly.


“Waterloo Bridge,” I whispered.


I knew the painting well, having visited it frequently on the second floor of the Rochester Memorial Art Gallery. It was my favorite canvas from the museum’s Impressionist collection. Painted in 1903 by Claude Monet, it was entitled “The Waterloo Bridge, Veiled Sun.”


Byron’s jaw dropped. “I think it’s time to call someone, Gus.”


Johnny had stopped crying and was sniffling now. “That picture’s prettier, Opa.” He wiped his cheeks and turned to Byron. “Is that your cup-a-coffee, Mr. Cubbingham?”


He smiled at Johnny. “You bet it is, lad. Cup of tea, cup of coffee. Any way you say it, this one I like.”





Chapter 15


I wasn’t sure who to call or what to do about the painting. Was there a special branch of the police who dealt with that kind of stuff? For that matter, we weren’t sure what kind of stuff it was. Fake? The genuine article, stolen from the museum? I decided to get advice from Lieutenant Joe Russell of the Conaroga Village Police. Joe and his young police partner, Adam Knapp, held a standing invitation to Sunday dinner. They were due to arrive soon.


My surrogate parents, Oscar and Millie Stone, and Camille’s mother, Maddy, my long time secretary at the university were also expected for dinner.


I set up a card table in the great room for the painting. Byron gently cleaned it with a towel moistened with plain water this time. We anchored the corners with cans of beans from the kitchen cabinet and left the lavender and blue tinted masterpiece to dry on the table. Thankfully, the acidic juice hadn’t seemed to damage the oils.


I couldn’t believe I’d almost drowned a Monet in grape juice.


Johnny took Byron’s hand and dragged him into the great room to play with his building blocks.


I returned to meal preparations, coating twenty turkey legs with plum jam. I slid them into the oven, still thinking about the painting and the plane.


If the Monet was authentic, why would someone blow up the plane? Assuming the “someone” hadn’t been after Byron. So, it must be a counterfeit, right?


My brain continued to whirl as I sorted through and rejected all my outlandish theories while peeling a bowl of apples from the cold cellar.


I poured the cubed apples in two inches of water and turned up the heat, then wandered over to stare at the painting. A thrill of excitement ran down my spine. It looked so real. A part of me wanted to believe it was. The idea of a Monet painting lying on my card table, in my house, was exhilarating.


I put on a wool jacket and headed for the garden with a basket. Siegfried waved to me from the woodpile, in the process of splitting wood. His massive arms swung the axe high, dropping it down, splitting them neatly in half.


I waved back and headed for the garden. Although it was late October, many of my summer plantings still thrived. Beets, chard, squash, and even tomato plants sprawled across the broad expanse. I’d covered the tomatoes and squash during the few frosts, but last week we lost the green beans, peppers, and basil, which lay blackened and withered. The greens and beets, however, would last long into the winter.


I stepped toward the row of collard greens. Snapping off leaves close to the stalk, I laid them in the basket. The grayish-green leaves had sweetened considerably since the first frost hit and would go well with the turkey.


I brought the greens inside and ran them under cool water, then sat down to chop them. Layering three leaves on top of each other, I rolled them up like a cigar, sliced them lengthwise, then cut the slices into little pieces.


Shelby and Camille breezed into the kitchen. My darling, shopaholic wife finally found a partner who loved the sport as much as she did.


Shelby’s arms bulged with packages. Her eyes glowed. Her cheeks flushed. She beamed at me. “We got such great deals! There were sales everywhere! Mom bought me some really cool jeans, and some sixties-style blouses, and—”


She dropped one of the bags, stopped to take a breath, and simply smiled.


I recognized the look in her eyes. It was my wife’s expression. Exactly. The look of the inveterate shopper, the home-from-the-mall prowl with her red-tag-sale prey.


Camille put her arm around Shelby’s shoulders. “She’s really turned into quite the bargain hunter, this one has.”


Shelby grabbed her bag from the floor and ran up the stairs. “I’m gonna try them on.”


The phone rang. Camille’s arms were full of her own packages.


I got up from the table and answered it. “LeGarde residence.”


“Hello? Is Shelby there?” The voice was male, young, and confident.


I froze. “Excuse me?”


“Is Shelby there?”


“Uh, yes. Who’s calling, please?”


“Jake. From her school. We’re in algebra together.”


I recovered. “Sure. Hold on, please.”


I walked to the bottom of the stairs and called Shelby, hoping I didn’t wake the sleeping twins.


No answer. I tried again, a little louder this time.


She appeared at the top of the stairs dressed in tight hip hugger bellbottoms and an embroidered peasant shirt, looking like she’d just stepped out of the sixties. The outfit was far too formfitting for a girl her age.


Her age…her chronological age, I reminded myself, was sixteen. She was a young woman now. My stomach fell to my feet and I blanched. I almost shouted No way are you wearing those clothes, young lady, but I suddenly remembered the kid on the phone. “Uh, telephone for you, honey.”


She danced down the stairs. “Really? Who is it?”


“Some guy named Jake.”


Her eyes lit up. “Jake?” She grabbed the phone, twirled her hair around her finger and perched on the edge of the couch. “Hi, Jake.”


I walked back to the kitchen in a daze.


Camille set her packages on the table. “You okay, honey? You look funny.”


I sat down and stared into the distance. “No, I’m not okay. Our daughter is talking to a boy.”


She laughed. “It was bound to happen, sweetheart.” She laid her hand on my arm. “Gus? Did you hear me?”


I nodded slowly. “I’m not ready for this. She can’t wear those clothes in public.”


She laughed. “Honey, they aren’t that bad. They’re appropriate for her age. All the girls are wearing that style.” She held my face between her hands and locked eyes with me. “She’s not going to stay your little girl forever, you know.”


I huffed with a bleak expression. “Why not?”


Camille patted my arm again and placed a soft kiss on my lips. “I love you so much, you big lug. It’ll be okay.”


“Promise?”


She nodded, looking into the great room at Shelby, who giggled girlishly. “She’s going to be just fine. I promise.”







Chapter 16


At four o’clock our guests began to arrive. Oscar and Millie rolled into the driveway in their late model Lincoln. Oscar wheeled Millie’s chair up the homemade ramp into the kitchen. I helped Millie with her coat, and made a mental note to ask her about the Knight painting hanging upstairs in our bedroom.


Millie and my mother, Gloria LeGarde, had been best friends for years. Their relationship traced back to high school. She spent many hours with my mother in our house as a youngster, and I knew she’d picked up tidbits about our family history along the way.


The Stones were fascinated with the history of our town of East Goodland, New York, and Oscar had recently accepted the role of town historian after abandoning his career as a nature photographer when Millie’s arthritis worsened. This great man—who had traveled regularly from Borneo to Iceland—now stayed at home as if it were the most natural transition in the world. I so admired him for that.


When Oscar was not tending his chair-bound wife, he fulfilled his duties as historian and photographed the glories of the Genesee Valley. Even today, his old Leica camera swung from a strap around his neck. I knew he’d probably burn a whole roll of film tonight at our gathering, and wondered where he bought the film and had it developed these days, since Kodak had stopped making it. He talked about getting a digital SLR, but he hadn’t made the switch yet.


I leaned down to take the turkey legs out of the oven, turning toward him. “Oscar?”


He smiled primly, shrugging out of his coat. “Yes, my boy?” He laid his camera on the counter, away from little hands.


“I have something for you to take a look at. Something rather phenomenal.”


Oscar’s bright blue eyes sparkled. He pushed back a lock of silky white hair. “Phenomenal, eh? Well, let’s see it.”


Byron bounced down the stairs and trotted into the kitchen. He’d changed into his own freshly laundered clothes. “Oh, that shower felt good,” he said.


I turned to him before he saw our guests. “You sure needed it after I beat you in that race.”


He started to offer a retort, but stopped when he noticed the Stones. “Mr. and Mrs. Stone, what a pleasure to see you again.” He strode toward them in three long-legged strides. Leaning down, he pecked Millie’s cheek and vigorously shook Oscar’s hand.


Millie patted her black curls. “Much more pleasant circumstances than the last time, don’t-you-know?”


They’d last seen each other at Elsbeth’s funeral.


Byron flashed a wry smile. “Indeed.” After some small talk, Byron wheeled Millie into the great room to join Freddie and the twins. Oscar waited while I drained the collards. The steam billowed in a moist cloud. I dumped the greens into a bowl and dropped a chunk of butter on top. I knew one of these days I’d have to cut out the butter. My doctor had been warning me about my cholesterol, and Camille had been on my case all year about it. I’d do it. Soon, I’d promised. But not today.


Oscar waited patiently by the table. “Where is it, Gus? And what is it? You’ve got me all excited.”


“Sorry. Oscar. Just about done.”


He winked. “As long as you’re cooking a fabulous meal, my dear boy, that’s all that matters.”


I shrugged. “I hope so.


From the next room, Millie laughed at Byron’s joshing.


I wiped my hands on a dishtowel. “This way, Oscar.” I led him to the card table. “We’re pretty sure this was hidden in Byron’s plane. He had no idea it was on board. We found it among the wreckage.”


His eyes lit up. “Let me see.” Standing still for a moment, he fished an eye loupe out of his pocket and bent lower.


“What was painted over this, Gus?” He continued to study the canvas.


“A rather awful water-soluble painting. Very hastily painted, I might add.”


“Hmm.” He straightened. “If this isn’t an original Monet, someone went to a great deal of trouble to create a counterfeit. The paint is cracked in spots, there are aging characteristics on the surface, and the canvas appears very old. You say you found this in the plane wreckage?”


“Yeah.”


“How very strange.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully.


Freddie sat at the window seat with Celeste, and I thought maybe she was watching for Adam’s car.


My suspicions were confirmed when she motioned for me to approach her. Adam’s car made its way up the curving gravel drive.


“Dad? I’d like to welcome Adam. If you watch the girls, he and I will set the table and bring out the food. She stood up expectantly. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes shimmered.


I sat down beside Celeste who promptly stood on my lap and pointed to my eyes.


“Eyes,” she said seriously.


I nodded. “That’s right, honey.”


I carried her over to Byron and Millie.


Byron wiggled a stuffed rabbit and made it dance for Marion, who squealed with delight.


Celeste held her hands out for the rabbit. “Bunny.”


Adam and Joe had driven together in the squad car. Joe’s booming voice came from the kitchen. “We’re here, everybody. Sorry we’re late, Gus.”


Byron glanced up. “Millie and I can watch the girls, if it would help.”


I nodded. “It would, thanks. I still have to add oranges to the custard.”


I was surprised to see my secretary-and-mother-in-law standing next to Joe with her arm around his waist.


“Maddy,” I said. “When did you get here?”


She loosed a goofy grin at Joe. “This big lug picked me up. And did you know,” she said with her usual dramatic flair, “that Joe nabbed an arsonist last night? He was trying to set fire to the Community Center when Joe happened by and stopped him.”


She pulled Joe’s arm and made him lean down so she could kiss his cheek.


He blushed. “It was nothing special. Just doing my job.”


Maddy dragged him to the great room, sashaying in her red and white polka-dot dress with matching red high heels. She twirled a double strand of white pearls as she walked. “Millie!” she shrieked. “By golly, how the hell are you?”


I did a double take. Millie lived such a sheltered life I was afraid the word “hell” would make her dizzy.


Millie winked at me. “Doing pretty damned well, Maddy,” she said. She began to gab with my mother-in-law as if the words she’d just exchanged were no more shocking than “darn” or “dagnabit.”


I busied myself in the kitchen and was mixing the orange slices into the custard I’d made that morning when Siegfried, Johnny, Camille, and Shelby came in from their visit to the local orchard. Their cheeks were red. Siegfried carried a bushel of apples. Camille handed me a jar of honey covered with a checked piece of fabric. Shelby laid a large bag of Bosc pears on the table.


“Wow,” I said. “You guys went wild.”


My wife wrapped her arms around my middle, laying her head against my chest. “Oh, Gus. It was so much fun. We picked our own apples and pears. And inside the store, they were baking pies. The whole place smelled so good, I thought I’d die of hunger.” She glanced around the kitchen. “Speaking of which, is dinner ready?” She lifted her lips to mine.


I obliged her with a long kiss.


“Ew!” Shelby shrieked, pretending to cover her eyes. “Aren’t you guys too old for that?”


I grabbed her arm and pulled her to us. “Get over here, you.”


She permitted a brief three-way hug, then broke away and ran to Byron in the next room.


“Guess we’re over the hill, darling,” Camille whispered.


I kissed her again. “Yeah?”


She chuckled softly. “Well, maybe you’ve got a few good years left in you.”





Chapter 17


After dinner, we took our coffee into the great room, chatting about the painting and its authenticity.


Could it be real?


Adam Knapp didn’t think so. He said we would have heard about a theft from the Rochester museum, if it were missing.


Regardless, every few minutes one of us would turn and look in its direction.


Freddie and Camille took the twins upstairs for bed, and Johnny lay on Shelby’s lap in the leather club chair. She read to him quietly, and he proudly pointed out the animals and colors.


On his way out to feed the animals, Siegfried gripped my hand, patting his stomach. “It was good, Professor.” He’d had three helpings of everything. By the time the orange custard was served, he only had room for one bowl.


“I’m glad you enjoyed it, buddy.”


He pulled on his Carhartt coat. “I must go. Sheba will be hungry. Guten Abend, Professor.”


I followed him into the kitchen and handed him a bowl of leftovers. “For Sheba, Sig. You can mix it with her kibble tonight.”


“Danke, Professor.” He beamed at me, accepted the tidbits for Sheba, and ducked out into the cold night.


Oscar wheeled Millie into the kitchen. “Time for us to head home, dear boy. Thank you for a lovely meal.”


“You’re welcome.” I brought their coats from the mudroom and handed Oscar’s to him. “Before you go, I have a quick question for Millie.” I helped Millie into her jacket. “Do you remember much about the Daniel Ridgway Knight painting? The one up in our bedroom?”


She looked up with interest. “Of course I do. I’m not senile yet, Gus.” She chuckled. “The Knight was brought back from France by your mother’s Aunt Emma.” She frowned as if trying to summon more details. “Listen, honey, why don’t you come by this week? We can look through my old photo albums. Maybe it will spark some more memories.”


“Sounds good. How’s Tuesday? It’s the one afternoon I don’t have classes.”


Oscar gently moved me out of the way and leaned over to take Millie’s mittens out of her pockets. “Tuesday, it is.”


He carefully helped her curled hands into the oversized mittens and buttoned the top of her coat. Her eyes sparkled. “Thank you, Daddy.”


He patted her hands. “My pleasure, Lady.”


Millie had referred to Oscar as “Daddy” since their son William was born. He retained the title even after William died in the Viet Nam War. Sometimes Oscar referred to her as “Lady,” and at other times, as “Mother,” using the same name William had called her.


Oscar turned up his coat collar, said goodnight, and wheeled Millie into the dark night. I followed them outside, stowing the wheelchair in the trunk for Oscar.


Before he left, he pressed my fingers in farewell. “I would find a good spot to hide that Monet tonight, Gus. If it’s authentic, you need to protect it. Be sure to lock it up tight.”


I looked at him in surprise. I hadn’t considered the risk of bringing the painting into the house.


“Thanks. I’ll do just that.” I watched him back the car around and head slowly down the driveway.


Inside again, I turned off the coffeepot and returned to the great room where Byron, Maddy, Joe, and Adam sat on the couch. Shelby and Johnny had migrated to the floor, where they played Candy Land.


Byron helped me carry the card table nearer to the couch. Now we could really talk about the subject that had been hanging in the air all evening.


We all stared at it for a while, as if the act in itself would cause the canvas to reveal the truth.


“I suppose you should call the museum first,” Joe said. “They could tell you if the original is still on display. Maybe they’d suggest an expert to examine this one. They have advanced techniques for analysis these days, you know. X-rays and the like.”


Byron nodded. “Capital idea, Joe.”


“But you guys should know something.” Adam leaned forward. “There have been art thefts in Rochester recently. Millions of dollars’ worth, big name artists. According to my cousin Larry, it’s gotten worse over the past year. Larry’s a detective with the Rochester Police Department,” he explained quickly. “Some mansions on East Avenue have been broken into. Plus, the biggest galleries were targeted, too. In most cases, the paintings have been recovered several months later in auction houses or in smaller galleries down in New York City. So far though, no one’s been arrested.”


“New York?” Byron asked, his fingers steepled before him.


Adam nodded. “Uh huh. The thieves seem to know all they need to about everyone’s security systems. Nothing’s stopped them so far. The museum had an aborted break-in last week, too. Larry says they think it isn’t just random thieves trying to cash in on the old paintings. They believe it’s a very sophisticated ring of criminals. This here,” he said as he pointed to the painting, “is gonna drive them crazy. If this Monet is the real thing, that means a fake is probably up on the walls of the museum. If it isn’t, then we’ve stopped them before they were able to get away with a switch. Unbelievable, huh?”


I stared at the painting. It transported me. The soothing strokes of lavender delighted my senses. Yellow and orange highlights on the water and bridge evoked a sensation of being there, basking in the warmth of the setting sun’s rays on the riverfront.


I could almost imagine the river breeze puffing across my skin and the sound of distant church bells ringing over the waterfront.


“In whose jurisdiction would this fall?” Byron asked, looking from Joe to Adam.


Joe said, “Since the RPD is chasing down art thefts already, I’ll give Adam’s cousin a call. I think it’s best they escort the painting to the experts, just in case it is real. I’ll do some digging on the guy who sold Byron the plane. No one would purposefully leave such a thing in a plane they sold, so either the previous owner didn’t know it was hidden there, or else he’s…er…out of commission.”


“Dead?” I said. “Or maybe he’s in jail. He might have hired someone to blow up the plane to destroy it.”


“Could be,” Joe said. “If it’s a fake. Or, he might have fled the country. Hard to tell ‘til I make a few calls. I’ll get on it tomorrow.”


Maddy frowned. “Joe? You didn’t forget our workout, did you? We’re signed up for the treadmills at three.”


Maddy had been on a health kick ever since Joe’s cholesterol tests came back sky high. She’d signed him up at the gym and had been pushing vegetables at him by the bushel. Instead of staying late at our office—as she’d done for twenty years in a row—now she left promptly at two-forty every afternoon to meet Joe at the gym. He protested, but I knew the attention was welcome. He’d fallen hard for her.


He winked at me. “I remember. I’ll be there.”


She snuggled against him. “Okay, schnookum-berry. Sorry I snapped.”


He looked embarrassed, but pleased. “It’s okay, honey-bear.”


Byron smiled at them. “Ah. True love. So refreshing. Now, who’s ready for some music? Shelby and I have prepared a lovely duet for you.”


I settled at the piano, leafing through the music.


Camille drifted slowly down the stairs and settled beside me on the bench. It was quiet upstairs, and I hoped the twins were sleeping.


Byron and Shelby sang “Were You Not to Koko Plighted,” from the Mikado. They faked a campy kiss behind a fan Shelby made from construction paper. Byron’s velvet tones blended well with Shelby’s young voice. When they finished, we applauded and they bowed, hand-in-hand. Shelby hugged Byron, grabbing Johnny’s hand to bring him upstairs with her.


Maddy stood up, rummaged in her oversized bag, and drew out a CD.


“I just bought this, Gus. I wanted you to take a listen. It’s André Rieu. You know how they’ve been featuring his orchestra on the public station lately? I just adored it, and couldn’t resist ordering the CD and the video.”


I glanced at the collection of Strauss waltzes performed by the violinist/conductor and his orchestra, sliding it into the CD player. The three-four beat music swelled across the room.


Camille’s eyes sparkled. She swayed to the music.


When her feet started tapping, Byron turned to her.


“Camille? Do you waltz?”


“I do, but my husband is a bit reticent to try anything more than a two-step shuffle.” She looked at me apologetically.


I shrugged. “I can’t deny it.”


Byron stood and offered his arm to her. “In that case, would you do me the honor?”


Her hand came up and met his as if she were a princess accepting the offer of a duke. She rose lightly to her feet. Adam and I dragged the coffee table and the card table to the side to give them room, pushing the couch and armchairs back a few feet.


I plopped down on the couch beside Maddy to watch my fawn-like wife glide across the room with the elegant Mr. Cunningham. She looked so tiny beside him, but they moved together with delightful precision. I remembered Camille’s offer to take dance lessons last year. I’d hemmed and hawed until it was too late. I wished I’d listened to her, in spite of the fear that I’d be the clumsiest man in class.


Camille curtsied to Byron, who gracefully bowed back. She kissed his cheek. “Thank you. You dance like Baryshnikov.”


He protested gallantly, then headed upstairs after saying goodnight.


Joe and Adam helped put the furniture back in place, and we walked them to the door.


“I’ll call you tomorrow night, Gus,” Joe said, opening the door for Maddy.


“Sounds good.” I hugged Maddy, and shook Joe’s and Adam’s hands. A cold breeze blew in from the porch. When they were gone, I locked it and double-checked the front door.


“We need to find a place to stash the painting overnight,” I said, glancing around the great room.


“The best spot would be in Mary’s room,” Camille said.


She’d read my mind. The secret room Camille discovered last summer was behind the wainscoting panel to the left of the fireplace, and had been recently authenticated as an official underground railroad stop. The original owner of our home, Mary Hill, had been a “conductor” on the railroad. She’d hidden and helped slaves escape for years before her diabolical husband, Dr. David Hill, found out and arranged for her to be sealed in a tomb-like room with a male slave she’d helped to escape.


I slid open the panel in the back of the closet, turned on the new light, and laid the painting carefully on the narrow bed. All of the original findings, including a cradle full of antique child’s toys, had been left where we found them. I took one last look at the painting, shut off the light, and closed the door.


Upstairs, we changed and climbed into bed.


She snuggled up to me. “That Strauss music is so romantic, isn’t it?”


I agreed, pulling her close. “I couldn’t wait for everyone to leave. Watching you dance drives me wild.”


“Good.” She uttered a soft growl in the back of her throat. “Maybe next time you’ll take those lessons with me?”


I drew her closer, stroking the small of her back. “Count on it. But now, Mrs. LeGarde, shut up and kiss me.”


She obliged.





Chapter 18


In my dreams that night, I ran through a desert sandstorm, my mouth parched. Aching for water, I watched sand swirl and eddy, pelting my face and hands. I wore a tattered robe and no shoes. Squinting into the blinding winds, I pushed forward, reaching for something elusive. I had to get there. I had to reach it. It was a matter of utmost importance.


But what was it?


A little white dog yapped around my feet. With a Lassie-like bark, I knew he meant for me to follow, and I climbed a sand dune after him.


A cylinder tumbled toward the crest, defying gravity. I scrambled up as fast as I could, struggling to reach the top. Dream-seconds later, my feet disappeared, and I sank up to my hips.


The mysterious cylinder vanished over the top. The dune glistened in rainbow-hued spirals that shifted and moved with glitter-glue brilliance. I panicked and slipped deeper, submerged to my chest now.


Out of nowhere, a hand reached toward me. A gentle face appeared, his eyes deep blue. My heart swelled.


Jesus?


I was drawn into his loving expression. In a flash, I realized he was the old fiddler in the Knight painting. He smiled and pulled me effortlessly from the sand.


Just before I awoke, he whispered the name Emma.


∞∞∞



 



I figured I’d been snoring like a longshoreman, since I was on my back and my throat felt bone dry. I took a sip of water, wondering what woke me up.


Huddled under the warm comforter, I listened to Camille’s gentle breathing beside me.


It all happened so quickly.


Max jumped from the bed and put his front paws on the windowsill, growling. A sound of scuffling came from the porch. Max emitted a vicious bark, and Boris woke to join him.


Outside, I heard Siegfried.“Sheisse!” 

I ran to the window, but couldn’t see. Sheba was barking, too, but it sounded like she was still in the carriage house. I pulled on my clothes and hurried outside.


Fifty feet from the porch two men tumbled in the yard. My eyes adjusted to the night and I realized Siegfried lay on top of someone, pinning him face down. He twisted the stranger’s wrist, and a knife flashed, falling to the ground.


Bucking now, the culprit struggled under my brother-in-law, trying to rock Siegfried off. Sig had at least fifty pounds on the guy, and held him firmly.


“Professor,” Sig said calmly, barely out of breath. “I caught this man on your porch. He was about to break your window.”


I grabbed one of the guy’s arms, and Siegfried held the other. We dragged him to his feet. He swore and struggled, trying to swing his fists at me.


“Hey, give it up,” I said. “You’re caught.”


He growled, trying to pull away, but he couldn’t get loose.


“Let’s get him inside,” I said.


We forced him into the carriage house—scuffling all the way—and upstairs into the apartment. Siegfried tied him to a kitchen chair without blinking. When he was secure, we sat down, and I took my first good look at him.


He was a boy, not yet a man. Maybe nineteen or twenty. Clean-shaven and rope thin, he wore his hair in a buzz cut. Dark eyes stared at us in defiance.


“Are you insane, boy? Trying to break into a house full of people and dogs?” I said.


The kid glared at me, then looked away, saying nothing.


“I heard a noise, and Sheba barked.” Siegfried looked at his sidekick fondly. She sat close beside him. A deep growl came from her throat. “I yelled at him, and he ran.” He puffed out his chest. “But I ran faster.”


The boy rolled his eyes and groaned.


I took out my phone. “We’d better call Joe.” It was three in the morning, but I knew he’d be offended if we didn’t notify him first. He’d been our savior many times over the years, and intervened for us when other officials weren’t so understanding.


I dialed Joe’s number. He answered on the first ring and came to full alertness right away, which I figured was due to him being a cop forever. I filled him in.


He arrived in ten minutes. After reading the boy his rights, he began to question him.


The kid sat with his head down. He hadn’t said a word. His wallet lay open on the table, showing his driver’s license. Gerald P. Baines, Clinton Avenue, Rochester, New York.


Joe dragged his chair closer. “If you don’t talk now, you’ll be questioned by the tough guys downtown. They won’t be so gentle. Now, for the last time, tell me what you were doing on the porch. What were you after? Drugs? Money? Silver?”


The youth finally broke. He stuttered badly. “This guy gave me the address, fifty bucks in advance, and told me to look for a cylinder about three feet long. He was gonna call to see if I found it. Another fifty, if I did.”


Joe stroked his chin. “Okay. What’s the guy’s name?”


The boy shook his head. “I dunno.”


“You sure?” Joe pushed.


The kid nodded.


“I’m taking you down to the station. You’ve got a phone call to make.”


Joe replaced the twine we’d used to tie him up with handcuffs. He pulled the kid to his feet and led him to the car, arranging for a tow truck to take his beat up old Ford away. He admitted he’d parked it out on Sullivan Road, pulled off to the side so we couldn’t see if from the house.


Sig and I watched Joe stow Baines in the back seat and drive away into the night.





Chapter 19


On Monday morning, I drove Byron back to the airfield where he’d parked his car Friday. The field was located halfway between Conaroga and Rochester. On the way, I explained what had happened overnight.


“Right. So this lad was hired to find the Monet?” Byron’s face drew into a worried frown. “Was he armed? Would he have hurt your family?”


“I don’t think so. He had a knife, but he tried to break in while we slept. He wasn’t a professional. Just a kid.”


Byron shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Gus. I didn’t mean to draw that kind of attention to your home. Blast it all, if anything had happened to the little ones—”


I spread my hands. “Don’t give it another thought. Siegfried made sure he didn’t get past the porch. And Max would have torn into him had he actually made it inside. Joe’s going to get more out of him today—hopefully a decent description of the guy who hired him.”


I changed the subject. “Tell me more about this friend of Victor’s who sold you the plane.”


Byron pursed his lips and concentrated. “You think he was involved, don’t you?”


I nodded. “Probably.”


“Well. It was quite straightforward, really. Victor mentioned this chap he knew who wanted to sell his plane. The fellow wanted to upgrade to an eight-seater. Victor had introduced us at a party. I’d been taking flying lessons for years, and was toying with the idea of buying my own small plane. I took his card, but didn’t seriously consider buying the plane until I needed something to keep me occupied when Victor died. I spoke to him on the phone, and only saw him a few times.” He looked out the window on his side. “It was in a small airport, south of Boston. He was a tiny bloke, from Malaysia. Spoke fluent English. His name is—let me see. Um— Lee— Lee Jalong. That’s it. I tried out the plane, made him an offer, and we sealed the deal the following week. He knew I intended to fly it to Rochester when I moved here to take my new post at Eastman.” He tilted his head in my direction. “Do you think he purposefully stashed the painting in the plane, knowing he could have an accomplice remove it when I arrived in Rochester? Could I have been an unwitting courier for a planned substitution at the museum?”


I passed a slow truck, merging back into the travel lane. “I don’t know. It seems so strange. Why not just fly it out himself?”


“Maybe he’d made too many trips between Rochester and Boston. Maybe the officials were getting suspicious.”


“What does he do for a living?”


“He runs an art gallery in Cambridge.”


I pulled over at the parking lot entrance. “Strange coincidence.”


He nodded. “Right. Victor bought a piece from him. It was a gorgeous watercolor of two young girls playing in a puddle. Rather rare. I gave it to Victor’s mother when he died.”


I drew in a deep breath, considering the possibilities.


Byron pointed to his green MG on the far end of the lot. “It’s over there.”


I drove to it and put the car in park. “An art dealer.”


“Yeah. I know. It just didn’t occur to me.” He looked at me solemnly and got out of the car.


“I loathe going back to that apartment, Gus. It’s been so wonderful seeing you again, and meeting your family. It was—frankly—revitalizing. My life has been a sewer since Victor passed. Until this weekend. In spite of the plane crash, I enjoyed the time immensely. It was lovely to…to laugh again.” He smiled through tears and took my hand. “Can you manage to bring Shelby up this week for a lesson? We could grab lunch or dinner, and get her started on the new pieces.”


“How about Thursday? Four o’clock?”


“Right,” he said. “Cheerio.”


“See you then.”





Chapter 20


Joe called Maddy at the university office that afternoon. She flirted with him, twirling a gaudy medallion in her fingers. In a purple pantsuit with a yellow scarf tied at the neck, she swiveled in her chair, tapping her yellow pumps on the tile floor. “A joke?” she said. “Sure. Let’s hear it.”


After listening for a minute, she slapped her hand on the desk and chuckled. “Good one.”


I looked at her expectantly. She finally transferred the call. “Here you go. It’s Joe.”


“I gathered.” I picked up the receiver. “Hey, Joe.”


“Gus? I’ve got something for you. The previous owner of your friend’s plane lived in Massachusetts. Cambridge, to be exact.”


“Lived?”


“Yeah. Died last month.”


“Byron told me about him today. Said his name was Lee Jalong. From Malaysia, I think.”


“Right. That’s the name I got from the Boston police.”


“How’d he die?”


“Accident. Car clipped him when he was crossing Mass. Ave. Hit and run.”


“Whoa.” I thought about it for a minute. “Byron told me Jalong knew Victor, his—uh—roommate. And get this, Jalong ran an art gallery.”


“Right. That’s what I just found out from the Boston PD. How well did Victor know this guy, anyway?” Joe said.


I shifted the phone to my other ear. “I think it was a casual acquaintance. He introduced Byron and Jalong at a party. Bought a watercolor from the guy.”


“Hmm.”


I could hear his mind working on the other side of the line. “Do you think Jalong was murdered?”


“Could be. Maybe the murderer wanted the painting real bad. Maybe it is the original. Maybe he found out it was hidden in the plane, followed Byron here, and planned to steal it. Except the plane crashed. He could have hung around the airport and heard about it after Byron called and reported the crash. It was the next day those holes were punched in the plane, right?” Joe said.


“Right. But then, who the hell engineered the crash?” I said.


Joe hesitated. “It would have to be someone who thought, or knew, the painting was a fake, and was trying to get rid of the evidence, as we originally thought.”


“This is getting too damned complicated,” I said.


“Yeah. It’s boggling my mind.” Joe switched gears. “Well, the next step is for us to get that painting to the authorities and have it analyzed. Let’s find out whether it’s the genuine article.” I heard the rustling of what sounded like a potato chip bag in the background, then crunching. “There’s a tech guy at the museum that Adam contacted. Claims the real Monet is hanging on the wall. Hasn’t moved, far as they know. But they haven’t inspected it lately, either. He’s hot to take a look at your painting.”


“Who’s going to bring it to him?”


“Adam and Rusty. Our own men. They’ll stop by to get it tomorrow morning at eight, if that’s okay with you.”


“I’ll watch for them. I have another painting I need to get appraised, too. It’s hanging over the mantle in my bedroom. Byron seems to think it’s really valuable. He’s worried about it being stolen.”


“Just what you need. Something new to worry about.”


“I know. I’m going to see Millie tomorrow to find out about its history. It came down from my mother’s family, and Millie was my mother’s best friend.”


“Well, maybe this guy at the museum can help with an appraisal. Or at least he’d know who you should call. I’ll get you his name and number.”


“Thanks,” I said.


“If anything comes up, I’ll give you a buzz.”


“Sounds good. Coming for Sunday dinner?”


“Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Besides, Maddy’d never forgive me if I bagged it.”


I smiled across the room at my secretary, who’d taken out her lipstick and was applying a bright shade of pink. “True.”


We said goodbye and hung up. All of the theorizing in the world wouldn’t tell us if the painting was authentic. Joe was right. It was time to get it up to the city and let the experts take a look.





Chapter 21


On Tuesday morning, I rolled the painting into the cylinder and handed it to Adam and Rusty. They locked it securely in the cruiser trunk and headed to the museum.


Aside from a call from Joe, who provided the name and number of the museum art expert, it was a long and boring morning. I taught two classes and worked on my book, but my mind kept returning to the Monet. At eleven-thirty, when my second class was over, I felt unusually tired and was relieved to head home.


I checked in with Mrs. Pierce, who was busy upstairs with the twins, and she told me Johnny had gone down for his nap as scheduled. After being assured she didn’t need me, I called the number of the art expert Joe gave me, and spoke with a Mr. Bruno Machielli, of the Arpeggio Art Gallery. We scheduled an appraisal for Wednesday evening at six-thirty.


I wrote the appointment on the calendar in the kitchen, grabbed my keys from the key rack, and headed down the hill to Oscar and Millie Stone’s farmhouse in Goodland Station.


Oscar met me at the door with a grim expression on his face. “Come in, Gus.”


I hesitated. “What’s wrong?”


He motioned me inside. “Millie had a tough night. The new pain pills aren’t working. She’s in bed, but asked for all her photo albums. She’s been going through them for the past hour.”


“I can come back another time.”


“No. She wants to see you.”


I followed Oscar through the living room filled with French fashion dolls displayed in glass cabinets. Their delicate bisque faces were expressive. Wistful, curious, and sometimes mischievous, their glass eyes stared out beneath human hair wigs. Detailed satin and lace costumes graced the priceless antiques.


Millie’s handiwork was evident throughout the room. Tiny Fabergé-style eggs lined the mantle, products of her patient artistry. In spite of her hand pain, she created stunning miniature paintings and carved wooden figures. 


“Gus?” She called to me from the first floor bedroom. “Is that you?”


I wound my way around their sleeping dog, Tinkerbell, and into the bedroom. Millie lay propped on pillows in the four-poster bed. Carved mahogany posts supported a white canopy draped overhead, hand-crocheted by Millie’s grandmother.


“There you are,” she said. She shifted against the pillows, grimaced from pain, but managed a smile. “I’ve been digging into my photo albums and I’ve come up with some wonderful snapshots of your mother and me.”


She patted Oscar’s side of the bed. I walked around and sat beside her with the albums scattered between us. “Thanks. Oscar says you’re hurting. Are you gonna be okay?”


She emitted a weak laugh. “I had a tough night, but there’s nothing to be done until my doctor calls in something stronger. Let’s just focus on something fun, shall we?” She opened a cracked, black album, revealing black and white photos affixed to thick black paper with white corner mounts. She pointed to one of the photos and turned the album around so I could see it.


“Your mother and I were best friends in childhood. But you know that already, don’t you?”


I took the album from her. “Of course.”


“I can’t remember a time when we weren’t together. Look at this one,” she pointed to a picture. “Your mother was actually my Sunday School teacher. She was a year older than me, of course. I idolized her. So pretty and poised. I felt so ungainly beside her, and she was a slim and sophisticated sixteen. At least, that’s how I saw her.” She laughed behind one gnarled hand.


Tinkerbell jumped on the bed by Millie’s feet, turned in a circle, and lay with her head on her paws, watching us.


“Years later, I told her how much I admired her in those days. She disagreed, and said she was just a plain young woman coerced into teaching Sunday School by a scheming minister.” She snorted a laugh. “Imagine that.”


In the Sunday School photo, my mother stood behind a group of children. She stood ramrod straight, her dark hair cut short in an Audrey Hepburn style. She wore a hat, a belted dress, and short white gloves. If she were sixteen in this photo, it would have been six years before she married my father. Gloria Clark married André LeGarde when she was twenty-two, and I was born two years later.


“Which one are you?” I asked, peering at the picture.


She pointed to a pigtailed girl in the front row.


“You were the oldest one?”


“I was. We were the third through ninth graders. There was only one other class of little ones. Nursery school, don’t-you-know?”


“You certainly don’t look ungainly in this photo, Millie. You were very pretty.”


She blushed and turned the page. “Nonsense.” She pointed to a group shot in front of my house.


“This is Easter, the year after. There we are, on the porch steps. That’s your great Aunt Emma, behind us.”


Emma wore a feathered hat and posed coquettishly in a tailored coat and skirt. She looked to be in her fifties.


My grandmother, Emma’s little sister, had been the youngest of seven children. Although Grandmother Clark would have been only in her late thirties at the time of this photo, Emma, her spinster sister, was at least twenty years older.


“So that’s Emma, huh?” I said. “I never heard much about her.”


“Her trunk’s in your attic, Gus. It’s filled with photographs and objects from her travels, some of her clothes, and some trinkets. Your mother and I used to look through it when we wanted to remember her. It was so exotic and exciting for two country girls to imagine the world through Emma’s eyes.” She looked down affectionately at the photo.


I groaned. “Oh, God. The attic—I haven’t had the courage to tackle it, Millie. Stuff has been up there since my grandparents first moved into the house. There are at least nine trunks, tons of furniture, more artwork— it’s mind-boggling. It’s an awful mess.”


She tut-tutted me, wagging a finger in my direction. “Oh, Gus, you really should get up there. There are wonderful pieces in every corner of that attic. You might want to bring some down and display them.”


A dreamy expression played over her face. “We used to play up there, when it wasn’t too hot. Oh, did that attic get stifling in the summer.” She flipped through more pages and stopped to point out various photos of her family and mine.


Another shot of Emma showed her posing in front of an ocean liner’s smokestack.


Millie looked off into the distance, sighing softly. “Emma was quite a character. We loved it when she visited, always telling us fabulous stories. You know she’d traveled through Europe, Asia, Africa, and Greece, don’t you?”


I shook my head. “Not really.”


“Oh, yes. There wasn’t a country she didn’t visit at least once. She told us about all the things she brought back from those places, too, including artwork. The painting you asked me about—the fiddler with the little dancing dog—came from France.”


“For sure?”


“Oh, yes. She told us it was a gift. I believe it was 1919 when she brought it home. Of course, your mother and I weren’t born until ten years later. But she told us so much about her life, I feel as if I almost lived it with her.”


“I wish I could’ve known her,” I said. 


“I think it was around 1919 when she went down to Alabama and started the school for little colored children.”


Oscar called in from the living room. “African Americans, Lady. They don’t say ‘colored’ any more.”


She paled. “Oh, dear. Of course. You know I didn’t mean anything by it, don’t you, Gus?”


I patted her hand. “Of course not, Millie. Tell me more about this school.”


“Well, after Emma had seen the world, so to speak, she had an uncontrollable urge to stop playing with the idle rich. You knew about her husband, right?”


I blinked. “No.”


“Well, then. Let me tell you the story. Emma was engaged to be married at fifteen. Sadly, two years later, her fiancé was killed days before the wedding, don’t-you-know. A barn fire, I think. She pined away for him for a few years, until she met the very well-to-do Dr. Allen Carbury. He came into town to start a bank in Conaroga. The doctor was so much older than she was, it bordered on scandal. She was seventeen and he was forty-seven. Of course, in those days if you could nab a rich husband, it was considered a feather in your cap, even if he was an older gentleman. It was pretty slim pickins around here back then, even when your mother and I were looking for husbands.”


Oscar poked his head around the corner and looked at her with pursed lips and one raised eyebrow.


“Except for my Oscar,” she said quickly. “He was quite the catch, don’t-you-know?”


Oscar’s eyes narrowed and his lips formed a prim smile. “Good save, lady.”


She giggled like a schoolgirl. “Well, Dr. Carbury swept Emma off her feet, married her, and then upped and died of a heart attack two years later, leaving her immensely wealthy. After spending nine years traveling Europe and elsewhere, she came back to the States and decided to roll up her sleeves to do some good for mankind. She’d heard that the little, um, African American children weren’t getting educated in the south. So she went down with some church folks, founded a school with her own money, and stayed there for eleven years. There are pictures of ‘her children’ in that trunk in your attic. She took the photographs with an old Kodak camera.”


She took a breath and turned a page. “She also did quite a bit of drawing at the time. Drew lovely charcoals of her students. Dozens of them. They’re quite good, and are still in the trunk, I believe. Your mother always wanted to frame them, but she never got around to it.”


“What happened when she left the school?” I said.


“Well, you know how unusual it was for a woman to go unescorted into the south, all the way to Alabama, for goodness sakes? And start a school all by herself? It was practically unheard of. She made quite a name for herself. There were women who admired her courage, but also those who mocked her. But she didn’t pay any heed to them. When the school was well-established, she turned it over to the town, and came back here.”


“She moved in with your mother and father, puttered around in the gardens for a year, and then got bored again. This time, she moved up to New Hampshire and started a home for wayward girls. She was forty when she decided to do that.”


Millie looked uncomfortable. “Do you know what I mean by wayward girls, Gus?”


Oscar piped up again from the next room. “Of course he does, Mother. He lives in the twenty-first century. There are wayward girls all over the place now. Unwed mothers everywhere.”


Millie looked down. “Dear me. So sad. Anyway,” she took a deep breath and repositioned herself against the pillows. “Emma came home to stay twenty years later, saying her work was done. She spent her last year with your grandparents and parents. She painted in the gardens, walked the hills, and roamed East Goodland taking photographs with her Kodak. At the very end, just before she went, she told the most amazing tales to us. Exotic tales of sheiks in Arabia and Greek islands and Parisian nightclubs…”


“Your mother helped take care of her. She was in a wheelchair, and used to wear her long hair in two braided buns. I’d visit a lot, even though I had young William to care for at the time. You were born about two years after Emma died, Gus. It’s a shame she never got to know you.”


I agreed and looked out the window at the bird feeders suspended from a plum tree. A red squirrel climbed into the sunflower seed dispenser, his body completely mashed into the plastic cylinder. He miraculously maneuvered within the small space and methodically ate seed after seed.


“At least we still have the painting,” I said. “That’s one thing that’ll remind us of her.”


“There’s much more in your attic.” Millie’s eyes twinkled. “Treasures from all over the globe. The trunk is packed with them, and quite a few of the finer pieces in your home today were actually brought by Emma from overseas. When she fell in love with an antique, she had to have it, whether or not it took ten men to move it. The chandelier that hangs over your trestle table was from Austria. Each crystal had to be individually wrapped when it was shipped. She accompanied it on the boat. She and her companion.”


“Companion?” I said.


“Didn’t I tell you about her? Your great aunt was rather lonely after the loss of the doctor. She advertised for a traveling companion, and located a young British woman who stayed with her for years. Vera Wilson was her name. You’ll see her in most of the photographs Emma took on board the ocean liners and such. A pretty little thing, very tidy, as I remember. She had a way of listening and laughing that just plain cheered people up, so they said. Your grandmother said she was a good match for the dry wit and almost boyish attitudes of your great aunt Emma.”


“Not that Emma wasn’t very womanly, mind you. She always dressed in the latest haute couture, don’t-you-know, and was well-versed in all of the required skills of a lady. She did fine needlepoint, cooked well, sewed her own costumes, loved little children, and was always the gracious host. It was her other traits that were so unusual for a woman in our day—the ability to hold lively conversations about politics and literature with educated men, her courageous travels, the schools she founded. Oh, I admired her so.”


She closed the album, sighing. “Yes, Vera was a good match for her. She helped to ground her a bit, was the more cautious of the two, and sometimes talked her out of extravagant purchases. Emma told us once Vera stopped her when she was about to buy an African pole carved with various tribal faces. It was twelve feet high and weighed over three hundred pounds. Can you imagine?”


“They traveled everywhere together, until Vera died en route to Cairo. Poor Emma, she was distraught. When she got home, she grieved for a few months, and then turned around and channeled all of that sadness into something quite positive by starting the school in Alabama. Your mother and I always respected her for that.”


I finally got a word in. “It took a lot of courage for Emma to accomplish those things in an era where women were expected to stay home and have babies, didn’t it?”


“Absolutely. Emma was a powerhouse. No one could ever win an argument with her. Except maybe Vera, in her quiet, roundabout way.” Millie put a hand to her mouth and stifled a yawn. Her face grew pale. “Oh, pardon me. Just a little sleepy.”


I patted her hand and stood. “I should go home and start dinner, anyway. Thanks so much. I never got around to asking my mother or father much about our heritage. I really regret it now, but back then, when my mother was sick—”


Millie’s voice grew thick. “It was all you could do to take care of your own family and your mother, too, Gus. There wasn’t a lot of time to chat about your background.”


A wave of nostalgia rushed over me. I’d lost my mother, Gloria LeGarde, when I was thirty. Freddie had been a little girl, and my wife Elsbeth had been busy caring for Freddie and her own aging parents who lived next door.


My father was devastated when my mother took ill, and I cared for him as well as her. He’d never lifted a finger in the kitchen, nor laundered his clothes, nor arranged his doctor’s appointments. My mother had done it all. When she was diagnosed with heart failure, he became virtually paralyzed. He’d barely talk, except to her.


We cared for my mother at home for the year she languished, and worked with Dad to teach him how to fend for himself. He learned how to roast a chicken, make an omelet, and even how to separate the white clothes from the colors. After her passing, Dad and I grew closer. He helped out around the house, watched Freddie when we needed a babysitter, and took up fishing.


We ate a lot of perch the year after my mother passed.


I sighed, shook myself from the sad memories, and said goodbye to Millie and Oscar.


I got into the car and started up the hill, pledging to find time to explore the attic, particularly Emma’s trunk. It was the least I could do to honor the memory of such a remarkable woman.





Chapter 22


On Wednesday afternoon, I rushed home to prepare for the arrival of Bruno Machielli. Camille and Shelby were going to be tied up at the school for Shelby’s track meet until eight. Freddie wasn’t due to return from her clinic until seven-thirty, since Wednesday was the one night each week she ran late hours.


With three fewer than usual pairs of helping hands, Mrs. Pierce and Siegfried struggled to contain the baby circus unfolding at their feet in the kitchen. Johnny took out all of the pots and pans and taught the twins how to bang them with wooden spoons. Marion happily slammed a spoon against the bottom of one of my best copper-clad pots.


Celeste stood in front of the refrigerator with a pot on her head and a huge grin on her face. “Hat,” she said with pride.


I ran the vacuum over crumbs of Cheerios while the children made noises almost as loud as the machine. Marion threw her pan and spoon to the ground, tottered behind Celeste, yanked on the pot, and knocked her sister down. Celeste’s wail filled the house. Marion’s face instantly crumpled. She sat on the floor and began to howl.


Johnny put his hands over his ears. “I’m hungry!”


I turned off the vacuum and started over to help, but before I could reach her, Mrs. Pierce picked up Celeste. “There, there, honey. It’ll be okay.”


Siegfried stopped chopping and reached for Marion. “Don’t cry, little one,” he murmured, jiggling her up and down to calm her.


I took care of the last child, hefting Johnny onto my hip. “You okay, buddy?”


“I’m hungry.” His big brown eyes stared into mine.


I shifted him to the side and looked in the oven. The roasted chicken and baked sweet potatoes looked done. “Well, good. Dinner’s ready, pal.”


Miraculously, we managed to get the food on the table and the children fed. Johnny sat beside me and chatted non-stop about his day. “We played wid da red cars and I rode on da tractor and I sat on da potty and Mrs. Pierce got scared of a bug.”


Mrs. Pierce rolled her eyes at me, lifting bits of sweet potato to Marion’s eager lips. “That child, Professor, has no fear. He picked up a big daddy-long-legs and put it on my lap. I nearly fell over backwards, he scared me so.”


Siegfried tried to hide a smile. “Ja. She moved faster than I have ever seen. Like lightning.”


Mrs. Pierce made a face at him. “I don’t like spiders, you know that, Siegfried.”


Johnny looked from Siegfried, to Mrs. Pierce, to me. “She hates bugs.” He said it with disbelief, since bugs had always been at the top of his list. Ladybugs, beetles, spiders, he loved them all.


I was about to discuss spider etiquette with my young insect enthusiast when a knock came on the kitchen door. I looked at my watch; it was only six o’clock.


“Drat. He’s early,” I said. Pushing back from the table, I strode to the door.


Johnny said, “Drat, drat, drat.”


I rolled my eyes, sorry I’d inadvertently taught the boy a new not-so-nice word. I opened the door.


Bruno Machielli towered above me. He wore a long wool topcoat and a blue scarf. His trousers were pressed to a sharp crease, and his black wingtips gleamed.


“Mr. Machielli?”


He pursed his lips, as if irritated. “In the flesh.”


“Won’t you please come in?”


He stooped to enter, displaying a shiny scalp. Wispy fringe ringed his head. He reminded me of a giant monk, minus the brown robe.


I took his coat. Beneath he wore black dress pants, a long-sleeved black shirt, and an embroidered vest of pale violet. He looked around the kitchen, registering surprise when he noticed the children, Mrs. Pierce, and Siegfried. With a disapproving lift of the eyebrows, he relegated them to insignificance.


I introduced them anyway.


He uttered a perfunctory hello, abruptly turning back to me. “So, Mr. LeGarde. Where is the painting? I do charge by the hour, as you well know.”


“Right this way. It’s upstairs, in the bedroom. And please, call me Gus.”


He didn’t reply with “Call me Bruno,” but instead walked briskly toward the stairs.


I shrugged, caught up with him, and led him to the bedroom.


Bruno’s eyes glistened with anticipation. He wrung his hands and a greedy expression shone from his eyes. We rounded the corner, and approached the mantle. I turned on the light mounted in the top of the gilt frame.


His mouth dropped. Eyes widened, he brushed a bead of sweat from his forehead.


“The artist is Daniel Ridgway Knight,” I said. “Signed and dated, 1869.”


He was silent, glued to the painting. Finally, he spoke. “I know,” he said. “I’m familiar with the artist.”


I began to feel uneasy. The man was practically hypnotized.


“Can you place a value—”


He held up a finger to stop me. “One moment, please. I need a stool.”


I took a stepstool out of the hall closet and dragged it over for him.


“Sit. Wait.” He motioned me away.


I felt like a schoolboy who’d been silenced by his master, and perched on the edge of a chair by the door.


What a jerk.


Bruno took out a penlight and a magnifying glass. He examined every inch of the canvas. He grunted every so often.


I sat still, watching.


Finally, he took a huge breath, held it for a long time, and expelled it in a controlled, whistling stream. “It’s an original, all right. From his French period. Highly unusual. I’ve not seen anything like it in the literature of his works.” He turned to me, a new air of civility stamped on his brow. “How long have you owned this piece?”


“My great aunt got it in France. Probably around 1920. It’s been in the family ever since.”


“That explains it,” he said, excitement rippling his voice. “It’s been out of commission for well over seventy years. No mention in the journals, because no one’s seen it, except, uh, your family.”


He said ‘family’ almost as if it were a dirty word. On the spot, I decided I didn’t like Mr. Bruno Machielli, and wanted to get him out of my house. “Well, maybe you can call with the appraisal.”


I put my hand on his elbow and began to steer him away from the painting. His eyes locked on it, even as I propelled him in the other direction.


Finally, he shook me off, gathered himself to his full height, and peered down his nose. “The painting is priceless. Unless it goes to auction, it will be difficult to put a value on it.” He finally turned away with one last, lingering look.


I walked him down the hall. “What do you mean by priceless?” I said. “Give me a ballpark figure.” My personal guess was around fifty thousand.


He furrowed his brow, scratching his chin. He didn’t answer.


We headed downstairs and I handed him his coat.


He looked down his nose at me and sniffed, as if I were hardly worth the trouble. “It’s worth between two to three million.”


Mrs. Pierce dropped a dish in the kitchen.


I stopped dead. “That much? Well...thank you, Mr. Machielli. Will you send a bill?”


His eyes narrowed. “Why, of course. You realize my usual fee is on a sliding scale. I normally charge one half of one percent of the value of the items appraised, or, four hundred dollars per hour, whichever is greater.”


I blanched. A half of a percent of two million was…I quickly calculated it. Ten thousand dollars.


“Of course,” he said haughtily, “I can always arrange to take the painting off your hands, and withdraw my fee from the proceeds.”


I stood before him in shock.


He smirked, winked at me, and buttoned his coat. “But, of course, since I didn’t quote you my usual fee over the phone, I’ll just charge you the flat rate of four hundred per hour. It took me nearly an hour to find this place, an hour to get back, and what, about a half hour to examine the painting?”


I thought it had been more like fifteen minutes, but didn’t correct him.


“So,” he continued, “that will be a nice, round thousand. You can mail the check to my office, and I’ll send a typed certificate of authenticity for you tomorrow. Your insurance agent will want to see it.”


“Another thing,” he said, pulling on black gloves. “You need to get the painting cleaned. It’s covered with years of grime and dirt. I have a service to recommend, if you decide to do so.”


He spun toward the door, as if dismissing me, stopping with his hand on the knob. “As a warning,” he said, glaring at the deadbolt. “I would seriously consider upgrading your security system. This house is an open invitation to thievery. All they’d have to do is break this pane of glass and turn the knob. Voila! They’d be inside in seconds.”


Mrs. Pierce gasped from the far side of the kitchen. He’d frightened her, and I figured he’d meant to scare us all.


“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll look into it.”


He turned on his heels and was gone.







Chapter 23


On Thursday, I picked up Shelby at school and we drove to the Eastman School of Music in Rochester. Located on the corner of Gibbs and East Main, the conservatory was centered at the beautiful Eastman Theater, originally designed as a movie theater by George Eastman.


Byron’s office was in the building that housed the theater and classrooms. Shelby and I boarded an elevator in Kaminsky Hall and crammed inside with six students as it chugged upward, stopping at each floor on the way. No one got out, but more people got on, crowding us even more. 


On the sixth floor, we all piled out and Shelby and I found room 625.


Byron burst out of the room, grabbed Shelby’s hands, and dragged us down the hallway to the stairwell. “You must come to my studio class. It starts in three minutes. I’ve been waiting for you.”


We followed Byron, who practically ran down two flights of stairs.


“Six students are singing, including a freshman and one of my doctoral candidates. You’ll adore it, Shelby. These kids are fabulous.”


He stopped when we reached the door. “Someday, it could be you, duck.”


She smirked at him and whispered so the students wouldn’t hear her. “Okay, loon.” It had become their standing joke over the weekend.


He laughed and led us into the room, introducing us as he passed each student.


Hansen Hall was a long, narrow auditorium designed like a lecture room with a stage up front. A battered grand piano centered the stage. The seats rose in a gentle slope toward the back of the room. Shelby and I sat in the last row in the back, behind the group of lively students who scattered across the hall. They laughed and chatted easily with one another.


“Class! Let’s get started. Who’s going up first?”


Six hands shot into the air.


“Okay. Nancy, why don’t you show us what you’ve been working on, darling?”


Nancy and a young Asian man walked to the front of the room. They stood side-by-side, bowed, and the young man took his seat at the piano. I was suddenly reminded of the days in which I’d accompanied Byron back in Boston, at the conservatory.


Nancy brought a music stand to the center of the stage. She announced a piece by Scarlatti, took a few seconds to center herself, and nodded to her pianist.


He opened the music and played the introduction.


The girl smoothed her thin blond hair back behind her ears and smiled. Her features were plain, but pleasing. She began to sing in a lilting voice. The song was in Italian and she rolled her r’s well, progressing from a slow section to a faster, more powerful segment. Her face lit up with emotion befitting the song.


When she finished, we applauded, and Byron asked three students to comment on Nancy’s work. Each offered positive feedback and a few gentle critiques. When the third student finished, Byron spoke, suggesting a short section needing improvement, and offering techniques to refine the delivery and enunciation.


Nancy repeated the phrases four times, using Byron’s suggestions, and by the final try, she had improved significantly.


I glanced at Byron, impressed with his talent.


The group applauded again, and Byron thanked her for going first and for accepting the suggestions with grace.


Four more students performed. Shelby sat on the edge of her seat, enraptured.


After the fifth student finished his piece, the last singer came forward. He stood tall and confident. “My name is Dmitri Mykonos, and my pianist is Janet Chen. I will be singing Una Furtiva Lagrima, from the opera, ‘L’Elisir d’Amore’ by Donizetti.”


Dmitri wore a white linen shirt and loose khakis with leather sandals. His hair—black, lustrous, and curly—tumbled down his back. It was longish and looked as if he’d just showered and had barely had time to dry it. Shelby leaned forward, her eyes wide.


The young woman at the piano lifted her graceful hands to the keys, poised like delicate birds ready for flight.


Byron looked at me as if to say, Listen to this, Gus. You won’t believe it.


I listened and almost stopped breathing. The young man’s tenor voice—warm and rich—filled the air with exquisite notes that cascaded through the air and shivered down my spine. He delivered the piece flawlessly, difficult even for an experienced singer. I exchanged a glance with Byron, turning my attention back to the singer.


Byron watched the boy with a mixture of pride and adoration.


When Dmitri was done, the students exploded in applause, hooting and hollering.


Dmitri and Janet bowed, and Byron asked a young man named Eric to comment first.


Eric thought for a moment, then stood, frowning. “I’m a junior, and I’d like to know where you—a lowly freshman—got the nerve to perform that horrendously difficult piece with such ease?”


Laughter filled the hall.


Eric continued, smiling now. “I’m stunned by the quality of your voice and the way you handled that song. If I had to suggest any improvement, I guess I would recommend that you pronounce your ending consonants a bit stronger. They seemed to fade off at the end of each word. Especially the d’s and t’s.”


Dmitri bowed and thanked Eric for his comment.


The next two suggestions were similarly stated. One suggested an increase in tempo and the other recommended more exaggerated facial expressions.


It was Byron’s turn to comment. “Dmitri, you know how much I love that piece. It was one of the first I learned while studying with the great Dominic Rufalo. He used to tell me if I could master this song, I’d be ready for the Met. Of course, I did, and I was,” he boasted with a grin.


Byron slung an arm around Dmitri’s shoulders. “Well, I wouldn’t let you audition for the Met yet, but by George, you sang brilliantly. All the suggestions you received were valid, and I agree with their observations. Last of all,” he leaned over and pointed to the sheet music. “I’d suggest a minor retard in this section.”


He pointed to the score and the pianist began to play. Byron sang a few measures, demonstrating a slower tempo in one section that slowly built to a crescendo.


Dmitri listened closely.


When it was his turn to try, his voice cracked during the crescendo. He looked as if he would cry, but tried again with Byron’s encouragement. When he sang again, another chill traveled along my spine. The boy was terrific, and he would go far under Byron’s tutelage.


When the class finished, Dmitri stayed behind, hanging his head. He spoke in a strong Greek accent. “I cannot believe I cracked. I am humiliated.”


Byron looked into the boy’s distressed face. “We all crack occasionally, especially under stress. There isn’t a lad here who hasn’t cracked. We acknowledge it, and go on. It’s not the end of the world. Besides, where’s your water bottle? Have you been hydrating?” Byron’s tone turned fatherly.


A tear escaped one eye, trickling in a jagged line down his cheek. “I left it in the dorm.”


Byron clucked with disapproval. “Well, then, you won’t forget again, will you?”


Dmitri shook his head slowly, gathered his music, and prepared to leave. Before he could escape, Byron called us down to the stage.


“Gus, Shelby, meet the next Pavarotti, Mr. Dmitri Mykonos.”


Dmitri shook our hands.


Shelby murmured a polite “Hello” and held his hand for a split second too long, gazing into his eyes.


He stared back at her, eyes unwavering.


She had untied her braids that morning, and dark curls now lay on her shoulders. Her creamy complexion shone beneath long-lashed dark eyes. She looked lovely.


She looked like Camille.


My stomach dropped when I noticed Dmitri regarding her with unabashed interest.


He took her hand again and spoke softly, his black eyes scanning and appraising. The I’m-sad-because-I-cracked demeanor vanished. He stepped closer to her, his flat belly now only inches from hers.


I hated him.


Byron pulled me aside. “What did you think, Gus? Isn’t he phenomenal?”


I divorced myself from parental feelings of outrage, swallowing fear and resentment. “Absolutely. The boy’s a virtuoso. How did you find him?”


He looked at me with eyes shining. “That’s the beauty of it, Gus. He simply applied here last January, and by pure luck was assigned to my studio. It’s as if God dropped him right in my lap.” He wiggled his eyebrows and laughed. “Well, not exactly in my lap, you understand, though he’s most definitely a handsome specimen.”


I shook my head, trying not to laugh.


“What really excites me are his golden vocal chords. He will unquestionably be one of the top ten tenors of all time. Of that, I have no doubt. And he’s my student,” he gushed. “Mine.”


“You’re a splendid teacher,” I said, immediately wondering why I used the word splendid. It wasn’t usually in my vocabulary, but being around Byron and his British accent had apparently caused some more unusual words to surface. I laughed at myself, hoped I didn’t sound pretentious, and asked him about Shelby’s lesson.


“I’m ready for her.” He approached the piano. “Right. Let’s start with these.”

He drew a stack of sheet music from the pile. I flipped through it, and nodded in approval. “I Wish It So” by Kurt Weil, “Se tu m’ami” by Alessandro Parisotti, and “Una Donna A Quindici Anni” from Mozart’s opera, Così Fan Tutte.


Challenging pieces, but they were a good way to expose her to foreign languages and varied styles.


I sat down at the piano, and started to play.


After Dmitri left, Shelby floated toward me, clearly infatuated. She pocketed a small slip of paper, shot me a goofy smile, and walked behind the piano bench to follow the music over my shoulder. Byron sang with her through the first few tries, and then let her try it on her own.


She sang well. Her rhythm needed work, and Byron focused on it for about fifteen minutes. The dotted half notes gave her trouble.


Finally, he asked me to turn to the next selection, and ran through it to familiarize Shelby with the melody. He asked her to work on both pieces during the week. I promised to help her practice.


We wrapped up the lesson, and walked to a Mediterranean restaurant around the corner. After enjoying baba ganoush on pita bread, moussaka, and rolled grape leaves, we headed for home.


Shelby was quiet during the drive home, speaking only to tell me she’d been driving with Siegfried the day before and that he said she was ready for the highway.


I’d disapproved of her starting so young, but Camille insisted she was ready, saying she started at the same age. Although I was hesitant because of Shelby’s history, I gave in and decided Camille knew her daughter better than I did.


“Soon,” I said. “We’ll take you out on the highway soon.”


We exited Route 390 and headed south toward East Goodland. A nagging fear rumbled in my gut. I needed to broach the subject of Dmitri.


“So, how old do you think Dmitri is?”


She answered in a faraway voice. “He just turned eighteen this month. He’s a year and a half older than me.”


I sighed. “What else did you discuss, honey?”


She paused, looking at me suspiciously. “Why?”


“Um, no reason. Just wondering.” I tried to control myself, but couldn’t. I just blurted it out. “You know you’re too young for him, right?”


She tossed her hair and looked out the window. “I knew you’d say that.”


I grimaced, knowing I’d already lost her. “He’s in college. You’re in high school.”


She shot a steely glance at me. I was surprised by the intensity of the look. “You’re overly protective when it comes to boys, Gus. Mom and I have discussed it. You feel you have to keep me safe, and you want me to stay a little girl. Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I am sixteen-years-old, and I’m old enough to date. Kids in seventh grade are dating now!”


I frowned, upset that a wedge seemed to have been driven between us. “I’m sorry, honey. It’s just that college boys sometimes expect a lot more from a girl, and I wouldn’t want you to be put in an uncomfortable situation.”


She snorted in disgust. “I’m not going to jump in bed with him, if that’s what you mean.”


I did a double take. I didn’t know when or if Camille had discussed sex with Shelby, or how well she understood the risks. Embarrassed, I decided it was probably better handled by her mother, and regretted that I’d alienated her already with my questions. “Of course not. We trust you.”


She sighed and seemed to relax. “It’s okay, Gus. I know you care about me. Besides, you’ll be around when Dmitri and I see each other. He has no family in this country, and he’s lonely on the weekends. I invited him to dinner with Byron this weekend. Is that okay?”


I didn’t like the idea, but what could I say? “Sure. We’ll make a nice, home-cooked meal.”


“Is there any other kind in our house?” she said. “I can’t remember the last time we had pizza or subs, speaking of which, I’ve really been craving both.”


“Okay. We’ll get something completely non-nutritious for you tomorrow night. How’s that sound?”


“It’s about time,” she laughed, patting my arm.


I wondered if this was just the beginning, and it scared the hell out of me.





Chapter 24


On Saturday morning, Camille and I decided to tackle the attic. In old jeans and tee shirts, armed with cleaning supplies, we headed up the steep stairway.


I’d reviewed the story of Emma and Vera with my wife over dinner at the Elderberry Inn the night before. We enjoyed a pleasant meal in the antique inn while Freddie, Shelby, Siegfried, and Johnny gorged on a rare treat of pepperoni pizza at home.


When we reached the top of the stairs, I pushed open the door. Dormer windows let in plenty of sun, so lights weren’t necessary. Dust motes swirled in the air even before we scuffed over the floor.


Camille hadn’t been in the attic yet. She stared, open-mouthed. Every corner of the room was jammed with furniture, boxes, or trunks. “Oh, Gus. I had no idea.”


We’d been living together since we were married in May and had returned from our European honeymoon in June. It hadn’t been your typical honeymoon, because Camille, Siegfried, and I had been pursued across Europe by a bunch of fanatical neo-Nazis.


Since then, every spare moment of our time had been spent tending to Shelby, helping out with Freddie’s three children, transferring ownership of Camille’s house to her mother, and moving her things to my house. We’d still worked our full time jobs, so it hadn’t been easy.


Of course, there was the fact that every time the subject of the attic came up, I rolled my eyes and moaned. I grimaced, waving away a cobweb. “I told you.”


Her eyes widened. “How will we ever find her trunk? There are so many.”


I pointed to one corner of the room. “Let’s just start at one end and work our way through the mess. There’s a steamer trunk behind that set of chairs that looks pretty old.”


Camille followed my gaze. “Honey, they all look pretty old.”


I snorted a laugh. “Right. Well, let’s stack these chairs over there, and then we can move the tables and get to the trunk, okay?”


She nodded and grabbed a chair. We worked for ten minutes moving and restacking a set of twelve, rush seat, ladder-back chairs, several side tables, and two pine bureaus with hand-carved spools.


“Hey! This bureau might work in Shelby’s room. That old piece of junk I gave her was mine as a child and it’s really falling apart. What do you think?” Camille said.


I examined the bureau and opened the drawers. Surprisingly, they all worked. “Not a bad idea. It has all its knobs, and seems sturdy enough. Siegfried and I can bring it down when we finish.”


We finally reached the steamer trunk. I dragged it out next to the window, and wiped the dust off its lid with a damp cloth. Made of thin metal with wooden strips, it creaked when I opened it.


“It’s full of books, Gus.” Camille plopped onto a stool and began to go through the titles. A collection of hard covers with gold embossed titles included Nancy Drew, Judy Bolton, and some Hardy Boys mysteries.


“Some of these belonged to your mother. See? ‘Gloria Clark’ is inscribed inside. Do you think it would be okay for Shelby to read them?”


“Of course.”


She set aside an armful of books near the stairway. Dusting off her pants, she said, “Okay, let’s focus now. I want to see Emma’s treasures.”


My wife is crazy about history. Last year her passion for such had led to the discovery of the secret room behind our fireplace used in the Underground Railroad. She dove in with great enthusiasm.


We worked hard for the next two hours, moving furniture, lamps, boxes of old clothing, and searching through trunks. We found antique quilts, old WWII magazines, army uniforms and swords from Grandfather LeGarde, antique christening gowns and crocheted baby blankets, a complete set of silver, and a collection of jewelry.


We found the jewelry last; Camille poured over it for twenty minutes. While she exclaimed over each piece, I rifled through a box of diaries. I examined a few and found they’d belonged to my grandmother, Emma’s younger sister. She’d used one for every year of her life since she was eight. A great deal of my family history was recorded within the pages covered with small, neat handwriting, and I resolved to read through all of them.


“Oh, Gus, look at this cameo.”


I felt a stab of nostalgia, remembering my grandmother, Odette LeGarde, wearing it.


“And this pin, honey. See? It’s a butterfly. Multicolored stones set in a gold frame. How gorgeous. I had no idea you hid so many treasures up here.” Her eyes shone with excitement, eager to get to the next trunk.


“Why don’t you bring down the jewelry box, Camille? It doesn’t do any good hiding up here.”


“Are you sure?” she asked.


“Absolutely. Now let’s move on to that pile of stuff over there.”


We pushed and dragged a horsehair sofa away from a corner filled with bedposts, mattresses, side rails, and a wooden cradle. We worked hard, moving the heavy mattresses and old-fashioned spring frames. Next, we carefully shifted a spinning wheel and a beautiful melodeon—a small organ-type instrument powered by pedals with attached bellows. I remembered my grandmother playing it, and thought maybe I’d have it restored.


Camille lifted the top of the chest that was hidden behind the furniture. “Honey? I think maybe this is it.”


On top of the trunk lay portfolios of charcoal drawings. We could just see the edges of the papers, since the protecting folders were tied with black ribbons. My heart beat faster.


We lugged the chest into the light of one of the nearby windows, pulled up two sturdy chairs, dusted off the seats, and sat down to investigate.


Each of us took a portfolio. The one I held contained a stunning collection of charcoal portraits of young black children, just as Millie described. The expressions Emma captured varied from playful, to innocent, to mischievous, to surly.


“Oh, Gus. I love this little girl. What a soulful expression she has.”


Each child’s face leapt from the page with a vivid sense of immediacy. I turned over one portrait, and saw Emma’s handwriting for the first time.


The names of the students were inscribed with an elegant penmanship. Names such as Horace, Annabel, Wilbur, and Lucy marked the pages. I fell in love with each of them, and decided to frame and hang them in the great room. I counted them. There were twenty.


Camille opened the second portfolio. On top lay a photograph of a class of children, with the children’s names listed by row. I found all twenty names from the portraits, but there were a total of thirty children in all. If Emma had drawn each of the children’s portraits, there were ten unaccounted for. I wondered if they were deeper down in the trunk.


Camille set the photo down, and dug deeper, uncovering a thick pile of watercolors featuring woodland wildflowers. Black-eyed Susans, Queen Anne’s Lace, violets, daisies, and daylilies dominated the themes. Often the floral landscapes were backed by stone walls, rustic fences, lily ponds, or rolling fields.


“This would be perfect for Shelby’s room,” Camille said, studying one of them.


“You read my mind. I think this one with the buttercups and old white board fence would go well in Mrs. Pierce’s bedroom.”


We put both portfolios in the growing pile by the door. I looked at the pine bureau, the jewelry box, my grandmother’s diaries, the books for Shelby, and the melodeon and then turned back to Emma’s trunk. Pretty soon I’d have the whole attic piled by the door to bring downstairs.


We lifted out three hatboxes. The first was round, decorated with gold and pink stripes with a gold braid tied around it. Camille carefully untied it and lifted the lid. The hat was all feathers. A ragged peacock feather waved high about the brim, and there were dozens of other tattered, but colorful, feathers to complement it. I shuddered, remembering the peacock that attacked me in my youth.


“Wow. Look at this,” she said, trying it on.


“You look like you just stepped out of the last century, hon,” I said. “You’re beautiful.”


Her cheeks flushed. “Why, thank you, sir.” She carefully replaced it in the tissue paper and tied the top back on the box.


The second hat was a filmy number with dark veils that tied under the chin.


Last of all, Camille unwrapped a wide-brimmed sun hat decorated with small yellow and white berries. She tried it on. “Now this is more like it.”


“You look ready for a stroll among the gardens, my love. You’d be the loveliest flower there.”


She laughed and put the hat back. “Oh, Gus.”




Beneath the hatboxes lay a metal box of paints and brushes. Three small wooden boxes contained a compass and two protractors. Another cardboard box held charcoals and erasers. I spotted a book with a marbleized cover beneath the art supplies. About five by eight inches, it contained pages of handwritten notes. I opened the front cover and found a dedication.

My dear Emma,





 



Happy Birthday! Following are a collection of poems for every day of the year. I’m afraid I made some mistakes, so please excuse my untidy corrections. Our travels together have meant so much to me, I wanted to thank you and present this to you on your thirty-fifth birthday.





 







Kind regards,





 



Vera Wilson





 



Each page was labeled with a date. On January first, Vera had copied a Shakespearean sonnet. I flipped through a few more pages. At the bottom of the page, she listed the author, his date of birth and death, and pertinent information about the poem or essay. It was a true labor of love. Three hundred and sixty five poems.


Wow.


Vera’s penmanship was more flowery than Emma’s. There were more curlicues and sweeping curves for the bottoms of “y’s” and “g’s.” I found a photo inserted in the back cover, showing Vera and Emma sitting side-by-side on a park bench in Paris.


I showed the book to Camille, who read a few poems aloud.


“Vera was a real sweetheart,” she said. “Look how much work went into this. It’s so special.”


“Another one for the pile,” I said. I decided instantly to keep it on my desk.


A collection of fine suits and dresses made of satin, silk, and taffeta were carefully folded toward the bottom of the trunk. Camille admired the craftsmanship and said they were handmade. Several of the dresses had Vera’s name inscribed on labels.


At the very bottom we found wooden boxes. I lifted the first box, trimmed with ivory and silver. Inside was a collection of miniature carved elephants, made of ivory. The next box was long, covered in paper-thin black leather with a blue ribbon wrapped around it which secured a small slip of paper in Emma’s handwriting.


These were Vera’s. For Millie, when she’s twenty-one.


On a bed of red satin lay a two-foot-long string of pink pearls. Another long box contained a strand of small, gold beads.


I looked at them in the light. “My gosh, I think these are solid gold,” I said.


My wife whistled. “Whoa.”


I reverently replaced them back in the box.


Camille picked up a black enameled music box and set it on her lap. She twisted the metal tab and the Strauss waltz “The Blue Danube” came forth with a lovely plinking sound.


Overwhelmed with the vast array of treasures we’d uncovered, I picked up the last box, which was jammed with photograph albums and piles of loose photos. They’d take hours to sort through, so we decided to bring them downstairs after we’d looked at a few.


Several albums contained shots of our house. The porch looked different, and the house was painted a dark color, maybe red? Another contained photos of a sleepy town in Alabama. One captured a very large black woman with an apron and kerchief as she was boarding a train with a suitcase. On the back, was written, Mammy Spencer, my best friend. I wondered where Mammy Spencer was going, and if she knew that Emma had snapped her photo.


We took the box of photos to the pile by the stairs after repacking the trunk. My stomach rumbled. I looked at my watch and was shocked to see it was already four. We’d worked right through lunch.


After washing up, we wolfed down tuna sandwiches and downed cold glasses of milk. Siegfried helped bring down the heavy pieces. We set up the bureau from the attic in Shelby’s room, and left Camille wiping it down with furniture polish and transferring her daughter’s clothes into it. When she was done, we planned to bring the empty, old-piece-of-junk bureau out to the burn pile behind the barn. It wasn’t worth saving.


Later that night, I lay in bed and tried to keep my eyes open. Camille had already fallen asleep with her reading glasses on, my grandmother’s diary opened on her chest. I leaned over and gently removed the glasses, closing the diary.


I turned off her light, settling back under the covers. My eyes drifted closed again. I lay for a few minutes in a twitchy, pre-sleep state, but my ankle throbbed and woke me up. I’d twisted it earlier in the barn, tripping over my own feet. It hadn’t really hurt until now. After trying to ignore it for a while, I finally reached over for the tube of Bengay. Eyes closed, I smeared it on my ankle and on my always-sore back for good measure. I idly wondered why I didn’t notice the usual minty, strong odor.


When the throbbing persisted and a soothing, warm sensation didn’t eventuate, I threw back the covers, opened my eyes, and looked at my ankle. It was smeared in white ointment, and had another, unique aroma that seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I turned and picked up the tube, turning it over in my hand.


I barked a laugh.


Desitin.


I’d used it when Marion needed a diaper change during story time earlier. I tried to wipe it off with tissues, but it was impossible. I was sure I’d smeared it all over the sheets.


I gave up on the idea of using a pain gel and shut off the light again.


Camille shifted on her side of the bed, mumbling. “Wuzz wrong?”


I turned on my side and pulled up the covers, still chuckling at the smell of zinc ointment. “Nothing, honey. Just go back to sleep.”







Chapter 25


On Sunday Camille and I decided well before the household woke up to take the horses out for a ride before church. Inhaling crisp air, we saddled Maggie and Diablo and once they were ready, we cantered across our alfalfa field toward the woods. We followed the same paths Byron and I had walked, and I told her what he’d shared with me about his life with Victor.


To my surprise, Camille said she already thought he was gay.


How could she have sensed such a thing after meeting him for the first time? What was I? An insensitive idiot? I hadn’t a clue the whole time we’d been in school and thereafter. I felt naïve. In some ways, I was completely blind.


I’d asked Byron if it was okay to tell Camille, and he’d agreed when I told him it wouldn’t make a whit of difference to her. Later, he’d laughed when I said she’d already seemed to know, anyway.


Diablo trotted up the incline. I lay low on his neck and stood in the stirrups to relieve the pressure on his back, something they’d taught us in Horse 4-H when I was a kid. When we reached the crest, I guided my gelding down a grassy path running the length of the ridge. The foliage was at its peak, and the view of the valley took my breath away.


Feeling warm, I unbuttoned my coat when we came to a sunny, flat clearing. The shorn oat field ran for a few miles along the ridge.


“Beat you to the hedgerow,” Camille said with a smirk. She urged Maggie into a gallop.


Diablo pricked up his ears, bunched his hindquarters, and launched after the mare. I gripped his sides hard and grabbed a hunk of mane. The wind whipped around me, flapping my jacket and flattening my hair. It felt wonderful.


Maggie sensed Diablo gaining on her, and in that inbred characteristic common to most breeds, turned up her speed, tearing off clumps of dirt and flying forward.


Camille looked back, stuck her tongue out at me, and urged Maggie on.


Thus challenged, I pushed Diablo harder and loosened the reins. He didn’t need any encouragement, and lunged ahead.


As we pulled up nearly even with Maggie, Camille loosed a wild schoolgirl giggle.


Diablo forged ahead, coming nose-to-nose with his stable mate. Both horses stretched their necks forward, pounding the ground.


I clucked to Diablo, urging him forward. The trail would end soon, and as ridiculous as it was, a thrill chased down my spine. I wanted to win.


I wanted to win very badly.


I leaned low over his neck, standing high in the stirrups to give him an edge. I whispered, “C’mon buddy. Give it all you’ve got.”


His nostrils flared wide, and he sucked in the wind, needing more oxygen to fuel the race. Flecks of frothy spittle flew in the wind and landed on his shoulder. I raised the reins slightly and jiggled them. He responded, and began to pull away from Maggie and Camille.


We passed them.


When we reached the end of the field, I slowed him to an easy canter until Maggie caught up.


Camille still chuckled when she drew up to Diablo’s side and we slowed to a trot. “Okay, so you won. But Diablo’s legs are longer than Maggie’s,” she said with a laugh.


“He sure can move, huh? I’ve always thought he was a frustrated steeple chaser. He’s got that passion for racing and jumping.”


“He sure does.” She pulled Maggie to a slower trot and patted her neck. “But Maggie’s got great heart. I love this horse.”


We slowed to a walk and let our mounts cool, ambling toward the edge of the woods. At the end of the field, we reversed direction and headed for home.


I turned to Camille. “Honey?”


She raised one eyebrow. “What’s wrong? You look funny.”


“I do?”


“You do.”


“Okay. I guess I’m a little worried about that boy who’s coming to dinner today with Byron. He seems to be…uh…attracted to Shelby.”


“She’s a beautiful girl, Gus. It’s bound to happen.”


“He’s in college.”


She shrugged. “Dmitri’s only a year and a half older than she is. And he’s a quality kid, don’t you think? Being a singer demands devotion to the craft and hours of practice. He couldn’t be that bad if he’s doing so well at Eastman, could he?”


She already knew his name and age. I groaned inside. Shelby must have confided in her. Once again, my wife would be on Shelby’s side.


“Well, I hope we can set up some rules about expected behaviors. You know, keeping the doors open if they’re in a room together, that sort of thing?”


“Oh, Gus. I trust her. And so should you. Stop being such an old fuddy duddy.” She said it affectionately, but I knew she wouldn’t budge.


“Have you had ‘the talk’ with her? About, you know…”


“Oh, honey, we talked about that months ago. She’s aware of the fact that her body will be feeling all sorts of strange, new sensations due to the hormones. We covered it quite frankly, and also discussed birth control.”


I shivered.


She tossed me a conciliatory smile. “I told her I didn’t expect her to act on any of these feelings, but that if and when the time comes, she needs to see me for protection. Besides, the kids in school already educated her last spring, way before I even considered the topic. It’s amazing how much children know now. Not all bad, mind you, but it certainly does take their innocence away at an early age.”


“But she was painting her lips red last night. I watched her sitting at your vanity, putting on makeup, for God’s sake, Camille.” I sighed. “It was horrible.”


“Relax, baby. It’s natural for girls her age to experiment with makeup. I did. And I turned out all right, didn’t I?”


“Yeah.”


“Didn’t I?” she repeated.


“Of course you did.” I frowned, sitting silent on Diablo’s back now, trying to absorb it all. I hated the fact that we had to deal with such inconceivable notions. I pictured Dmitri trying something with Shelby, and then pictured myself knocking him flat on his back with a punch to the jaw. I smiled at the image, and was mildly astounded at the pleasure it gave me.


“Gus? Let’s just wait and see what he’s like, okay? He might be a perfect gentleman. I’m sure he’s just looking forward to spending some time with a pretty girl and enjoying a home cooked meal at the same time.”


“I guess.”


“He’s away from his home, his country, his family. He’s probably lonely.”


I grunted.


“Try to relax, okay? Shelby and Dmitri will be surrounded by our entire entourage, anyway.”


I begrudgingly agreed. We’d just have to wait and see.





Chapter 26


The house swarmed with guests. Our usual crowd had shown up, including Oscar and Millie Stone, Adam Knapp, Joe Russell, and Maddy. They gathered in the great room and were making a lot of noise.


Byron pulled into the driveway in his MG with Dmitri riding shotgun.


I felt my stomach drop, then shook it off and went back to business. Camille was right. I was an old fuddy duddy. Problem was, I couldn’t control it and the worry was eating me up inside.


The meatloaf was ready, so I took it out of the oven and switched off the heat.


“They’re here!” Shelby screamed, racing to the kitchen window. With a sudden look of horror, she turned to her mother, who sat calmly at the kitchen table sprinkling raw sugar over the apple piecrusts. “Mom, I should have worn the blue shirt, I have to change.”


Camille smiled sweetly. “Honey, you’ve changed four times. Do you think this boy is so shallow he’ll walk away if you’re not wearing the right blouse?”


“I don’t know,” she screamed, racing upstairs to her room.


I rolled my eyes at Camille, who chuckled. With trepidation, I opened the door for Byron and my new nemesis.


Byron grabbed my arm and pumped it hard, smiling from ear-to-ear. “So good to see you. You remember Dmitri?”


Dmitri nodded and smiled. “Thank you for inviting me today, sir.”


I didn’t correct him. Shelby had done the inviting. “It’s quite all right, son. Come in.”


Byron led Dmitri into the great room and introduced him around, then came back to the kitchen just as Shelby skipped down the stairs. She wore a lavender, not blue, shirt and had also changed from blue to white jeans. She looked too pretty, and I sighed in dismay. And she was wearing makeup, including that red lipstick I hated so much.


Dmitri spotted her immediately, and before I could say a word, she’d dragged him up the stairs. I wondered if I should go up and check on them, or at least let him know the rules, when I saw Camille follow them up.


Maybe she wasn’t as comfortable with the relationship as she pretended to be.


“Can I be of help?” Byron asked.


“Sure.” I put him to work.


Freddie and Maddy came out to help as well, and within twenty minutes the entire gang was seated around the trestle table. Dmitri and Shelby made eyes at each other over mouthfuls of homemade applesauce and mashed potatoes. I tried not to look.


After pie, Adam and Freddie volunteered to do the dishes. The remaining guests drifted back into the great room and gathered into small groups. Siegfried and I put the children down for their naps, and I stoked up the fire, keeping my eye on Shelby.


I knelt down to place another log on the fire, and when I turned around I caught the back of Dmitri’s head as he and Shelby walked out the kitchen door. I stood quickly, frowned, and approached Camille, who sat on the couch beside the card table where Maddy, Joe, Oscar, and Millie were playing gin rummy.


“Where are they going?” I whispered.


Maddy looked sideways at me, dealing cards around the table.


Camille turned and shushed me. “Relax. They’re just going for a walk.”


I stared at the door.


Byron touched my arm. “Don’t worry, Gus. I told him he’d better be a perfect gentleman. He’s got strict orders. If he messes up, he knows I’ll bloody well kill him.”


I glanced down at the ground. “Guess I’m overreacting.”


We migrated to the piano. I started playing a Leonard Bernstein piece that Byron used to sing when we attended the conservatory, and he obliged by singing along. We moved from Bernstein to Mozart to Wagner in the course of a half hour. Millie begged him to sing more, and we settled on some Puccini arias and Italian love songs.


After an hour and a half of making music, we finally stopped. Our guests gradually moved toward the kitchen, and after a final cup of coffee, they started to leave.


Byron, Siegfried, Camille and I settled at the kitchen table. As we each had another piece of pie with coffee, I glanced at my watch. Shelby and Dmitri had been gone two hours.


“Where do you think they went?” Camille asked, walking to peer out the kitchen window.


It was getting dark.


“Want us to look for them? We can take Siegfried’s Jeep,” I said.


Before she could answer, the door opened and Shelby and Dmitri breezed into the kitchen. Their cheeks were pink from the cold and they laughed, passing us and starting up the stairs.


“Shelby,” Camille said sternly.


I sat still, letting her handle it.


Shelby spun on her heels and looked at her mother with a half-smile. “What is it, Mom?”


“It’s time for Mr. Cunningham to go, honey. He’s been waiting for a half-hour.”


Shelby and Dmitri exchanged guilty smiles.


“Sorry, Mom. We walked all the way to the caves. It took longer than I thought.”


Camille didn’t smile. “It’s practically dark out. We were worried.”


“I said I was sorry,” Shelby said irritably.


Camille’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Excuse me?”


This time the girl said it calmly. “I said I was sorry. I meant it.”


“Okay, well, say goodbye to Dmitri. It’s time to start your homework, anyway.”


To my dismay, Dmitri leaned down and kissed Shelby on the side of her mouth. “See you Thursday?” he said, looking deeply into her eyes.


She nodded and reached up to hug him. The embrace lasted too long.


He pulled away from her, thanked me for the meal, and headed outside with Byron.


I unhooked my fingers from the kitchen chair I’d been gripping.


Shelby watched them drive down the driveway. Her expression was one of wistful loss.


My insides softened. She had legitimate feelings, and it wasn’t right for me to ignore them. I put my hand on her shoulder. “You like him, don’t you, honey?”


She continued watching the red taillights bounce down the rutted driveway. “I do. He’s a dream come true.”


I stopped myself from saying what I wanted to say, which involved nightmares, not dreams. I almost blurted out appearances can be deceiving, or you only just met. Instead, I patted her shoulder and went outside to see if Siegfried needed help with the animals. 







Chapter 27


At noon on Monday, Byron called my office. “Gus. I need to talk to you.”


His voice was gravelly, almost as if he’d been crying.


“What’s wrong?”


“I can’t talk about it over the phone. Can we meet for lunch?”


“Of course.” We agreed on a time and place and hung up.


I asked my teaching assistant to take over my afternoon classes and headed up to the Thai Dragon in Henrietta.


I got there first, and found a quiet table in the back of the room. I ordered a pot of Jasmine tea and waited. He showed up twenty minutes later.


“Sorry I’m late,” he croaked, dropping down across from me. Puffy eyes stared out at me.


“Byron, what in God’s name is wrong?”


He rubbed his hands over his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t bloody believe it.”


I thought he was going to break down, but he didn’t and the waiter approached us.


“Want me to order?”


He nodded and lowered his eyes. “Please.”


I ordered two lunch specials with coconut chicken soup and the basil shrimp entrée for both of us. The waiter scurried to the kitchen.


I waited.


Byron struggled with his emotions, seemed to collect himself, and finally spoke. “I got two calls this morning. The first was from Adam’s cousin. That city detective.”


“Right. Larry something, isn’t it?” I said.


“Larry Knapp. He told me the museum tech said the Monet hidden in my plane was a fake. A bloody good fake, so he said.”


I whistled. “Wow. So did someone plan to switch it with the real one at the museum?”


“That’s what they think. Problem is, they wonder why it was in my plane—”


I stared at him. “They don’t think you’re involved, do they?”


He nodded solemnly. “Sounds like it. The guy wants to talk to me in person.”


My heart sank. “Whoa.”


Our waiter returned with the soup. When he was gone, I leaned forward and whispered to Byron. “That’s insane. Why don’t they check out the guy who sold you the plane? He was an art dealer, for God’s sake.”


“I know. They did. That’s why I got the second call—it was from Victor’s sister.”


“From Boston?” I asked.


“Yeah.”


“I don’t get it,” I said.


He toyed with his spoon. “She said she’s been questioned by the police about Victor.”


“What?”


He reached over for the teapot and poured himself a cup. “The guy who sold me the plane, Lee Jalong, was killed. Probably murdered. You know that, right?”


I nodded. “Right. Joe told me.”


“Well, as I told you before, he and Victor knew each other. Victor bought paintings from him.”


I waited to find out what had upset him so. “Go on.”


“Apparently the police went through all Jalong’s stuff. They looked through his photos, and the like.” His face twisted.


I waited.


“His sister told me they found some photos of Victor in Jalong’s house. They were damning photos. He and Victor were—” He took a deep breath and looked down. “They were lovers.”


I pushed back in my seat. “What?”


“Yeah.” Byron struggled, his face working with emotion. “Apparently they saw each other a lot. His sister said they questioned her for hours about Victor, implying he was involved in the counterfeiting ring. Guess they didn’t know Victor was dead. When she told them, they gave up on Victor and started to ask about me. I guess it was a fairly easy connection to make, since I bought the plane from them and the fake Monet was found in it.”


“That’s ridiculous. Do you want me to talk to them? Let them know how we both discovered it out in that field?”


“Thanks, but it wouldn’t do any good. I could have lied to you about everything and just pretended to ‘find it,’ right?”


I nodded reluctantly. “I guess so.”


“I’ll just have to tell them the truth and hope they believe it.” His face dropped again. He hadn’t touched his soup.


“I’m sorry about Victor. It must hurt like hell.”


His eyes welled. “That’s not the worst of it. After I talked to his sister, she admitted she was Victor’s confidante. Apparently he confessed to her on a regular basis. They were both liars.”


“About what? He wasn’t involved in this counterfeit thing, was he?”


Byron snorted, scoffing at the idea. “Hell, no. It was something else altogether.”


I waited, again, drinking my tea.


He spread his hands, as if trying to push the thoughts away. Slumping, he said, “Victor was a great pretender. A really good liar. He pretended to love me, and only me. His sister said—after I pressured the bloody hell out of her—that Victor saw this Jalong guy often. He also had a bloke in New York City. They shared a love nest there. It was another art dealer Victor met through Jalong. He brought home some nice paintings from New York, too. I still have them.” He hung his head and sighed. “I never suspected.”


Now that it was out in the open, Byron couldn’t seem to stop. “She told me there were dozens, Gus. Dozens of men. She begged him to stop, to tell me, to stay loyal to me. She was so afraid he’d get AIDS. Which, of course, he did.”


He struggled to get the last few words out. “The man I thought was my lifetime soul mate never loved me at all. I was just a convenient sugar daddy, with a nice comfortable place to hang out between his sordid affairs. I had a lovely house to display his artwork, I guess. A great place to show off to friends. And lots of money. God, did he spend my money. I was just his boring, stupid, unsuspecting meal ticket.”


The waiter brought the shrimp dishes, and looked at the untouched soup.


“You finished, sir?” he asked Byron.


Byron waved his hands at the food. “I’m really not hungry. Could you please bag it for me?”


I tried to hide my disappointment. I was starving. “Mine, too. I’m sorry for the trouble.”


Our waiter nodded as if it were entirely normal, left the bill, and brought containers and brown bags to the table. Within seconds he had packaged it and brought us our change.


I walked with Byron to the parking lot. When we’d almost reached our cars, he slumped against the MG.


“I can’t—” he said. “I can’t breathe.”


I grabbed his arm and maneuvered him toward my car. “Get in,” I said. “I’m driving you home.”


He protested weakly. “I’ll be fine.”


“You’re in no shape to be alone. We’ll come back later for your car.”


He got into the passenger seat and I headed for Rochester. When we’d gone a few miles in silence, I reached over to pat his arm. “I’m so sorry.”


It was the last straw. My words pushed him over the edge and he fell apart. Great, wracking sobs came from the man who had been my best friend in college, who had shared so many adventures with Elsbeth and me, who had witnessed the unexpected birth of my daughter, Freddie. The man who sat beside me had lived a lie for decades, worried I’d reject his friendship because of his nature. The anguish poured from him in a ferocious tidal wave.


I wanted to help him, but his pain seemed so searing and deep that an attempt to say it’s all right would have trivialized the situation. I pulled over to the side of the road and waited for him to collect himself.


I hadn’t known him, but I felt mad at Victor, that great, blond counter tenor with the angelic voice who’d skewered the heart of my friend.


How could he have fooled Byron for so many years? He was a liar, like Byron said. And could he have been involved in this art theft ring?


Finally, Byron’s tears slowed. I offered him a box of tissues from the back seat, pulled back into the traffic, and drove him to his apartment on East Avenue.





Chapter 28


We approached Byron’s Victorian mansion on East Avenue; the multi-apartment dwelling was surrounded by a velvety lawn and was set between two equally majestic homes. We pulled into the driveway, parked beside a manicured hedge, and climbed the porch steps. Byron unlocked a leaded glass door, carefully re-locked it behind us, and then trudged up the most beautiful staircase I’d ever seen.


The wood banister—heavy and smooth from wear—curved gently against the winding staircase. In the upstairs hallway we walked on marble tiles and passed horsehair settees and rosewood chairs beneath gilt-framed mirrors. Crystal chandeliers hung from a high ceiling.


When we reached the end of the hall, Byron unlocked a door on the left and walked inside. He moved silently with glazed eyes, in contrast to the man who’d just unleashed a hot torrent of emotion.


I closed the door and twisted the lock.


Byron stood just inside the apartment door, swaying slightly. The keys dangled from his fingers.


I took them and laid them on the side table.


He stood still, his face slack. When he swayed again, I held his arm to steady him. “Whoa, there. Take it easy, now.”


We stood on a soft red Persian rug. A black Steinway stood in the far corner of the room, surrounded by tall houseplants curling around pieces of driftwood and unusual objects d’art. A low, white couch flanked the elegant fireplace. On the other side stood a library table with lion’s claw feet.


Three doors led from the main room. One appeared to be a bedroom, the other a bathroom, and I guessed the third was a coat closet.


A countertop separated the living room and kitchen. Glass-fronted cabinets gleamed with glassware and china. A tall wrought iron wine caddy stood in the kitchen corner, packed with bottles of wine.


I steered Byron toward the kitchen. Beyond the counter sat a table with four chairs. I maneuvered him into one. He sat unmoving.


He inhaled one deep sighing breath and gazed at me. A tear squeezed from his eye and trickled down his cheek. His mouth trembled, and he began to talk between gulping sobs. “How could he do this to me?”


I shook my head, an evil specter of Victor floating in my mind. “What a slime ball,” I said.


“Maybe I was the problem. I wasn’t enough for him. What did I lack? What didn’t I give him? Oh my God,” he moaned. “I gave him bloody everything—”


He leaned on the table, letting the pain wash over him.


I muttered old platitudes, but I couldn’t imagine being betrayed like that.


How hollow would I feel if I’d found out that Elsbeth, for example, had not been the woman I thought she was? How shattered? What level of driveling zombie would I become?


Byron’s moans diminished and his heaving breaths slowed.


I backed away and fumbled in his cabinets, looking for dishes and cups. I reheated the Thai food and put a spoon in his hand. “Eat,” I said. “You’ll need strength to get through this.”


He dipped into the soup, lifted a steaming spoonful to his lips. He repeated the process again and again, not speaking.


I sat across from him, quickly finished my own bowl, and then started on the shrimp dish.


His eyes were unfocused, but he picked up the fork and began to eat. I got up and poured a large glass of milk. He picked it up, downed nearly half the glass in one gulp. “It’s good.”


“Best Thai in the city.”


We exchanged small talk until the food was gone. When we finished, I put the dishes in the sink and filled it with hot water.


“It’s okay, Gus. Leave them. I’ll do them later.”


I turned to look at him, surprised by his sharp tone. “Okay.”


“Sorry,” he said. “I need things to keep me busy. Just let them soak.”


I shrugged and turned off the water.


He raised his swollen eyes to mine and flashed a weak smile. “You must think I’m daft. Sorry I lost it.”


“No, I just wish there was something I could do. You want to stay with us again for a while? We could certainly distract you. Lots to keep you busy.”


He shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m afraid I’m going to be a bit of a wreck for a while. I need to be alone. It’s what I needed when he died last summer.”


I thought about his two-time loss. “You kind of lost him all over again.”


He nodded, his face wooden. “Yes.”


I wandered to the wall above the white couch to examine the artwork. There were three framed charcoals on the wall. I stared at them, my mind racing.


Emma’s children.


I stared some more, leaning in close.


There was no doubt about it. They matched the photos of Emma’s students.


“Byron, where did you get these?”


He answered in a monotone. “Victor bought them in New York. They were from that guy’s gallery. Supposed to be very rare. I fell in love with the children’s expressions.”


I scrutinized the lower right-hand corner of the first drawing. Scrawled in Emma’s scholarly script was, “Vera Wilson, 1923.” There were no telltale loops or dramatic swirls in the signature as there had been in Vera’s signature in the book of poetry. The signature was definitely Emma’s.


I paused, frowned, and decided to tell Byron about Emma at a later time. He had enough on his plate.


I gazed at the three drawings some more. Why in the world would Emma have sold them and signed her dead friend’s name to them?


I boldly took one off the wall and memorized the name and address on the paper pasted to the back of the frame. Bartholomew Garcia, Red Herring Gallery, 32 East 50th Street, New York, N.Y.





Chapter 29


I arranged to get Byron the next morning so he could pick up his MG from the restaurant parking lot. He said he would take some Tylenol PM and promised to turn in early. I called to check on him at seven that night. He was a wreck, but assured me he would be okay in the long run.


Later, Camille sat on the edge of the bed, brushing her hair. It fell in a lustrous cascade, glinting in the soft light. “Are you sure?” she said.


I’d shared the story about the charcoals in Byron’s living room shortly after dinner. Together, we’d examined the portfolios again, and I scrutinized Emma’s and Vera’s signatures.


“I’m positive, honey.”


“But why? Why would Emma sign Vera’s name to her own work?”


I shrugged. “I can’t figure it out. Maybe she wanted to honor Vera. She’d just died a few years earlier, right?”


She put the brush down and turned down the covers. “Right.”


“Maybe she erased her original signature and resigned Vera’s name. The signatures are in charcoal.”


Our conversation was interrupted by the phone. I picked it up. “LeGarde residence.”


“Mr. LeGarde? Bruno Machielli, here.”


I sighed. Machielli was the last person I wanted to hear from tonight.


“Hello, Bruno.” I purposefully didn’t call him Mr. Machielli, it would have been too respectful, and I sure as hell didn’t respect him.


“Mr. LeGarde, I have excellent news. I’ve found a buyer for your Knight painting.”


Stunned, I switched the phone to my other ear. “Sorry?”


“A buyer. From France. He’s quite eager. I believe you can get a whopping price for it.”


“I told you, the painting is not for sale. I never said I wanted to sell it.” I said it forcefully, tired of his antics. “You know that.”


He fumbled his words. “But I thought…are you sure? I’m quite positive I could get you—”


“I’m positive. All I want is to get it cleaned and insured. And increase the security in the house. I told you that, too.”


He went quiet, subdued now. “I see.” After a pause, he spoke up again. “Do you have a cleaner in mind?”


“Not yet.”


“The fellow the museum uses is quite good. His name is Wellington. He’s in the book, on Oxford Street. Works in his home, actually.”


“All right. Well, maybe I’ll give him a call. Thanks.”


“You’re sure you—”


“Yes. I’m certain. The Knight is a family piece. My answer is not going to change.”


“If you change your mind, you’ll let me know?”


“I won’t.”


I hung up before he answered and joined my bride in our bed, a much nicer prospect than arguing further with the annoying Mr. Machielli.







Chapter 30


On Tuesday morning, I left early and picked up Byron at his apartment. He looked awful. The skin sagged around his mouth and eyes, and he spoke in a monotone. He wore gray jeans and a baggy sweatshirt.


“No classes today?” I asked, eyeing his clothes.


“I’m not up to it, Gus. I’m taking the week off.”


We drove toward the parking lot of the Thai Dragon, and as cars rushed by on the highway, he sat quietly in the passenger seat with his long-fingered hands folded in his lap.


He looked out his window, away from me. “Gus?”


“What is it, bud?” I took the Culver Road exit from Route 490, headed north toward East Ave.


“I wanted to thank you for yesterday.”


“Don’t thank me. It’s what friends do.”


“I appreciate what you did.” He looked up and smiled through his eyes. I saw the faintest glimmer of hope, the slightest hint of healing, deep down behind the hurt.


“Will you be okay?” I asked.


His words came out in a rush, stronger and more forceful than before. “I’m starting to feel angry. The more I think about it, the madder I get. It feels good to be mad, as odd as that sounds.”


“The slime ball,” I said.


A grin spread across his lips. “Bloody right. The cheating, lying slime ball.”


A ray of sun flooded the car. Byron got out and headed for the MG.


I waved when he did and put the car in drive. In time, he’d be okay. I hoped.


After dropping my lunch bag and briefcase in the office and chatting briefly with Maddy, I began teaching my Tuesday morning classes. They went quickly. When I finally dismissed the last class of the morning at eleven-thirty, I took out a tuna sandwich and carrot sticks and checked my email.


When I’d taken care of the important messages, I opened the white pages online and looked up Wellington on Oxford Street. Only one name came up. Bradford Wellington, 5 Oxford Street. I jotted down the number.


Instead of calling Wellington, I dialed the museum to confirm that Wellington was, indeed, recommended by them. After being put on hold several times, I finally reached the director who assured me that Wellington’s reputation was beyond reproach.


I dialed the number.


He picked up on the first ring. After discussing payment and telling me he was booked solid for weeks, we finally arranged to deliver the painting to his home on Friday.


He stressed it would likely take weeks before he could start, then recommended a crate to protect the piece, and insisted that the insurance be active prior to delivery.


By the end of the day, I was ready to go home. Tired of chalk on my fingers, academic minutia, and needy students, I yearned for the comfort of my family. Seeing Byron suffer made me appreciate my own life even more than usual, chaotic as it was.


Byron’s apartment was elegant, his profession so elite…and yet his life was empty.


I was the lucky one. A spirited woman loved me and joined me at home each night. A loyal dog slept at my feet and lapped my hand at every chance. A houseful of children looked at me with big, loving eyes willing to share toys and hugs. My intelligent, amusing, and sometimes frail daughter had become my companion and good friend.


I was blessed with the simple, solid friendship of Siegfried, my reliable, gentle foot soldier, and the comforting presence of Mrs. Pierce. And with the arrival of Shelby, the child/teen, I had been given a chance to swallow my pride and realize once again how challenging it was to be the father of a teenage girl. I said a quick prayer of thanks and drove up Sullivan Hill and onto our long, gravel driveway.





Chapter 31


I arrived home to find the kitchen in chaos.


Camille and Shelby were engaged in a shouting match. Mrs. Pierce stood with her back to the stove, looking as if she might cry. The twins wailed from the floor. Johnny had climbed to the top of the stepstool and was reaching for the chocolate bar hidden in the first shelf of the cabinet. I ran to him, wrapped my free arm around his waist, and rescued him just as he was about to tumble to the floor. In a flash, I dropped my bag, shed my coat, and picked up the first crying baby I encountered.


“It’s okay, sweetie,” I murmured to Celeste, holding her close.


Johnny wiggled in my arms. I set him down on the floor.


“Candy!”


Tears ran down Shelby’s cheeks. “It’s not fair!” she screamed.


Camille’s face was rigid. “I don’t care if it sounds fair to you, young lady, you’re not going.”


Celeste continued to cry and squirmed in my embrace.


Mrs. Pierce recovered, picked up Marion, and almost wept herself when she realized the baby had soaked through. She looked at me, mouthed the words I’m sorry, and hurried upstairs to change her.


“But Mother!” she screamed. “I love him!”


“I’m sorry, honey,” Camille said in a calmer voice. “It’s out of the question.”


Shelby looked at me with wild hope in her eyes, ran to me, and tugged on my sleeve. “Make her understand!” she wept.


I shushed Celeste until she settled down, then pulled out a chair and balanced her on my knee. She pointed to the apples and oranges on the table and said in a tearful voice “Ball.”


Johnny climbed onto my left leg and snuggled against me. I patted his back and bounced Celeste.


Camille motioned for Shelby to sit while she leaned back against the kitchen counter with her arms crossed. “Okay, Gus. Let’s see what you think.” Her jaw was rigid, her lips tight. I’d never seen her worked up like this.


Both Shelby and Camille tried to talk at once. Camille deferred to her daughter. “Go ahead.”


Shelby leaned forward in her chair. Her eyes were swollen from crying. “Dmitri invited me to go to a concert tomorrow night. He’s ushering. He has a friend who could come pick me up and bring me home. Dan’s twenty. He’s had his license for three years and he’s a very good driver.”


I looked at Camille. “Your turn.”


Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly, calming down. “Shelby was on the computer last night until two-thirty in the morning. I caught her Facebook messaging with Dmitri. She was like a zombie this morning. And then, Miss Rylander called from the school to tell me she’s worried about Shelby. She hasn’t passed in a homework assignment all week and missed practice today. She was caught on the phone in the nurse’s office after school, when she should have been running on the cross-country track.”


“Talking to Dmitri?” I asked Shelby.


She nodded. Her lower lip trembled.


Camille continued. “And there’s no way in hell…” her voice quivered and she stopped momentarily to regain control, “that I’m going to let you drive up and back to the city with a twenty-year-old boy we’ve never even met.” She almost lost it, choking back a few tears. She straightened, holding on with her last vestige of control. I wanted to embrace her, to calm her, but my arms were full.


Johnny raised troubled eyes to mine. “Why are they yelling?”


I hugged him and whispered comforting words in his ear, promising to play with him in a few minutes. He smiled, slid to the floor, and trotted into the great room to rummage through his toy box.


Celeste lay back against me and sucked on two fingers, her eyes half-closed now.


I turned to Shelby, who did indeed look almost like the walking dead. Her complexion was white, her eyes rimmed red. “Shelby, we have rules in this house. Rules that are set for good reasons. Bedtime is one of them. If you don’t get your sleep, you can’t do well in school.”


Shelby’s expression hardened. I’d lost her in the first round. “Bedtime? That’s for babies, Gus. I’m sixteen. I think I know how much sleep I need.”


I reeled back from her nasty tone. “Okay, but bear with me, please. I haven’t had a teenager in the house for a very long time.”


“Obviously,” she sniffed.


She was ticking me off, now. No more mister nice guy. I let loose. “Okay, you want it straight? Let me talk to you like an adult, then. Your whole life has been shaken up by this boy. You’re messing up in school, treating us very poorly, skipping practice, and disturbing the family with your shenanigans. Things are going to have to change if you ever want to talk to Dmitri again.”


“Shenanigans?” Her face crumpled and she wailed. “I knew you’d side with her!”


Camille patted her shoulders. “Maybe we can come up with some compromises, huh?”


Camille smiled thanks at me. Making myself the bad guy had put Camille in a better light. She thought for a while, tapping her toes on the floorboards. “You’d have to really turn it around, young lady. If you promise to go to bed by ten at the latest, catch up on all your homework, make practice every day, and start to behave around here, maybe we can find a way for you to see him. Under supervised conditions, of course.”


“Oh my God,” Shelby cried. “Ten o’clock is so early!”


We both glared at her.


“Fine,” she said. “If that’s the only way I can see him. But it’s not fair.”


“Fair?” Camille said, her anger rising again.


I jumped in. “Maybe I could take her to the concert tomorrow. Byron mentioned it to me.” I hoped I could drag Byron out of his apartment to face the world. “That way we could avoid this situation of you driving with men we’ve never met.”


“Really?” Shelby squealed. “Would you?”


I looked at Camille to be sure she agreed. She nodded, and I continued. “Only if you catch up on all your homework tonight. And you’re grounded from the computer and phone for the rest of the week. No more until Saturday.” I locked eyes with her. “Deal?”


She seemed surprised that I’d added the punishment, looking down. “Okay. Deal.” She flounced upstairs, a solemn expression in her eyes.


I built block towers with Celeste and Johnny while Camille read to Marion. Shelby brought down her books and worked on homework, Siegfried started a fire in the fireplace, and a much-recovered Mrs. Pierce slid a pan of Parmesan crusted chicken legs into the oven just as Freddie arrived home.              





Chapter 32


Later that night, I had just finished brushing my teeth when Camille came into the bathroom to change.


She shed her clothes and picked up a pair of comfy flannel pajamas. “It’s gonna be cold tonight.” She shivered a little and stepped into her pants.


I pulled on my pajama pants that hung behind the door. “So they say. But I’ll keep you plenty warm.”


She flashed me a mischievous smile. “You’d better. Or I’ll put my cold feet on your legs.”


I kissed her. “I’ll warm up your feet, any day.” In our bedroom, Camille was famous for her cold toes. “Not to change the subject or anything, because I do intend to keep you warm and toasty, but Shelby’s got it really bad, hasn’t she?”


Camille buttoned her pajama top and started brushing her hair. “Oh my God, Gus. I don’t know if I can take it. I almost wish she were back in the coma.” She moved the brush furiously through her hair, then dropped it suddenly and covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t believe I said that.”


I slid my arms around her and she buried her head in my shoulder.


“I know. I know.” I patted her back. “Freddie was really bad at Shelby’s age. Elsbeth and I went nuts.”


She rested her head on my shoulder for a long time. Finally, she dried her eyes and kissed me on the lips. “Thanks, hon. I’ll be okay.” As if to distract herself, she glanced toward the bedroom. “Hey. How ‘bout we dig into those boxes now?”


We’d hoped to learn more about Emma and Vera tonight. Whether it was through my grandmother’s diaries, or flipping through Emma’s photos, we wanted to find some answers.


Max lay at the foot of our bed. He snuffled in his sleep, paws twitching.


I picked up the box of diaries and set it on the bed.


“Should we try to find diaries prior to 1929, when Vera died?” Camille asked.


“Good idea. Let’s see if we can find the oldest and put them in order.” I picked up one of the little books. “1947, I guess that’s a little before my mother met my dad. They were married in 1952. She was twenty-three then.”


“Okay,” she said. “Here’s a bunch of 1970’s. Let’s start a pile for each decade.”


We sorted through the books. Just for grins, I looked into the day of my mother’s birth before we finished. I found the entry my grandmother wrote when my mother was born—in this very room, this very bed, before the Knight painting. My grandmother said she “took comfort in the old fiddler and his dog during the pangs of childbirth.”


I found three bundles of postcards on the bottom of the box, addressed to my great grandmother, Alice Mabel Clark. My pulse quickened. There were dozens, each covered with Emma’s scholarly, fine penmanship.


“Look,” I fanned them out on the bed. “France, England, Africa, Greece, Egypt, Russia—Emma traveled everywhere.”


Camille picked up a handful, flipped them over, and spread them out. “They’re in order. Your mother organized them for us. See? The first is from England, and is dated 1910. It has a picture of London Bridge.”


I settled back against the pillows. “Read it to me.”


Boris, Camille’s long-haired mini dachshund, tapped into the room, stood on his hind legs, and set his front paws on the bed.


“Okay. Let me get Boris first.” She nuzzled him and set him at the foot of the bed beside Max. The two pooches had become good friends since we’d been married.


She grabbed her reading glasses and picked up the card. “Dear Mother, I’ve arrived safely in London and have just interviewed my companion-to-be, Vera Wilson. She’s a lively girl of my age. Poor dear lost her parents in a terrible accident, and needs an income and friend. I believe I’ll be able to provide those things for her. She’s just as excited about traveling as I am, and has nursing experience. She’s a well-educated young lady with whom I can converse freely about literature and politics. We’re going to be the best of friends. Please give my regards to the family and assure them I am fine. I know Father will worry about me regardless, but try to calm him.” She turned the card sideways to read up the side where it had been scrawled beyond the white box. “You know, dear Mother, that I need this trip. I need to be away from East Goodland and all the sad memories the town affords me. Most lovingly, your devoted daughter, Emma.”


Camille put the card down gently.


I sighed. “Our first introduction to my great aunt. Want me to read the next one?”


She glanced at it and handed it to me. “Sure. It’s from Paris.”


I picked up the card with the Eiffel Tower, studied the airmail stamp for a moment, and read the compressed handwriting on the back. “Dear Mother and Father, Paris is a sparkling wonderland. Vera and I arrived yesterday and have been touring ceaselessly. We hired an automobile and have seen Notre Dame, the Opera House, Napoleon’s tomb, and we took a boat ride on the Seine. April is a lovely time here. Apple and cherry blossoms are in full bloom. We are enamored with café au lait and have discovered something called a croissant. I’d send you one, but it would grow stale quickly. Vera awaits, must run. All my love, Emma.”


“She sounds happy. I think traveling helped her heal, don’t you?” Camille said.


I nodded. “She’s almost bubbly. Let’s see what’s next.”


We read through several dozen, following Emma and Vera across the globe. As the years passed, Emma’s voice mellowed and matured. In Russia, she wrote of a raging, high fever that overtook her in Moscow. Vera nursed her back to health, but it seemed to take a full year for her usual good nature to return. The last bundle were addressed to my grandmother, Emma’s younger sister who was twenty years her junior. I realized my great grandparents had passed away during the time Emma was abroad. She’d come home, stayed for a year with Vera and her sister Maryanne, and then resumed her journeys. My maternal grandmother, Maryanne, became her new correspondent.


The last ten years were written from France. Camille picked up the bundle and began to read. “We’ve found a lovely village called Rolleboise, about forty miles west of Paris, where we rented a home overlooking the Seine. It’s quite peaceful, and near to town. We’ve met and befriended another American, named Mr. Knight. He’s originally from Pennsylvania, lost his wife ten years earlier. He needs assistance and is quite elderly. Vera and I have offered our help. He’s a painter, a dear man, and has apparently made quite a name for himself in this country.”


I looked at her in shock. “Did you say Knight? As in our Daniel Ridgway Knight?”


She nodded, eyes scanning the Knight painting over the mantle. “I did.”


The postcards continued for years, and the return address didn’t change. Emma’s comments included frequent referrals to Knight, his manservant Guillaume, and several neighbors. Emma’s speech became peppered with French phrases.


In 1924, she wrote of Knight’s passing, sharing that she, Guillaume, and Vera were devastated, and that Mr. Knight had bequeathed to her a fine painting of a fiddler and his little white dog. He’d left the house to his family and Guillaume had moved in with Emma and Vera as their gardener/caretaker. Wedding plans were mentioned for Vera and Guillaume. Emma bubbled over with information about dates and flowers and guest lists.


In 1929, the tone of the messages changed. Emma wrote less frequently, and when she did, it was no longer on postcards. Beneath the last bundle of cards were paper thin pale blue airmail envelopes.


The last two letters were postmarked Cairo. I opened the penultimate.


“My dear Maryanne. Congratulations on the birth of your lovely daughter, Gloria. She must be almost a year old now. We hope to come home for a visit soon.


Vera and I have left the sunshine of Paris to escape a misery that is overwhelming. Poor Vera’s heart is broken. Guillaume was found to be extending his favors to many of the neighboring ladies; his passion for her was not exclusive. All these years wasted, all her plans gone. We’ll be in Cairo until the event occurs, and then will travel home, the three of us.”


I stopped reading. Camille slowly picked up the last letter.


“What event do you think she’s—?” Her jaw dropped. “Wait a minute. Was Vera expecting?”


I handed her the last letter. “Let’s find out.”


She unfolded it. “My dear Maryanne. I know not how to write this letter. My dearest friend in the world has just died. There, I said it. Vera is gone. The childbirth was difficult. The doctors too late to arrive. Guillaume must never know of this baby. He doesn’t deserve to know. She’s a healthy little one, but without a mother. I will bring her home, and you must help me find a family to care for her.


We mustn’t tell the world what shame has befallen her mother. From now on, Vera has officially died of “the yellow fever,” and we will say this baby was the child of a poor couple I loved who tragically drowned while on a vacation. I’ve arranged to bring the foundling home. You will help me, won’t you, my dear sister? All my love, Emma.”


“A baby,” Camille said pensively. “Vera was an unwed mother.”


I sat back against my pillows and shuffled the cards into bundles, securing them with their white ribbons. “Emma must have found a home for the baby, and then gone on to start up her schools.”


Camille nodded. “Maybe. But who was the little girl? Do you think she still lives around here?”


We put the boxes back, decided to attack the photographs later, and turned off the lights. I snuggled close to Camille and tried to sleep, performing mental gymnastics about the timing of it all. I figured the foundling child would be in her seventies now. And as pre-sleep twitches struck me, I lay wondering if I had passed Vera’s little girl in the supermarket or seen her in the doctor’s office over the course of my life. Finally, I fell asleep to the swirling images of an old fiddler in the French countryside, with a yapping little dog in the background.







Chapter 33


After classes on Wednesday, I parked the car in the driveway and wandered into the barn. The familiar buzz of the circular saw filled the air. I ambled toward it, into the main aisle of the barn, past the horse stalls where Diablo and Maggie munched on oats, and finally to an open area at the end of the barn that Siegfried used as a shop.


Sig bent low over the saw, moving it steadily along a penciled line on the plank. He finished the cut and pushed his goggles up. “Professor, hello.”


“Hey, buddy.” I moved closer, inspecting the pile of boards. “Looks like you’ve got all you need for the crate.”


“Ja. I found this scrap wood in the loft. It will work just fine.”


“You have the dimensions for the painting?”


“Ja, in my pocket. I measured it this afternoon.”


“Good job.” I shifted my briefcase to my other hand. “I’m taking Shelby to a concert tonight, so I need to get a move on.”


“Keep a close eye on her,” he said in his strong German accent. “I don’t trust that boy.”


“Dmitri?”


He grimaced. “Ja.”


“Me, neither. Don’t worry. I’ll watch her like a hawk.” I helped him steady one of the longer planks. “Do you think you’ll need help delivering the painting Friday?”


“Nein. Adam is helping me. It will be good to have a policeman there, nicht wahr?”


“True,” I said. “Good idea. By the way, I got the insurance arranged today. Faxed a copy of the appraisal certificate to their office. So it’s covered.”


“Gut. Now we will make the doors stronger, and then no one can steal it.”


“That’s the plan.”


We said goodbye and I walked back to the house, where I found Shelby working on her homework at the kitchen table.


She looked at me expectantly. “I’m almost done. Can we leave soon?”


“Sure. Let me just say hi to everyone, then we’ll go. Think about what you want to pick up for supper, okay?”


“I already know,” she said, refocusing on her paper. “Mexican. I’m dying for a chicken taco.”


I agreed, and made the rounds.


Camille was in the bathroom, enjoying the rare treat of a bubble bath. I perched beside her on the side of the tub for a few minutes, wishing for a split second that life was different, that I didn’t have responsibilities waiting for me downstairs, that I could slip off my clothes and slide into the warm suds with her.


“Have fun,” she said, her words lazy and slow.


She wasn’t making it easy on me.


“Thanks, babe. I’ll see you tonight.” I dragged myself away from her and stopped in to check on the twins, who were just waking up from their nap. Mrs. Pierce was about to put a fresh diaper on Celeste when I walked in the room.


“Nice to see you, Professor.”


“Evening, Adelaide. Can I give you a hand with these little ones? I’m heading out in a few minutes, but I can carry one down for you.”


Dinner would be served to the children soon, and Freddie would likely pop in sometime during the ensuing circus.


For a woman her age, Mrs. Pierce worked with amazing efficiency. The only telltale sign was a slight beading of moisture on her temple. “Oh, that would be lovely. Can you take Marion down and put her in the high chair?”


“Sure.” I picked up the baby, who flopped sleepily against me. When I passed Johnny’s room, I rounded him up, too. He was about to jump off his bed with a tablecloth tied around his neck and I couldn’t tell if he was supposed to be Superman or a more modern hero. I couldn’t keep up with them.


I untied the cape with one hand and took Johnny’s hand. “C’mon, buddy. Time for dinner.”


He chattered all the way down, telling me about his eventful day that included baking cupcakes with Mrs. Pierce and working on a puzzle.


Shelby waited impatiently at the door in her navy blue pea coat and striped scarf. “It’s time to go, Gus.”


I nodded to her, maneuvering Marion onto her chair and getting Johnny settled on his booster seat. Mrs. Pierce arrived seconds later, and we bowed out into the cold night heading in the direction of Rochester.


We picked up messy tacos in paper wrappers and tried to eat them without losing the filling in the car. It wasn’t the neatest adventure, but they were delicious.


When we arrived at Byron’s apartment, he was waiting on the porch. He waved and trotted toward us. I’d worked hard to convince him to come with us earlier in the day and was glad when he finally agreed to come. He needed to get out of the house.


He settled in the back seat and talked music with us all the way to the Eastman School of Music. I parked in the outside lot on the corner of Gibbs and East Main. To my delight, I found I was only partially covered in chopped tomatoes and shredded lettuce.


Shelby wore a cranberry-colored long-sleeved dress with a V-neck. I thought it dipped too far in the front, but didn’t say a word since Camille had been with her when they bought it. To my way of seeing things, a high turtleneck would have been better.


I slipped my arm through hers, and we walked briskly to the side door on Gibbs Street which opened into the Kaminsky Promenade. The hallway spanned the length of the building, flanking the famed Eastman Theater. Elegant and graced with filigreed arches and oil paintings, it ascended several stories in airy splendor.


On the right, double doors opened into Kilbourn Hall, the wood-paneled performance hall that George Eastman had dedicated to his mother. We joined a group of people queuing at the door.


There he was.


I tried not to glower when Dmitri handed me a program. “Good evening, Dmitri.”


“Hello, sir.” His eyes flitted to Shelby, who stood directly behind me. Dressed all in black, he wore the turtleneck I would have preferred on my daughter.


Shelby’s eyes shone. She giggled and whispered something in his ear. He bent down to respond, they laughed, and he gently tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.


Almost frozen now, I watched them. The gesture had suggested intimacy, familiarity, and affection. My blood chilled.


We finally moved into the hall. Shelby sat between Byron and me. Dmitri stood along the wall by the first floor entrance, exchanging frequent glances with Shelby. She smiled and giggled at whatever antics he pulled that I couldn’t see.


Frustrated at my overly protective instincts, I avoided looking at him and tried to squash my feelings of dislike. I was being unfair. Wasn’t I? He hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet.


The hall filled. I glanced at the program, which promised a troupe of traveling African dancers and musicians. On the stage was a semi-circle of assorted chairs, drums, and rustic instruments.


After a short introduction, a long line of brightly dressed men and women sauntered in from stage left, chanting in intriguing harmonies and moving in a serpentine line, sashaying across the stage.


The performers lined up in a semi-circle. Some squatted behind skin covered drums, others picked up wooden sticks or bells. Several women congregated to the right.


One of the members stepped forward to center stage. Heavyset with a bright smile, she moved with grace and overflowed with energy. Wrapped around her shoulders she wore a bright magenta garment that contrasted with her yellow skirt and blouse.


Her snapping movements were almost hypnotic, and the strong beat of the drums and strumming of the hand-made guitar proved a dynamic background. She circled with hands spread low, as if pushing down the fog of spirits that needed taming.


When she finished her solo piece to thunderous applause, I turned to exchange a grin with Byron, who smiled from ear-to-ear, slapping his big hands together with enthusiasm. Shelby clapped weakly, stealing glances at Dmitri.


The next performer—a woman well over sixty—proved to be the strongest dancer of all. Barefoot and covered in vibrant wraps of lime green and royal blue, her calves were decorated with thin lines of white paint. She was barefoot. The woman’s moves reminded me of a Cossack dancer. She lowered herself almost to the floor, flinging her legs out in rapid succession. I marveled at her dexterity as she whipped her legs back and forth in the most strenuous positions. The beads hanging from her neck shook in rhythm to the dance.


The final featured dancer was younger, slimmer, and prettier than the first two, but she lacked authority and experience. Nevertheless, she snapped her fingers, spun, and smiled at the audience, earning her own enthusiastic applause.


The three performers merged, dancing in circles, and twisting and pulsing in a ritualistic, tribal ensemble. With legs placed apart, knees and feet turned slightly outward, they snapped their heads back and forth, bending forward slightly with their hips undulating. They waved their arms and stomped their feet.


When they finished, the crowd clapped, and the entire party joined together in a multipart chorale accented by drumbeats and horns.


During intermission, Shelby begged to be excused. “I’m just going to see him for a little bit. The intermission is fifteen minutes. I’ll be right back, Gus.”


“I guess it’ll be okay. But stay in the area, honey. No wandering off.”


She started to make a face at me, but caught herself. “Okay. I’ll just be right out there.” She pointed to the lobby.


“Come back before it starts up. You can’t walk in when it’s in progress.”


“I know. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


Byron and I wandered about the hall during intermission. He introduced me to students, teachers, and friends. It seemed good for him. He perked up after the interactions with the crowd, and when we settled back into the seats, he sighed and smiled a contented sigh.


The lights dimmed.


Shelby didn’t come back.


The audience applauded when the troupe returned to the stage. I turned to look for Dmitri or Shelby. Neither was in sight.


Byron looked back as well, frowning.


A small tentacle of fear reached up from my gut. I pushed it down and decided to wait until the first number was over.


Maybe they’ll sneak in during the applause.


I sat back and tried to concentrate on the performance.







Chapter 34


I sat through the next fifteen minutes of the dance performance. When the drumbeats escalated, so did my heartbeat. Shelby still hadn’t shown when the piece was over.


Byron and I exchanged worried glances, standing quickly and ducking out before the applause died down. When we reached the lobby, Byron collared one of the male ushers chatting with a group by the doorway.


“Where’s Dmitri?” he demanded.


The boy shrugged, pointing to a tall redheaded girl standing in the main entrance.


“Sorry, haven’t seen him. You could ask her, Professor, she’s the head usher.”


We sprinted to her side.


“Excuse me,” Byron said with authority. “Have you seen Dmitri?”


Annoyed, she looked toward the broad open stairway at the end of the hall. “Yeah, the slacker. I think they went up to the practice rooms,” she said. “But he promised to be back after intermission. He’s sure as hell not getting paid for this half of the concert.”


I grimaced. Not getting paid wasn’t all that would come to the handsome Dmitri. “Thanks. We’ll send him back if we find him.” And after I kill him.


Byron’s long legs ate up the stairs. I followed him until we reached the fourth floor. Row after row of practice rooms lined the corridors. The sound of violins, pianos, trumpets, and singers intermingled in a labyrinth reminiscent of my conservatory days. We looked into each of the rooms and came up with nothing.


“There are four more floors of practice rooms. Plus the basement,” Byron said. “Let’s check out the fifth floor.”


We climbed the next set of stairs, a little slower than before because we were both winded. I resolved to start my lunchtime walks again.


The rooms were filled. Beethoven, Bach, Scarlatti, and Debussy wafted through the hallway. No Shelby. No Dmitri.


“Sixth floor?” I said.


He nodded. I pictured the worst. Dmitri kissing her. Dmitri all over her. I wanted to murder him. My anger built. I tried to ignore the fear rumbling in my gut.


Where is she?


We searched every room on every floor, including the basement.


There was no sign of them.


When we returned to the main lobby, the fear in my stomach had sharpened. Images of Shelby being assaulted flashed through my brain. I breathed rapidly, scanning the lobby. The concert had ended and people streamed out of the hall. I pushed through the crowd and stood on my toes, trying to see if she’d come back. Just as I was about to suggest calling the security guards, someone tugged on my sleeve.


“Hi, Gus.”


I spun around to face her, anger and relief flaring in me. “Shelby, where the hell have you been?” My voice was too loud; my tone accusing.


She backed up a step and Dmitri put his arm over her shoulders.


“Hold on there, Professor LeGarde,” he said. “We just stepped out for a coffee. No big deal.”


I ignored his confident smile and pulled her aside. “You went out for coffee?” I said between gritted teeth.


“Uh huh. Java’s. Right next door.” The guilty expression on her face gave it away. She knew I’d worry. She knew it was wrong. “We came right back. We met a few of Dmitri’s friends, and got sidetracked. We lost track of—”


I looked at her with the expression that Freddie used to call “the Dad look.”


She stopped mid-sentence and hung her head. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.”


I held tightly to her arm. “You’re damned right you should’ve told me. We searched the entire building for you. I was about to call the cops.”


Dmitri raised his eyebrows in surprise. “But we just went for coffee.”


Byron pulled him aside and spoke harshly to him. The golden boy no longer shone. Byron’s expression was fierce, and he didn’t even try to lower his voice.


Several people stopped and stared.


I pushed Shelby toward one of the padded benches lining the hallway. “Sit here and wait,” I said.


Furious, I strode toward Byron and Dmitri. “I need a word with your student, Byron.”


Byron grimaced. “I’m finished with him for now.” He shot Dmitri a scalding look, heading for the bench where Shelby waited.


“Listen,” Dmitri pleaded. “I didn’t mean to—”


“Shut up and listen,” I hissed. I shoved him against the wall, my eyes burning into his. With each syllable, I poked his chest hard. “My daughter is sixteen-years-old. She’s a high school student. I’m responsible for her well-being until she’s eighteen. If I don’t know where she is at all times, I worry.” I paused for effect. “Especially if she’s with you.”


I glared at him.


He started to speak, and then seemed to think better of it.


My face was inches from his. “How can you justify running out on your job like that? You just up and leave in the middle of a show?”


He stammered. “I—I—”


“Never mind. You need to shape up, boy. One more slip up, and I’ll see you deported. Permanently.”


Shelby had sneaked behind me. I heard her sharp intake of breath and turned to see the color drain from her face.


From the look in her eyes, I expected her to cry, or scream, or start pummeling my chest with her fists. Instead, she turned on her heels and walked rapidly toward the parking lot. Byron ran after her, and I after him. We left an astonished Dmitri in the hallway.


Thoughts tumbled through my brain as I hurried after them. I hadn’t been able to control myself. I just couldn’t regulate my fury when I looked into Dmitri’s overly confident eyes.


I fumed and stalked toward the car.


He’d been spoiled as a child, I could tell. He expected life to bend and shift and fit around him. His Adonis good looks, his brilliant smile, his golden voice—he was a privileged youth who had only to ask and he’d receive. Well, I thought acidly, he’d better not ask for anything to do with Shelby. I’d kick him across the parking lot before I let him see her alone again.


I reached the car. Shelby stood with her arms folded and mouth set. I unlocked her door and she got in quickly, slamming the door behind her.


Byron tossed me a sympathetic look and slid into the back seat.


The ride to his apartment was silent. Shelby sighed every so often, and turned away from me, looking out the window.


When Byron said goodnight, I told him I’d call him the next day, and we headed home.


It wasn’t two seconds before she lit into me. “I can’t believe you said that to him,” she said through gritted teeth.


“I can’t believe you worried us like that,” I countered. I tried to control my temper, but felt the vestiges of hot fury borne of desperation. It oozed through me.


“You treat me like a baby!” she shrieked.


I counted to ten. “I’m sorry. But I don’t think you realize what the risks are. Dmitri’s a college student. College life is different from high school. It’s a time of experimentation, of letting loose—”


She started to cry. “You don’t trust me. I can’t believe you don’t trust me!”


She was right. I didn’t trust her. I didn’t think she’d lived enough in the conscious world to know about risks, about human nature. Had she ever been hurt? Had she ever been taken advantage of? She was an innocent who had not dealt with playground bullies or lunchroom teasing.


I pulled my foot back from the accelerator. I’d been speeding. “It’s not that,” I lied. “It’s him I don’t trust. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to protect you, honey.”


She leaned down to roughly pull a tissue from the box on the floor, then snuffled into it. “I don’t need protecting. Don’t do me any more favors, okay? I’ll be lucky if he ever calls me aga—a—ain.” The last word was a wail.


I patted her arm.


She shrugged it off.


It was going to be a long night.





Chapter 35


During a break in classes on Thursday, I searched online for information about Daniel Ridgway Knight and located a gallery in New York City specializing in the artist.


On the website I found a long essay about Knight’s life, a virtual gallery that captured every image that had passed through the shop’s hands or had been appraised by them, and a link to upload images or information about Knight to add to the Knight database.


Knight was born in Philadelphia on March 15th, 1839, and died on March 9th, 1924. His desire to paint was not supported by his conservative Quaker family. Surprised, I discovered that Knight was a classmate of Mary Cassatt’s, the well-known artist who produced loving portraits of women and children. They both had attended the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 1860 and moved on to live in France, maturing as painters. Knight had studied art in France, and then had returned to fight in the Union army in 1863. He was discharged in 1865, met his future wife, Rebecca Webster, in 1871, and eventually moved with her in 1872/3 to live and work in France. As his career developed, he became friends with Renoir and Sisley.


I had to stop to take it all in. Renoir? Sisley? I’d learned about these painters as a young boy, and we had plenty of art books where I’d oohed and ahhed over their works my whole life. Now I discover that our Knight painting was created by a man who lived and breathed the same air as these geniuses? It was heady stuff.


The more I learned about Knight, the more I wanted to get home and take another look at the painting I’d casually walked by my entire life.


I couldn’t wait to tell Camille, but at the moment she was counseling kids in the high school. When she wasn’t helping teens, she searched for foster homes for children in her capacity as social worker for the county. She split her time between the school and the agency, and usually worked well over forty hours a week.


I called Byron as promised, after signing off the website, and told him what I’d learned.


“Gus, I tried to tell you. Knight was bloody amazing. You didn’t know? And you sleep in the same room with this painting every night?”


“I guess I just took it for granted.”


“I’d kill for that painting. You didn’t see my meager Knight collection when you came over the other day, did you? It’s in my bedroom.”


“No, I didn’t.” I remembered the collection of charcoal drawings, however, and decided to show the rest of the collection to him that night if I could get him to drive down from the city. “I’d like to, especially now that I know more about the artist. I love the fact that he came home to fight in the civil war. Very patriotic.” I paused for a second to scan an email that popped up from the university president. It wasn’t important. “Hey, are you free tonight? I’m making spaghetti and meatballs. I thought maybe you could join us for dinner and give Shelby her lesson at our house. I’d like to keep her away from Dmitri for a while. At least until she calms down and we can talk things over.”


“She’s still upset?” he asked.


“Upset? She’s gone past absolute fury and has progressed to the cold shoulder. Almost got her mother on her side, until I explained all that happened. The kid’s still furious with me.”


“It’s a tough age, Gus. But she’ll come around. Wait a few years and suddenly she’ll be your best friend. I’ve seen it happen with my students. They come to college and suddenly miss their folks dreadfully. You’ll see.”


I smiled into the phone. “I hope so. You know, even though technically she’s my stepdaughter, I worry as much about Shelby as I did about Freddie. I can’t help it. She is my daughter now. And it consumes me. Every time a boy calls, and believe me, they’re calling all the time now, I automatically hate him. Hate everything about him.”


Byron chuckled. “It’s natural. I don’t know too many fathers who welcome young men into their daughters’ lives.”


“I guess. By the way, how are you holding up? You okay?”


Byron went quiet, speaking with a croaky voice. “I can’t lie to you. It’s been a bloody horrible week. I didn’t go to work. I couldn’t get out of bed. I lay around and moped and cried and thought about Victor and his debauchery around the clock. The only time I got dressed was last night when you dragged me to that concert.”


“It really stinks,” I said. “But I'm glad you came.”


“Me, too. But, you know what? I will accept your offer. I’m getting sick of my own slovenly ways. Should I come ‘round about five?”


I smiled into the phone. “Perfect. You can give Shelby her lesson, and we’ll eat around six. Do you want to bring an overnight bag? You might as well stay in the guest room, and drive back in the morning.”


“Okay,” he said in a small voice.


I knew he’d been hiding his depression. He needed to be with friends. “Good. See you at five.”







Chapter 36


Siegfried squinted at the recipe. “Two eggs. One-half cup breadcrumbs. One teaspoon each of dried mustard, chili powder, and onion powder.”


I grabbed the containers of spices from the shelf near the stove. “Okay,” I said, guiding him. I’d promised to teach him how to make meatballs and he was proving to be an eager student. “I defrosted four pounds of hamburger instead of one, so we need to quadruple everything.”


Shelby’s sweet voice came from the great room where Byron coached her. I wished we’d made up.


I almost felt guilty about how I’d treated Dmitri.


Almost.


I smiled to myself and took eight eggs out of the carton.


Siegfried began to mix the hamburger and I added the spices and breadcrumbs.


Freddie had come home early and was upstairs with Mrs. Pierce and the children. Maddy sat in the great room with a frosty bottle of her usual Narragansett beer. She tried not to intrude on the lesson, but kept making comments like, “Ooh, I like that one!” or “Oh, that’s pretty!”


It sounded as if Shelby had been practicing. If I hadn’t known better, I would almost have thought she was showing off to prove she could do it, on her own, without my help.


Well, maybe she could.


We worked quietly for a while. When we were done, I slid two cookie sheets filled with meatballs into the oven and stirred the sauce. Siegfried opened the door for Camille, who breezed into the room carrying a bag of groceries.


I kissed her and took the bag. “You remembered the French bread. Thanks, babe.”


She shrugged out of her parka. “You’re welcome.” With a flourish, she handed Siegfried a bottle of burgundy wine. “Can you open this for us, big guy?”


Siegfried grinned. “Ja. No problem.”


Camille stopped to listen to her daughter’s singing. A dreamy look stole over her face. “She sounds incredible.”


“She does.” I dumped two pounds of capellini into the boiling water.


Maddy wandered into the kitchen, put her half empty bottle of beer on the table, and wrapped her arms around Camille. “Hey, darling. How’re you?”


Camille smiled at me over her mother’s shoulder. “Good to see you too, Mom. I had a rough day, but it’s over, now.”


I looked up at her, stirring the spaghetti. “What happened?”


“A fourteen-year-old girl took a whole bottle of aspirin. They pumped her stomach in the ER, then moved her to the psych unit. Poor baby. All over a boy who jilted her.”


Siegfried looked horrified. Maddy stopped mid-sip.


“Will the girl be okay?” Sig asked.


Camille sighed. “For now. She’ll need professional counseling for a while, and she’ll probably stay there until she stabilizes.”


Maddy sat at the table and glanced secretively toward the great room. “Poor thing. We’re so lucky our Shelby isn’t like that.”


I wasn’t so sure. What would Shelby do if Dmitri rejected her? How would she react? So far, she’d been far from calm, miles away from reasonable.


Freddie and Mrs. Pierce brought the children downstairs, adding to the growing noise level.


“It’s just about ready.” I lifted the pot of pasta from the stove and poured it into a strainer in the sink. “Can someone set the table?” I asked over the loud chatter.


Byron came into the kitchen with Johnny on his shoulders, Maddy took Marion, and Camille held out her arms for Celeste.


“I will,” said Shelby from the doorway.


I looked up in shock. Had she really offered to help? I left the strainer in the sink to drain and turned to her. “Thanks, sweetie.”


She reached out and hugged me. “I’m sorry, Gus.”


My eyes watered. I hugged her harder. “Me, too.”


When the table was set, Siegfried carried the spaghetti and meatballs to the trestle table. We settled in to eat and were swiftly engaged in lively conversation.


Byron took a sip of wine, smiling at Shelby. “I’d like to invite you to the Stephan Svell competition on Saturday. It’s a very tough event, but fun to watch. Singers from all over the country will be competing.”


Shelby’s eyes lit up. “Will Dmitri be singing?”


Byron smiled. “You bet he will, and he’s got a decent chance of winning. If he does, he’ll be the youngest ever.”


Shelby and Byron exchanged excited looks.


I sighed. Dmitri was back in the picture.


“Can we go, Mom?” Shelby pleaded. “I’d love for you to come with us.”


“May we go,” Camille corrected.


“May we go?” she pleaded.


Camille looked at me. “If Gus thinks it’s a good idea.”


Shelby turned to me. “Gus?”


I hesitated, reluctant to reunite Shelby with Dmitri. After being stared at by all of them for a few long seconds, I gave in. “Okay, sure. I think it would be good for Shelby to hear some new music. Maybe they’ll perform some German art songs.”


Byron nodded. “You can count on it in a competition like this.”


Shelby beamed at me across the table. I was just about to relax and enjoy the restored peace when the phone rang.


Shelby started to lunge for it, remembered she was grounded, and slumped down again with a frown.


Mrs. Pierce hopped up and answered. “I’m sorry, Kyle, but Shelby’s busy. I’ll tell her you called, though.”


Shelby’s shoulders rose and dropped. She stared morosely at her half-eaten plate of spaghetti.


I felt sorry for her, but I couldn’t give in.


I changed the subject to Emma and Vera, explaining to Byron about the charcoal drawings of Emma’s students, and how his three pieces matched the set.


Suitably surprised, he stopped mid-bite and stared at me. “Seriously, Gus?”


“Yeah. I’m quite sure you’d find their faces in the school photo we have upstairs.”


“This is phenomenal. I need to see them.”


“You bet. We’ll take a look after dinner.”


When we finished eating, Mrs. Pierce shooed us out of the kitchen and we headed up to the bedroom, passing reverently by the Knight painting. In my office, we spread the twenty charcoals over the braided rug, pouring over them.


Byron traced his fingers along the rows of students in the photograph, where thirty children sat at attention behind their desks.


“With my three drawings, we’ve accounted for twenty-three out of a possible thirty, right?”


“Right. If she was able to draw everyone in the class, that is.” I’d made a copy of the photo and had marked each of the children’s faces who matched one of the drawings. I handed it to Byron.


He studied it, then looked up and glanced from Camille, to me, and back to the photo.


“That leaves seven,” he said soberly, his eyes searching mine. “We need to find the remaining seven.”


The haunted expression in his eyes made me sit up and take notice. If we find these lost children, he seemed to say, life will be okay. My heart will no longer be broken. My lover will not have made a fool of me, he won’t have taken advantage of me. And my plane will not have crashed and burned.


As if we were looking for real, live kids, he grabbed my hand. “We need to find those children.”





Chapter 37


On Friday, Siegfried and Officer Adam Knapp took the crated Knight painting to Bradford Wellington’s address in the city for cleaning and restoration. We spent a quiet night at home, went to bed early, and met Byron at 9:00 A.M. on Saturday morning at Kilbourn Hall.


The Stephan Svell competition was a tribute to a great tenor from the early twentieth century. Famous for his acclaimed roles in Wagnerian operas, the competition had been created in his memory. Each year, the winner was honored on the stage of the Met for an entire evening of singing. 


The competition had just begun when we arrived; Dmitri was scheduled to go on in a few hours, at eleven.


Shelby sat between Camille and me, looking nervous and excited. This time, she paid close attention to the performers instead of sneaking glances at Dmitri, who waited back stage and didn’t lurk in the hallways like last time.


I watched her size up each singer. She marked her program, making little notes and scrutinizing Dmitri’s competition.


Byron waited in the wings with his nervous students. As the singers moved to and from the stage, my mind wandered. I began to think about Emma, Daniel Ridgway Knight, and Vera.


I pictured the villa in the French countryside where they visited. I thought of Vera and her broken heart. Dying in Egypt, giving birth to her baby.


I desperately wanted to know who the baby was, to meet her if she were still alive. With resolve, I decided to dig into my grandmother’s diaries when I got home to try to learn more.


Eleven o’clock finally came and Dmitri walked on stage with his accompanist. He wore a white suit and black button-down shirt. I hated to admit it, but with his dark skin and black, curly hair, he looked striking.


Shelby leaned forward to watch him, and I saw the flutter of the pulse in her throat, beating fast. I turned to look at Camille, and found her equally enthralled. Spellbound, she leaned forward, holding Shelby’s hand.


Dmitri had chosen four unique pieces. Each was delivered well, with precision and great feeling. I grudgingly admitted to myself that he seemed to be head and shoulders above the competition.


When he finished, thunderous applause filled the air. He had sung so well, I got the chills. Me, the one person on earth who’d wanted to murder the guy.


The rest of the singers finished by one o’clock. There would be an hour pause while the judges cast their ballots and decided who had taken first, second, and third place.


While we waited, Byron suggested we slip out the side door to greet the singers in the receiving line. We wandered over to the line queuing at the door. The procession moved slowly.


Camille nudged me in the ribs. She gestured toward Bruno Machielli, who stood two ahead of us in line, fortunately looking ahead and not behind him. He wore a safari-like outfit with a black bush hat.


I rolled my eyes at Camille and she put her finger to her lips.


“No worries.” I whispered. I didn’t want to talk to him, of all people, and especially here.


We inched forward, and Shelby motioned to Bruno. “That’s Dmitri’s art history teacher. He comes over from the University of Rochester to teach here.” She lowered her voice to a hush. “Dmitri says his class is awfully boring.”


I chuckled and stared at his back. Dmitri’s art teacher? I had no idea Bruno was a teacher. The subject of art history certainly made sense, but I’d been under the impression his only job was running the gallery and doing appraisals. According to Byron, the full-time professors who belonged to the Eastman School of Music were all specifically music teachers. A few language and humanities subjects were taught by professors from the University of Rochester located west of downtown on the other side of the Genesee River. Although Eastman was a college in its own right, it lived under the U of R umbrella.


Bruno had reached Dmitri and wrapped his arms around him, giving him a hug that lasted a little too long.


Dmitri broke the embrace, looking uncomfortable.


“Dmitri,” Bruno boomed. “Exceptional job. And if you win, you’ll be performing at the Met?”


He slid plump fingers down Dmitri’s arm.


The boy pulled back. “Er. Yes. The winner will be flown to New York City and will sing at the Met. A private concert, for friends of the arts.”


The gray-haired couple who were next in line shuffled impatiently.


Bruno adjusted his hat and smiled. He lowered his voice, but I could still hear him.

“Wonderful. Well, I may have another job for you soon, young man. If you do go to the city, please let me know. It would be a simple delivery and pickup.”


Dmitri looked horrified. He tried to shush Bruno, who looked around behind him and suddenly noticed us waiting in line. I nodded curtly to Bruno, who smiled nervously and moved forward to greet the next singer.


Delivery? What would Bruno be delivering and picking up in New York City? I idly wondered if he was on drugs. But drugs could be bought anywhere, couldn’t they? Why send a student to the city for such a deal?


Shelby pushed ahead, and within seconds, we were at Dmitri’s side. When he leaned down to hug Shelby, Bruno lowered his head and peered back at us from under his eyebrows, looking surprised.


Hadn’t he known there was a connection between my family and Dmitri? I didn’t understand why he would care, but moved along in the line behind him. Within minutes, he looked back at us again, shifted nervously, and edged out of the line, heading straight for the exit.


Byron met us at the end of the line, his eyes alight with anticipation. He hugged each of us and beamed at Dmitri, who continued to greet admirers.


“What did you think?” Byron asked, pulling me aside.


I looked back at the young tenor, who seemed to be pouring on the charm with a woman I recognized as an Eastman music teacher. She stood nearly as tall as he was, and looked deeply into his eyes before depositing a quick kiss on his cheek. Hefty, blond, and pretty, I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it was clear she was gushing over him.


I turned back to Byron, who nodded toward the woman. “Professor Rosalie Duran,” he said. “She was one of the candidates for the department head. Wasn’t too pleased when I got it over her. Anyway, what did you think?”


“Much as I hate to admit it, he was superb, Byron. You were right. He’s really got what it takes.”


Shelby and Camille lolled against the wall, chatting animatedly. They looked so much alike, I did a double-take. Both wore flowered dresses with long sleeves. Camille’s hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. Shelby’s was loose and curled around her face. They both looked at me with long lashed, cinnamon-colored eyes. They giggled over some private joke, and turned back to each other, one the mirror image of the other.


Dmitri excused himself from the blond teacher, who was the last in the line. He headed for Byron’s side.


“I’m so bloody proud of you, my lad.”


“Was it okay?” Dmitri said.


I recognized a glimmer of humility in his voice, and it seemed genuine. Maybe the kid wasn’t so bad after all.


Byron beamed at him. “I think you’ve got a proper good chance.”


Dmitri’s expression of modesty changed to one of cocky assurance. The transformation was surprisingly fluid. My feelings of distrust for him returned full force.


“Thank you, Professor Cunningham. Whatever happens, I have you to thank for it.”


Byron brushed away the compliment and steered Dmitri toward the back room. “You might want to head back to the auditorium in about fifteen minutes,” he said. “They’ll be announcing the winners soon.”


Shelby and Camille wanted to step outside to Java’s, the coffee shop next door. I followed them to the shop, and after they ordered their fancy brews with syrup and whipped cream and chocolate shavings, I ordered an iced coffee. The young man behind the counter looked puzzled. “Excuse me, sir?”


“You know, coffee on ice cubes with a little bit of cream and sugar thrown in?” I said.


“Oh, okay. Like a frappuccino?”


I shrugged. “I guess.”


He nodded, made up the three concoctions, and charged me eighteen dollars. I hesitated, but paid him after Camille urged me to settle up with an embarrassed smile.


We sat at a small café table and talked exclusively about how wonderful Dmitri was.


“Oh, he looked so good today,” Shelby gushed. “That suit! Did you see the cufflinks he wore?”


Camille was as bad as her daughter. “I know! Shaped like little notes! I think they were gold, don’t you?”


“We can go to New York and see his concert if he wins, right, Mom? Byron wants us there.”


“Of course, honey. We’ll be there. Right, Gus?”


I nodded slowly, slumping over my too-sweet and too-foamy iced coffee. It was hopeless. He had both of them hooked.


We finished our coffees, and in a few minutes headed back to the school to hear the winners announced.


Shelby and Camille linked arms and walked in front of me, and I actually felt a stab of jealousy while they laughed and chattered with their heads practically touching.


I slowed down, wondering if they’d notice.


They didn’t.


When we reached the hall, Camille finally stopped, looked back at me, and beckoned me forward. “C’mon, honey. Why are you lagging behind?”


She snuggled up against me, lifted her lips to mine, and kissed me. My mood lightened instantly. Sometimes I wondered at my own childish reactions, and was astounded at how the littlest thing could make me act like an idiot.


The award ceremony progressed slowly, with plenty of honorable mentions up front. Camille and Shelby held each other’s hands when the final names were announced. A lovely black singer in a satin turquoise gown won third place. Her mellow mezzo-soprano voice had moved me, and I was glad she’d placed. Second place was announced. A rotund baritone accepted the award. When first place prize was about to be revealed, Shelby and Camille sat forward on their seats, squeezing each other’s hands. When they heard Dmitri’s name, they leapt from their seats and shrieked, as did the rest of the audience.


I sighed. We were going to New York City.







Chapter 38


The concert was scheduled for the first Friday in November. We went about our usual routine for the next two weeks, including Shelby’s lessons at Eastman with Byron.


Byron slowly recovered from his depression, and I was glad to see him jump back into teaching not too long after his disappointing discovery about Victor, pouring his energy into preparing Dmitri for his upcoming Met performance.


Shelby and Dmitri saw each other twice a week and much to my dismay, the romance flourished.


On the morning of the New York City concert, Camille, Shelby, Byron, Dmitri and I boarded a Jet Blue flight for Kennedy. Siegfried dropped us at the Rochester International Airport at nine for our ten-thirty flight. We worked our way through the security gate, tossing our coats, carry-on bags, shoes, and various paraphernalia into the buckets that rode the conveyor belt into the security station.


Dmitri carried a suitcase that seemed too big for a weekend jaunt. I wondered if he was delivering the aforementioned “package” for Bruno.


Wide bodied with three comfortable leather seats on either side of a spacious aisle, the jet was huge compared to the low budget planes I’d been on recently. Camille, Shelby and I sat in the back of the plane. Byron and Dmitri sat in the third row. Flat television screens were attached to the back of each seat and Shelby tuned hers to an MTV station. Camille watched an old Loretta Young movie, and I turned to an episode of Lassie, thinking of Siegfried. It had been his favorite program when we were kids and still was one of his top choices.


Soaring into the clouds, it seemed only minutes after I chose my drink and biscotti from the basket of snacks that the plane began to descend. In fact, the trip took just under an hour.


We circled Long Island and approached Kennedy. Stomach fluttering, I pointed to Manhattan in the distance. The girls oohed and ahhed over the Empire State and Chrysler buildings. I loved New York City and was excited about our weekend, in spite of the fact that the reason we were here was because of Dmitri. I still didn’t trust him, or like him. Not even a little.


Landing with a small bump followed by a few bounces when the wheels finally met the ground, the passengers clapped for the pilot. After taxiing to the terminal, we deplaned onto the jetway.


After retrieving our luggage, I led everyone to ground transport and was directed to a curb where a van waited for us. I’d arranged for it in advance, and soon discovered that others had done the same thing. We’d be riding with several other folks heading to different hotels. Mohammed, the driver, introduced himself and stowed our bags in the back.


When we climbed in with the other passengers, I tried to buckle my seatbelt, but it had fallen down between the cushions in the rear bench seat. I couldn’t get it free. I found Shelby’s belt for her, and Camille buckled herself in. The van careened into traffic, accelerating as if it were on the Autobahn.


Thrown against the back of the seat, I exchanged shocked glances with a woman in the front, who had been trying to chat with Mohammed but now clung to the back of the driver’s seat with a death grip.


He nodded and grunted when she started to tell him about her hometown in Georgia, but she stopped mid-sentence, lost all color, and scrambled for her seatbelt.


Byron helped her find it, and she flashed him a grateful smile when we careened around a corner and suddenly screeched to a stop.


The driver seemed unaffected. As soon as a tiny space opened up, he accelerated and squeezed into it. I thought for sure he would hit the taxi on our right or the bus on our left, but he made it and raced into a free lane. I automatically flung my arm across Shelby’s chest.


She grabbed my arm and shot a glance at me, mouthing the words, is he crazy?


I was about to say something to the driver when a man in a business suit and topcoat leaned forward. “Excuse me. Driver?”


The driver ignored him.


“Sir? Excuse me?” he repeated.


“Yo,” said the driver.


“Would you mind slowing down, please?”


Mohammed nodded, but didn’t listen and accelerated faster than before.


The businessman looked back at us and shrugged. “God save us.”


Byron smiled back at us. “It takes some getting used to, but this is how they all drive in the city. We’ll be there soon, don’t worry.”


My heart leapt into my throat several times on the way to Manhattan. Finally, I decided the best way to cope was to close my eyes and try to relax.


When I glanced ahead, I regretted it. The driver had stopped at a red light on the corner of Park and Forty-first. A woman with a baby carriage was about to cross against the light. The driver laid on his horn, the woman raised a finger to him in defiance. She stopped three feet from the curb, and the driver sped toward her.


Camille screamed, the woman in the front seat gasped, and the driver continued at what felt like eighty-miles per hour until the next stoplight, where he screeched to a stop again. I was bounced around the bench seat another ten times before we finally reached our hotel, which fortunately was the first on the list.


A smiling black man with a black top hat and long-tailed coat slid open the door. “LeGarde party?” he asked.


I nodded. “That’s us.”


He smiled even wider. “First time to New York?”


“No,” I said with a laugh. “But first time being driven by Mohammed.”


He ducked his head with a smile and brought a cart to the back of the van, where Mohammed found our bags. I handed a ten-dollar tip to the driver, praying we’d have a different guy on the return trip.


The doorman grabbed my hand and introduced himself. “Manny. At your service, sir.”


He piled our luggage onto a cart and led us to the front desk, where we registered and soon headed for the elevator. Both suites were on the twelfth floor. When Manny showed us to our room, I was pleasantly surprised. There were two double beds, a pullout sofa, a small kitchen with refrigerator, sink, dishes, and an electric stove, and a bathroom with tub and shower. The room overlooked the street. Shelby stared wide-eyed at the crush of taxis and pedestrians below.


I thanked Manny, slipped him a tip, and told Byron to give us a call once he and Dmitri were settled in their rooms down the hall. My stomach had been grumbling for an hour, and I couldn’t wait to find a nice little deli and bite into a hot pastrami on rye.


After unpacking, Shelby plopped facedown on one of the beds and began playing with the television.


Camille flipped through the room service menu. “Honey? Why don’t we just order some hot pastrami sandwiches? We’re going out tonight, anyway, right? And you, Shelby, and Dmitri have that tour of the Met at three.”


“Perfect.” I hadn’t mentioned my craving for pastrami. Wrapping my arms around her, I pulled her to me and kissed her.


“What’s that for?” she laughed.


“For reading my mind again. I’m dying for pastrami.”


“With a dill pickle on the side?” she said.


“No other way to eat it.” I looked at my watch. It was already 12:30.


Disentangling myself, I kissed her cheek. “Could you tell Byron and Dmitri that’s what we’re doing for lunch? I’m going make a quick run to that art gallery I told you about.”


“The one Victor got the charcoal drawings from?”


“That’s the one. It’s only two blocks away and I’ll be quick. We won’t have much time tomorrow if we decide to take one of those bus tours. By the time I get back, the sandwiches should be up here.”


She gave me a flirty wink, picking up the phone. “See you when you get back.”


I grabbed a key card, patted my pants pocket to be sure I had my wallet, and headed down to the busy street. I oriented myself and joined the thronging crowds surging north on Third.





Chapter 39


I reached the gallery in six minutes. “Red Herring Gallery” was stenciled in gold on the windows that showcased gold-framed oil paintings of pastoral scenes. From what I could see, it seemed they specialized in nineteenth century European artists.


Inside, a painfully thin brunette with painted eyebrows and bright green eyes looked up from a fashion magazine. She looked to be in her mid-forties, but dressed like a teenager in a tight purple knit dress and black leggings. “May I help you?”


I wondered how they would protect their paintings from theft, and quickly realized that the front room was basically big enough just for a guest and the receptionist—or guard—and that no one could enter without her pressing the button to unlock the door behind her. There were a few paintings on the walls, but the main entrance to the gallery lay behind a solid metal door.


I approached the desk. “I hope so. I’m a friend of Byron Cunningham, who received a set of three charcoal drawings from your gallery. They were a gift from his friend, Victor Donaldson.”


She uncrossed her legs, closed her magazine, and looked interested. “Victor! Oh my God, how is that sweetie? We miss him around here. Used to be almost every month we’d see him. He and Bartholomew were quite an item.” She winked at me.


My heart sank and I was glad Byron wasn’t there. “I’m sorry to tell you, but Victor passed away this summer.”


The wide smile faded, followed by a frown. “Well, that explains why we haven’t seen him around. Gee, I’m sorry. Anyway, what was the name of that artist?”


She shifted from phony sympathy to business, looking me over with a flash of doubt. I guess I didn’t look like a typical collector. Her long, coral-colored fingernails tapped the desk impatiently.


I stepped closer. “The artist is Vera Wilson.”


She tapped Vera’s name on the keyboard.


“Wilson. Wilson. Vera Wilson. Ah, yes. Here we are. American artist. Early 1900’s. Very limited works. Appears we’ve several pieces, but they’re in Bartholomew’s private collection. I doubt if he’d part with them. He rarely does. They would be on display in the back, however. Would you like to see them?”


“Absolutely. Is Bartholomew in?”


She shook her head, pressing a button beneath her desk. The door behind her swung open. “No. He’ll be back tomorrow. He’s buying at an auction today. I’ll let him know you were interested, though. Do you want to take a look?”


“Please.”


I walked through the door.


A short, blond man approached me, hanging up the phone. “Right this way, sir.”


Four other customers browsed among paintings in the expansive room. I followed him to the back of the room, and then through a door into a smaller annex. The lights were dim, and the carpets plush. I saw what appeared to be a Renoir, illuminated on a special pedestal in the center of the room. We walked past it, and he indicated a far wall.


“Right over there, sir. The Wilsons.”


“Thanks,” I said, heading for the black painted wall lit with special accent lights.


There they were.


Seven drawings. Sweet faces of children captured in unique innocence. Each different. Each alive. Each extraordinary.


I stared at them, noticing Emma’s distinctive signature in the lower right hand corner, where once again, she had signed not her own name, but “Vera Wilson.”


On the way out, I gave the woman at the desk my name and the hotel number. I told her that I really needed to speak to Bartholomew about the drawings. She nodded, opened her magazine, and dismissed me with a nod.





Chapter 40


Dmitri, Shelby, and I headed down in the hotel elevator at two-thirty for our tour of the Metropolitan Opera. Manny hailed a taxi with great showmanship, and soon we were careening toward Lincoln Center.


Dmitri had been on the tour before, but wanted to go so he could be with Shelby. They snuggled together in the back of the taxi, right beside me. I sighed with quiet exasperation, realizing it was going to be a long afternoon. I looked away from the two lovebirds, noticing the taxi driver’s name.


Another Mohammed.


Go figure.


We screamed around a corner and cut through Central Park, skidded to a stop at a stoplight, nearly ran over an old woman being pushed in a wheelchair, and made it to Lincoln Center in fifteen minutes.


I paid the driver and we walked toward the fountains in the plaza center. The place was mostly empty, except for a dozen pigeons balancing on the edge of the fountain walls.


Dmitri took the lead with Shelby, walking briskly to the front door of the Metropolitan Opera. I followed. When we reached the line queuing in the lobby, I handed Shelby and Dmitri the tickets I’d bought online a few weeks ago.


“Thanks, Gus,” she said, not looking at me, but staring deep into Dmitri’s eyes.


Our group consisted of fourteen people. We were dubbed “the green group,” and were given green nametags. No more than fourteen were allowed per group, because of the elevator capacity. Our guide was a salt-and-pepper-haired gentleman of about sixty. Short and stocky, he carried himself with great dignity and wore a dark wool jacket with a bright red tie. He was a volunteer, as were all of the guides.


“My name is Ted Sands,” he said with a deep, resonant voice.


I wondered if he’d been a singer in his day.


“We’re going to start in the basement. Please try to keep up with me and don’t lag behind.”


He smiled at a group of female students and their teacher who joined Shelby, Dmitri, and me. The teacher said they were from a Bronx high school. The girls giggled and chatted constantly.


Dmitri held Shelby’s arm. I walked behind them, bringing up the rear, and trying not to roll my eyes every time he leaned close and whispered in her ear.


Mr. Sands brought us through the prop workshop, the wigmaker’s room, past the small practice rooms, and into the lead tenor’s dressing room. There were nine floors to explore and Sands bombarded us with facts.


“Twelve hundred people are employed by the opera company,” he said, urging us forward. “Move along now. Don’t get behind.”


I listened, astounded by the figure. Nearly a hundred crew members were on hand for each set change. He told us amusing stories about famous singers and their antics as we walked along and took in the sights.


Dmitri and Shelby half-listened, sharing giggles and gooey glances. I appeared to be the only person in the group who actually reacted to Sands’ facts and jokes, so he decided to focus on me. Although I was interested, being a one-man audience quickly grew tiresome.


People swarmed through the hallowed halls, and oddly enough, I was stirred by unexpected emotions, admiring costumes worn by famous divas and wigs worn by Luciano Pavarotti. Being in the proximity of items that had belonged to or been worn by the opera greats gave me chills.


When we reached the area behind the main stage, we passed through enormous sets.


Mr. Sands continued to share his stories. “Salomé was performed last night, Tosca was rehearsed this morning, a special concert will be performed tonight, and tomorrow the set for Rigoletto will be readied for rehearsal. Every day, at least one or two major sets are put in place and removed. It requires over seventy crew members to move each set. Please take note of those large containers. That’s the Salomé set.”


Our tour group circled around the set. Gargantuan scrolled “stone” pillars and monstrous “stone” arches filled a giant bin. I looked up at the set for Tosca and my jaw dropped. An entire church was replicated, as well as the battlement where Cavaradossi is shot by the firing squad and where Tosca leaps to her death. The rough stones forming the walls and archways looked real, although I was pretty sure they couldn’t be. How could they be moved if they were real stone? Impossible.


Moving on, I listened as Sands described the Victorian furniture from La Traviata. Velvet sofas, heavy brocade drapes, gilt-framed mirrors of humongous proportions, and an embroidered lady’s fainting couch filled the container.


We ambled onto the main stage, where workers sweated and grunted around us. I knew we were in the way, but Mr. Sands waltzed through the workmen as if he did it every day. Which he probably did.


Dmitri, Shelby, and I stopped to let two men carrying a ladder pass. One of the workers with a red bandana stared at us as he set an easel and paint brushes from the Tosca set into a container. We became separated from our group, and the staring man came closer, gawking at us. I noticed his thinning white hair and odd eyes. I wondered if he had cataracts, but the color wasn’t milky. His pale iris contrasted oddly against dark pupils. And for some inexplicable reason, he kept staring. Shoving past us, he busied himself in a far corner.


Sands shouted across the room. “People! Green tour group stragglers, please catch up.”


We wanted to, but couldn’t get through the mass of crewmen on the set, who pushed and pulled enormous components from the main stage to the identical space behind it. There were four staging areas flanking the main stage. Beneath the stage, giant lifts powered elevator shafts.


“Careful now, watch out for the abyss!” called Sands.


The main group had passed through the set and waited for us on the other side of the stage. We edged around a rising elevator that opened and yawned beneath the stage floor.


“Watch out!” someone called.


A sudden movement caught my attention. I glanced up to see one of the huge columns toppling toward us. Shelby screamed and Dmitri froze. I looked down at the open elevator bay. The platform was ten feet beneath us, rising slowly toward the stage floor.


With pounding heart, I grabbed their arms and pushed them toward the hole in the floor. “Jump!” I yelled.


We landed hard. The column crashed above us, spanning the square hole through which we’d leapt, shaking the elevator and showering white dust all over. A woman screamed. The elevator continued to rise slowly, moving us closer and closer to the column.


We were headed toward the column and we’d be crushed if we stayed where we were. I dragged the kids to the side of the elevator. “Stand up. Flatten yourself against the wall.”


I wasn’t sure if we’d make it. The gap between the column and the edge of the elevator wasn’t very big. We inched slowly upward, turning our heads sideways and sucking in our stomachs. Shelby whimpered. Dmitri moaned. And I prayed. Hard.


Please, God. Stop the elevator.


Before we reached the top, the elevator stopped. Several heads peered down at us from above, including Ted Sands.


“Good Golly, what are you doing down there?” he said, sounding as though we’d upset his routine. He looked at the column, down at us, and back at the column. “Oh my. Oh dear.”


I thought maybe he would faint and fall into the elevator car with us.


A man who seemed to be in charge hung a reddened face over the edge of the car. “You folks okay?”


I caught his eye. “Barely. Glad you stopped this thing. How do we get out of here?”


“We’re lowering the elevator to the basement. Sit tight. You can get out that way.”

Shelby sank to the floor of the car. Dmitri dropped beside her and held her while she wept. I slid down to a crouch and put my arm around her, too.


Dmitri looked at me over the shaking shoulders of my daughter. “It was an accident?” he asked in his strong, Greek accent.


I hesitated, remembering the pale ghostly man with the red bandana.


“I hope so.”


He looked away and whispered. “I know too much. They tried to kill me.”


“What do you know? And who wants you dead?”


He didn’t respond.


I pushed him. “Does it have to do with Bruno?”


He shook his head. “I cannot say. You will be in danger.”


No matter how hard I tried to pry it out of him, he wouldn’t talk. I had a sinking feeling, like I’d just dropped over the edge of a four-story roller coaster. Shelby barely listened, still sobbing on his shoulder.  He patted her head, stroked her hair, and whispered to her.


When we reached the bottom floor, the door opened and several people reached for us. One fellow in a crisp black suit looked like a manager. Or a lawyer. Beside him was a security guard. Last of all was the crew supervisor who’d called down to us before.

We endured the clamor that ensued, finally convinced the man in the suit we weren’t going to sue, and hailed a cab at the curb. As much as I loved the Met, I was glad to be out of there.





Chapter 41


The Océana was four blocks north and one block east of Lincoln Center—a pretty short walk—but we grabbed a taxi because we were already late for dinner with Byron and Camille. Our driver, Ishmal, drove like a maniac. We held tight to the armrests and each other. We’d agreed to meet them at quarter past five, but it was already five-thirty.


We reached our table at five-forty. I could tell Camille was worried, and Byron nearly cried with relief when we walked in the door.


“Bloody hell,” he said. “I’d thought you’d been mugged.”


Shelby and Dmitri exchanged telling glances.


I kept my mouth shut. There was no reason right now to worry them. “Our tour went a little over time. We’re here now. Have we got enough time to eat?”


“Of course,” Camille jumped in. “Wait ‘til you see the prix fixe menu, hon. Swordfish shish-kabobs, free-range chicken, poached salmon—it’s gonna be hard to choose.”


I smiled at her and grabbed a menu. We ordered and ate quickly, but declined dessert. Dmitri needed to return to the hotel, get into his tux, and be back at the Met by seven. The rest of us would follow and arrive for the show at eight.


I paid the bill and we hailed two taxis. Byron and Dmitri took one, and Camille held Shelby back to ride with us.


“I don’t see why I couldn’t go with them,” she said, pouting.


Camille brushed Shelby’s hair back with an affectionate gesture. “I miss you, sweetie,” Camille said.


Shelby leaned on her shoulder and I gave the driver the name of our hotel.


The taxi screamed into a honking bay of cars, slamming us against the back seat. Shelby gave up trying to argue and pouted all the way back to the hotel. I patted her hand and leaned back. I was starting to get used to the insane driving habits of New York’s cab drivers.


We arrived at the hotel fifteen minutes later, went back up to our room, and started to get ready for the show. Camille and I were ready in minutes. Shelby hadn’t started. She’d been on the phone, saying goodbye to Dmitri the whole time. We urged her to hang up, waited a few minutes, and urged her again.


Finally, I took the receiver from her hand, and spoke into the receiver. “Dmitri. You’ve got to catch your cab now, or you’ll be late. It’s already 6:40. Shelby needs to get ready. See you later.”


I hung up and she shrieked in protest.


“Gus!”


I shushed her. “C’mon now,” I said firmly. “It’s time to get ready. You don’t want to be late to the concert, do you?”


She was ready for a fight, but for some reason—maybe the excitement of seeing Dmitri up on that big stage—she relaxed and she trotted to the bathroom. “Okay,” she said. She shut the door and turned on the shower.


A half-hour later my daughter emerged from the bathroom in a glistening, clingy black gown. She wore heels and sparkly jewelry with her hair swept into a soft chignon.


Camille ran to her side. “Oh, honey. You look so grown up.” She turned to me. “Doesn’t she, Gus?”


I nodded numbly. It was awful. She looked gorgeous.


“Pretty,” I mumbled. I wanted to lock her in the bathroom and go without her.


“Okay, let’s go,” Camille said.


I have to say that my wife looked absolutely beautiful, just like her daughter. In a calf-length white dress that wrapped softly around her, her curves screamed at me to ditch everything, forget about everyone, kick Shelby out of the room, and spend the night with my honey.


She wore her hair loose in a low ponytail clasped with a beaded pearl barrette. Dark tendrils swung against her cheeks. Her eyes glowed.


My breath caught in my throat. I stared like a dumbstruck teen.


“Let’s get our coats,” she said, ignoring me.


I shook myself back to reality and grabbed my coat. “Ladies,” I said, offering my arms to them. “Shall we go?”


The taxi ride to Lincoln Center was swift and relatively painless. Camille smiled and pointed discreetly to the nametag on the plaque.


Mohammed.


I smiled at her, paid the driver, and we walked to the lighted fountains that sparkled and misted in the dark night. The air was cold and the wind snapped our clothing. My two ladies shivered and trotted beside me in their nylons and high heels.


Hordes of people flocked to the entrance. I marveled at the crowd of perfumed, well-dressed patrons of the arts. They were all here to see Dmitri.


We entered the plush hall and found our seats on the first floor near the back. Byron waved to us from the front row. We waved back and sat down.


Shelby craned to see him. “I wish we were closer.”


Camille hugged her. “Hey, at least we’re here. We’re at the Met, and your boyfriend is the star performer. Can life get any sweeter?”


Shelby smiled reluctantly. “You’re right. It’s pretty cool.”


The show started with an introduction by Stephan Svell’s granddaughter. She spoke about her grandfather and the tradition of the competition, dropping the names of several big stars who won in the past. In the next breath, she introduced Dmitri.


The curtain behind her opened, revealing the orchestra. Dmitri appeared, standing tall in his tux beside the piano. The audience applauded with reserve. Wavy hair fell over his eyes and Dmitri smiled into the audience, seeming to enjoy the moment. He nodded to the conductor, and the show began.


Within seconds, the young tenor electrified his audience. After he sang his first piece in his now-familiar golden voice, the audience erupted in applause and whistles. We all knew it was a historic moment, and that this was the first of many performances the young virtuoso would probably give at the Met.


As the evening wore on, Dmitri worked the crowd into a frenzy. He paused after the fourth piece, delivered a touching speech in his carefully exaggerated Greek accent, and then continued to the shouts of “Bravo!” as the manicured, bejeweled, well-coiffed audience went wild.


At the end of the evening, my hands were numb from clapping. Shelby’s voice sounded hoarse and I wondered if the standing ovation would ever end. Stephan Svell’s granddaughter brought out a large bouquet of red roses and handed them to Dmitri.


He kissed her cheek, motioning Byron to come up onto the stage. Byron feigned surprise, although I knew it had been arranged ahead of time.


He wore an expensive, well-cut suit with a crisp white shirt. A yellow carnation peeked out of his lapel.


Dmitri reached behind the piano for a small bouquet of flowers and handed them to his teacher. Byron accepted graciously and returned to his seat. The applause went on for another five minutes, until finally Dmitri returned for an encore.


After singing a heart-wrenchingly beautiful Donizetti aria, he begged forgiveness and left the stage.


We waited until the crowd died down and then headed backstage. Byron waved us inside. Dmitri charged at Shelby, lifted her into the air, twirled her around, and kissed her on the lips.


Camille squeezed my hand hard to hold me back, flashing me a stern look.


I sighed, and let them have their moment.


Finally, we exchanged hugs and handshakes and arranged to meet Byron, Shelby, and Dmitri back at the hotel. Byron had promised to take the kids out for coffee and dessert.


I handed Shelby one of the hotel key cards and kissed her goodnight. “Have fun,” I said, not meaning a word of it.


She looked up at me with sparkling eyes. “Thanks. I will.”


Camille and I hailed a cab back to the hotel. Before we went inside, I grabbed her hands, turning her toward me. “I’m starving.”


“Me, too.”


We investigated a grocery store on the corner and discovered a buffet of Chinese food with assorted fruits and vegetables. We loaded up two plastic containers with goodies and brought them back to the room. After gorging on our mish-mash feast, we refrigerated the remains and fell into bed. 


Camille rested her head on my shoulder and ran her fingers up and down my chest. She yawned softly. “Oh, honey. I’m so tired.”


My hopes fizzled.


“They’d better be careful out there,” she mumbled.


A shiver ran through me. What if someone had followed them? What if Dmitri really was in danger?


“I’m sure they’ll be okay,” I said. “They’re with Byron, anyway.”


“Yeah,” she said with another yawn. “They’ll be fine.”





Chapter 42


The scream woke me. I bolted straight up in bed and threw back the covers.


Camille grabbed my arm. “What is it?”


“A scream. It sounded like Shelby.” I bounded toward the door and yanked it open.


Down the hall, the door to Dmitri’s room hung wide open. Byron reached for Dmitri, who sat on the ground holding his head, and Shelby had flattened herself against the wall.


She screamed again. “Stop him, Gus.”


A man flew past, heading for the stairway. In the dim light, I recognized the pale-eyed crewman from the opera house.


He had a twenty-foot lead on me, but I raced after him.


I gained on him at the stairway when he had to pause to pull open the heavy door. Just as he tried to slip through, I caught him by the collar and jerked him back, crashing him against the wall and causing several heads to pop out of their rooms.


He scrambled sideways, crouched, and aimed a kick at an area I did not want crushed. I swung sideways just in time to avoid the fatal collision, and swung at his jaw, connecting with force that surprised even me.


His head snapped back, but he recovered and instead of coming at me again, sprinted toward the stairs.


Byron appeared at my side, catching my arm. “Let him go, Gus.”


My ire was up and I had tasted blood. Figuratively, of course. I wanted to land some more punches and get the guy on the ground. If he was the one who’d tried to kill us—or specifically, Dmitri—by toppling the heavy column today, then I wanted him. I wanted him collared, charged, and behind bars. And maybe bloodied. I had to admit, as much as I led a mostly gentlemanly, professorial life, a few more punches from my side would have felt good. We rejoined the others and Byron helped Dmitri up.


Camille cradled her daughter to her chest. “Shelby, honey. Are you okay?”


Shelby began to jabber. “I’m okay. We just got back from the coffee house and were going to talk for a while in here. Dmitri opened the door, and—and there was a man inside. We surprised him. He must have been looking for something. He pushed Dmitri into the door, and ran that way.” She pointed down the hall.


Shelby collapsed back against Camille and started to sob. Her mother stroked her hair.


“He looked really scary,” she said. “His eyes—they were so weird.”


Byron dabbed at Dmitri’s head. The boy winced and pulled away.


Shelby abruptly realized her boyfriend had been hurt and hurried to him. “Oh, you poor thing.” She went into mothering mode, taking the cloth from Byron to press against Dmitri’s trickling wound.


I slid into the boy’s room and glanced around at the wreckage. Dmitri’s suitcase had been dumped and drawers lay upside down. It seemed they’d caught the thief halfway through the job. One side of the room seemed undisturbed.


Dmitri got up and staggered to the closet on the far side of the room. He checked something on the top shelf, and sighed with apparent relief.


“Just checking my camera,” he said, avoiding my eyes.


He was lying. I knew it. I wanted to get a look at that top shelf. I started to pick up the clothes and personal items that were strewn about the room. Shelby helped.


“Please don’t bother,” Dmitri said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll take care of it.”


Byron perched on the edge of the bed with a dazed expression. “What in the world’s going on here? Burglarized in New York City? Should we call the police?”


Dmitri shook his head. “He didn’t get anything. Please, let’s forget it. I can bunk with you, Byron, if you don’t mind. That way, if he comes back…”


Shelby drew in a sharp breath.


“…He won’t have any luck finding me or my camera,” Dmitri said.


“I’m going to notify the front desk.” I headed for the phone. “How the heck did he get in? And how did he find out what room you’re in, Dmitri? I thought they screened all the guests after eleven?”


I spoke to the night manager while Dmitri and Shelby packed up his stuff and carried it to Byron’s room. Byron had two queen-sized beds, so there was plenty of room.


“No. We don’t need a security guard right now.” I continued my conversation with the manager. I’d described the pale-eyed guy carefully. “Everything is cleaned up. But please, under no circumstances should you give our room numbers to strangers or admit anyone matching the intruder’s description.”


“So very sorry, Mr. LeGarde,” he said again. “We haven’t had such things happen here in many years. You can rest assured I will be speaking with our girl at the front desk.” He apologized again and offered to refund the charges for Dmitri’s room.


“Thank you,” I said. I hung up, feeling uneasy.


How did the bastard get in?


All doors needed magnetic key cards. Unless he got an extra from the front desk, it seemed impossible.


I closed the door to Dmitri’s room and wandered over to Byron’s suite. “Make sure you use all the locks tonight, men. Including the throw bolt. Don’t forget.”


Byron looked shaken. He nodded as Dmitri dragged his suitcase to the closet, opened the door so we couldn’t see what he was doing, re-zipped the suitcase, and rolled it over to the corner. He started chatting with Shelby.


I whispered to Byron. “Do you know what’s in his suitcase?”


He looked at me blankly. “Clothes, I guess. Why?”


“I think the guy who broke in was after something specific. I think he knows Dmitri.”


Byron looked at me as if I were nuts. “What if he was a fan from the performance tonight? Some besotted weirdo after a personal memento.”


“I doubt it.” I decided to explain further in the morning. I didn’t want to go into the accident that happened during the tour today. Or yesterday. Or whatever damned day it was. It was too late and my eyes felt gritty. I felt exhausted. “We should probably just get some sleep.”


“Right.” Byron yawned.


Camille and I walked Shelby back to our room.


“Shelby?” I said, touching her shoulder.


The mascara she’d applied so carefully earlier ran under her eyes. She looked drained, too.


I was going to ask her if she’d intended to go into Dmitri’s room alone with him, and then decided I wasn’t up for the fight. “You must be tired,” I said.


“I am.” She leaned her head against her mother’s shoulder.


Camille slid her arm around her waist.


Shelby paused, staring at me. Concern raced in her eyes. “Do you think we’ll be safe? Dmitri and Mr. Cunningham? Will they be okay?”


“He won’t be back. He obviously thought the room was empty when you surprised him. Don’t worry, honey. You’ll be safe.”


I hoped to God my instincts were right.





Chapter 43


I woke late on Saturday morning with the sun streaming in the hotel window. Sirens wailed and horns honked on the street below. In spite of the noise, my wife and daughter slept soundly.


When I sat up in bed and pulled back the covers, Camille dragged them over her head. “Five more minutes.”


I leaned over to whisper to her. “I’m headed for the shower. Go back to sleep, love.”


Shelby sprawled sideways on the pullout sofa. A soft whistling snore escaped her lips. I smiled; she looked so young, so innocent, so not ready to give it up to the next handsome guy she met.


By the time I’d showered and dressed, the girls were up. I called Byron and Dmitri and invited them to breakfast. We met at the elevator at ten, rode down twelve floors, and headed out to the street.


Manny had recommended a diner a few blocks away. We walked through the streaming crowds of Saturday shoppers and dog walkers and found Benny’s.


After we maneuvered through the crowded spot to a table and ordered, I got serious. “We’ve got to talk, guys.”


Camille and Byron looked at me curiously. Shelby and Dmitri exchanged glances.


I decided not to sugarcoat it. “Someone tried to kill us yesterday.”


Camille stared at me in shock. “What? Who tried to kill us?”


The waitress brought our coffee.


When she left, I stirred cream into my mug and leaned across the table, lowering my voice. “It was at the Met, yesterday afternoon. Everyone said it was an accident, but now I know it wasn’t. A massive column was pushed toward us. I saw the same guy that broke into Dmitri’s room last night on the set. Just before the accident happened.”


“But why?” Camille sputtered.


I shook my head, staring at Dmitri. “I don’t know. You know anything about it, Dmitri?”


The kid lowered his eyes. “No.”


Byron started to panic. “I don’t get it. Why would anyone try to kill you? And what in God’s name do we do about it?”


I took a deep breath, trying to sound calmer than I felt. “We stay vigilant. Stay together. Don’t go off on your own, especially you kids.”


Byron clenched and unclenched his hands. “Then the sooner we get home, the better.”


Camille hadn’t said much, but her tight-lipped expression spoke volumes. She shot a few questioning glances at Dmitri, but he focused on the circles he drew in spilled water on the table.


We ate in silence. Dmitri dug into his food, paying more attention to his eggs than he had to Shelby all week. She glanced nervously between the boy and Byron.


After a few minutes passed, Camille made a few half-hearted attempts at conversation, then gave up and ate her oatmeal.


When we finished, Byron and Dmitri headed back to the hotel. I escorted the girls to a women’s clothing store on Fifth Avenue, hanging around the racks of sweaters and dresses until I thought I’d die of boredom. After an hour in shopping hell, I brought them back to the hotel. Manny promised to see them to our room after I explained what happened the night before, and he promised to check the room before they went inside. I asked him about the key and how the burglar got inside, but he couldn’t figure it out. All I could imagine was that old pale-eyes had a sweetheart on the inside, some girl at the counter he was either sleeping with or whom he threatened.


I was running out of time, so I headed uptown to the gallery to try to buy Emma’s drawings. In the bright sunlight, the fears from the day before began to fade. I unzipped my jacket and briskly walked the three blocks.


The same brunette with the bright green eyes lounged behind the desk. She half-smiled, buzzed me in, and told me to ask for Bartholomew.


I located the short blond man who helped me before, and he fawned over me again, leading me to the back room.


Bartholomew sat primly behind a large mahogany desk with his fingers tented and his mouth pursed.


I introduced myself.


He sized me up and gave a reserved nod. “So. You’re the one who wants my drawings?” He was small and neat. Black hair lacquered his head in stiff curls. I wondered if it was a new style that hadn’t yet reached upstate. It looked ridiculous. Under his suit he wore a lavender big-collared shirt with long cuffs that stuck out two inches. He tapped his patent leather shoes, black eyes focused on me.


“Yes,” I said without guile. “I want to buy all of them.”


He studied me and pointed to the chair opposite him near the desk. “Let’s talk.”


I sat down and waited.


He stared at me.


I stared back. I wasn’t going to let this guy psyche me out.


“Why?” he finally asked.


“It’s a family thing. My great aunt was—” I stalled and then lied. “Vera Wilson.” I wanted to keep Emma’s identity quiet.


His eyes narrowed with pleasure. His fingers tapped rapidly at the peak of the tent they formed. “Ah, a family interest. How quaint.”


He knew he had me at a disadvantage. I wanted something he had, and I had no leverage. Somehow, I didn’t care. The games of dealing and counter-dealing bored me to tears.


“Are you interested in selling? I’m quite serious,” I said evenly, leaning forward and locking eyes with him.


He looked me up and down, at my tweed jacket, my corduroy slacks, my comfortable leather walking shoes, and my gray turtleneck. “It depends,” he said, wandering over to the drawings.


“On what?” I said.


I waited. Again.


He grinned with nasty enthusiasm. “On how badly you want them.” He went back to his desk and wrote a figure on a sheet of paper.


I knew I was in for it. My heart hammered, wondering if there was any way I’d be able to afford them, to stay cool, to look unruffled when he shoved that piece of paper across the desk.


He pushed it discreetly across the desktop.


I opened it up. Pricey, but not more than I could afford. Barely. I didn’t change my expression. And I didn’t say anything right away.


“It’s the only price I’ll accept. No negotiating. If you can’t meet it, then they’ll stay on my wall.”


I stared at the paper. Did I want them that much? I thought of the value the complete set would have once reunited, and how much it would have meant to my mother and to Emma.


I let out a long held breath. “Take off twenty percent and I’ll pay you right now, in full,” I said.


He looked at me sharply. “Twenty percent?” He leaned over and did a calculation on his desk. “I said no haggling.”


I waited.


“I’m in a hurry. If you’re not interested—”


“No. It’s okay. How about ten percent?”


I hesitated just a second, then stood and offered my hand. “Done. You take Visa?”


Bartholomew’s demeanor changed. He became obsequious and rubbed his hands together with disgusting glee. “Why, certainly Mr. LeGarde. Let me wrap them and draft a bill for you.”


In ten minutes, it was done. I looked at my watch after signing the slip. I was late and didn’t want to worry Camille. And I sure as hell didn’t want to tell her what I paid for the artwork. I’d be paying back this loan from my credit card for years.


I hurried into the crowded street and walked two blocks toward the hotel. On the other side of the road, I thought I saw Dmitri jogging in the opposite direction with a cylinder under his arm. I looked again, but the swelling multitudes blocked my view. I figured I might have imagined it, shrugged, and kept going.


After walking one more block, I suddenly stopped when a man bumped into me, practically knocking me over. I patted my pockets and swore. Certain it was a scam and that he stole my wallet, I reached for my empty pocket.


Gone. I checked again.


Still gone.


In a flash, I realized the guy who’d bumped me hadn’t taken it. I’d been in such a hurry to return, I’d left my damned wallet in the art gallery.


I clutched the bag with rope handle that held my charcoals, spun, and made my way back to the shop. When I was a few hundred feet from the gallery, I glimpsed Dmitri racing out the shop door. This time I was sure. No doubt about it, it was him.


I watched him through gaps in the crowd.


He looked scared. Really scared. With panicked moves, he sprinted to the sidewalk and headed north on Third Street, moving like a cheetah. I watched him disappear, then went cautiously into the gallery.


The receptionist lay on the floor, her arms and legs bound with duct tape, her green eyes rolled back in her head. She squirmed and moaned, and I knew the sounds would be screams if her mouth had been free. I started to help her, but was interrupted by a gunshot from the inner room.


The door was ajar. I pulled it open. Bartholomew lay sprawled on the floor on his back, his lavender shirt soaked in blood, his lifeless eyes staring up at the ceiling.


Pale eyes stood over him, still pointing the proverbial smoking gun, wearing a shoulder strap attached to Dmitri’s cylindrical bag. He looked at me, cursed, and raised the weapon. He fired and growled, “No witnesses.”


I ducked, rolled, and ran.


I ran past the woman bound on the floor behind the desk, hoping he wouldn’t consider her a witness, too. Out the door, into the hordes of people swarming the streets, I turned right and headed north toward Central Park. Gunshots followed, and the crowd erupted in screams and hoarse shouts. It dispersed like parting seas, so I remained a lone, easy target.





Chapter 44


I lowered my head and ran like hell with my bag of charcoals flapping in the breeze beside me. I’d be damned if I’d lose them.


The zing of a bullet whizzed past my ear. I pushed harder, pumping my arms and legs. At the intersection, I danced through the traffic and was almost hit by a yellow cab. The third bullet whistled over my head. The driver screamed at me, swearing, and I spun and raced back onto the other side of the street.


My pursuer was gaining. I kept hearing his words in my head.


No witnesses. No witnesses. No witnesses.


I pushed through the crowd, shouting warnings about an armed man following me. Some people scattered and others simply looked at me as if I was nuts. I’d headed west and had reached Fifth Avenue, which flanked the east side of Central Park. I pounded hard up the sidewalk, dodging artists’ display tables, young families with strollers, and old ladies walking their dogs.


God, I hope he doesn’t hurt them.


I chanced a look behind and saw him closer, taking aim.


Zigzagging left into the park, I sprinted along a narrow, curving path.


The shots began again, and then stopped. I hoped he’d used up all of his rounds, but heard the hammering of his feet over the throbbing roar of blood in my ears.


My lungs ached; my legs throbbed. I needed a break.


I turned my head again and saw him stumble. He dropped the bag and when he tried to catch it, lost his balance and fell flat on his face. Growling, he swore and reached for it, slinging it over his shoulder like a quiver of arrows on his back.


I veered into the zoo entrance. Inside the doorway, deep in the hall shadows, I hoped he’d pass without seeing me.


“May I help you?” the woman behind the counter said.


My breath came in rasping gasps. I doubled over and shook my head. “Just need—to catch—my breath.”


My pursuer stopped to stare inside the entrance, saw me, and started inside.


“Another way out?” I asked the woman, who now looked seriously worried.


She pointed to a side door. I called to her as I scrambled down the stairs and headed out for the park again. “Hide, he has a gun.”


Before he got to her, she ducked behind the counter.


If he saw her, he ignored her, and headed after me.


I rocketed out the door.


The short rest had helped. I churned forward with renewed energy in the direction of the skating rink, skirting around artists drawing caricatures of their customers. “He’s got a gun, watch out,” I shouted, weaving in and out of the people on the path.


The rink was muddy. Summer pond water had been drained, but it was still too early in the season for ice. Clutching Emma’s drawings under my arm, I ran toward the rink.


My attacker gained on me in the straightaway. He moved as if he’d sprouted wings.


When I cut down the wooden stairway, he nearly caught me. I slipped on the muddy ground, regained my footing, and ran through the muck. I heard him closing the gap and before I could react, he grabbed my knees from behind and we both went down.


I got to my feet, lowered my head and rammed my shoulder against his chest. He rolled, recovered, and kicked me in the gut. I fell sideways again into the muck, but scrambled up again. All those years of defending my brother-in-law Siegfried from small-minded schoolyard bullies had taught me some useful skills, and I called every one of them into use.


My package flew across the pond. The bag still swung from his back. “Damn you” he yelled. With both hands extended, he went for my throat.


I ducked and elbowed him in the jaw, coming up hard and connecting with bone. He roared and fell backwards, clutching his face. I wondered if I’d broken it. I hoped so.


Out of nowhere the gun reappeared, this time held steady in his hand. He reached into a pocket and reloaded.


I didn’t stand around, but grabbed my drawings and bolted, silently saying a prayer that they’d been wrapped carefully in plastic and the mud wouldn’t hurt them.


He barreled after me.


A crowd had formed at the edge of the rink. Shouts followed us. In spite of the growing throng of onlookers, the idiot fired again.


He didn’t want a witness? What about all these people watching him try to shoot me?


I dodged people, bicycles, and animals, and the bullets, wheezing and sucking air. My chest heaved and my legs ached. I began to slow down.


The sound of galloping hooves filled the air, and I caught sight of a pair of mounted policemen coming up behind us.


I stopped when I realized what was happening. Pale eyes ran past me, looking panicked as the cops on horseback closed in. Trying to escape them now, he ran several more feet, reached the intersection, and tumbled directly into the path of a silver BMW.


The sound of squealing was followed by the sound of crunching bones.


The cops dismounted to stop traffic and leaned over my attacker. The strap for the bag had broken away again and it rolled into the gutter twenty feet away from the body. I picked it up and watched as one cop took his wrist, held it for a moment, and shook his head.


I backed up slowly and melted into the crowd.





Chapter 45


The park bench was cold. I’d walked for thirty minutes until I was far from the police and the crowd that surged around the dead man with the pale eyes. Low, gray clouds moved in over the city. The temperature had dropped. I turned my collar up and took a deep breath, feeling disconnected from the world. Tired. Too tired to think or move.


The massive buildings of the Metropolitan Museum of Art loomed above me. I was still in Central Park, behind the museum buildings. The grand front entrance stood on the corner of Fifth and Eighty Second. Inside the building, people sat drinking coffee and eating muffins. My stomach growled. For a moment, I wanted to go inside with them. I shivered.


My mind felt numb and my hands shook. The canvas bag still hung from my shoulder. I fingered the strap and tried to clear my head.


What should I do? Do I have to go back to the gallery?


I knew I had to, of course I had to, but I needed time to collect myself. I breathed in and out deeply, unzipping the bag holding the cylinder. A business card fell out. On the front was the address of a restaurant I’d seen in Times Square. On the back, in pencil, was scribbled, “B. 585-555-8020.”


The number sounded vaguely familiar and the area code 585 was definitely from the Rochester area. I reached into the bag and pulled out a cylinder.


I undid the clasp and slid out a canvas. No one noticed me and I realized that no one would care what I did on that cold park bench. I was in New York City, after all.


It unrolled easily. My eyes danced over the lavender colors of the same painting that Byron and I had found after his plane crashed. It was the counterfeit Monet, “The Waterloo Bridge, Veiled Sun.”


I rolled it back, slid it into the cylinder, and closed my eyes.


I was sure Dmitri had brought the fake Monet to New York for Bruno. The delivery was intended for Bartholomew. Bartholomew would probably have sold it on the black market, and perhaps passed it off as the original. At least initially.


Bartholomew must have an assistant who actually delivered the fakes to unsuspecting customers. Someone who could shield him from blame when the new owner discovered the painting was a fake.


Maybe this someone talked, tipped off pale eyes. The very same guy who had murdered Bartholomew to obtain the Monet.


Had pale eyes thought it was authentic? A real Monet? Maybe the assistant told him it was. Maybe he planned to get the millions for himself. Used the same gig on the killer that Bartholomew would have used on the intended sucker.


My head was spinning.


If my theories were right, how did Bruno get the fake Monet from the Rochester museum tech who examined it and said it was counterfeit?


Were they working together?


If they were, then could we believe the tech’s analysis? Could it have been an elaborate plan to squash controversy and make the museum rest easy with the painting hanging on its walls?


Maybe this one is the real one.


Ridiculous.


I stopped my twisted thoughts and buckled the canvas case. It was time to return to the gallery and talk to the police.







Chapter 46


I sat in the last row of the plane and thought about the past twenty-four hours. I’d sent the others home as scheduled on Saturday afternoon, but had changed my own ticket for Sunday at two in the afternoon because of the whole police investigation. It was twelve past two now.


After a lot of soul-searching, I kept Dmitri out of the discussion with the police.


The boy was eighteen, and if I was right, he’d accepted a few jobs delivering items to New York City for Bruno Machielli, his art history teacher. Who would expect an art teacher to be involved in something illegal? I was certain Dmitri hadn’t been privy to the details. He couldn’t have known it was illegal.


I’d walked back into the crime scene, spoken with a totally shaken and much more likeable glassy-eyed receptionist, and then with the local detectives. They’d been looking for me. They hadn’t yet heard about my pursuer being mowed down by the fender of the BMW.


I filled them in on the details, downplayed the purchase of the charcoals, and showed them the Monet. They called Rochester and spoke with the head of the museum. He assured them the painting was fake and that they’d given it to Bruno Machielli for display in his shop as a conversation piece.


They asked me to return it to Bruno, and seriously questioned my involvement in the recovery of the canvas. I had acted strangely, I admitted. When I’d ducked out of the crime scene at Columbus Circle, taken the painting, and had disappeared for a while, it was—unusual. After many hours of giving statements and answering the same exact questions ten times over, I was released. Bartholomew and his killer would be buried in the next few days.


But I didn’t care about them or their funeral arrangements. I was going home.







Chapter 47


The plane landed in Rochester shortly after three. I waited until all the passengers left before I stood up, slid the canvas bag from the overhead storage bin, grabbed my carry-on from beneath the seat, and walked off the plane.


Camille and Shelby had carried the charcoals and most of our stuff home the day before, and I was glad I didn’t have to wait for a bag at the carousel. I headed out of terminal B and rode the escalator down to the first floor where Camille and Shelby waited for me.


Shelby jumped up and ran to me, throwing her arms around my neck. “I drove here, Gus. I drove on the highway!”


I looked over her shoulder at Camille. She smiled, but not very wide. “She sure did.”


The thought of Shelby behind the wheel on the highway made my stomach sink to my shoes.


Shelby rushed her words. “I’m starving. There’s nothing to eat in the house. We need to go shopping. And there’s nothing for supper. Mrs. Pierce isn’t back yet.”


“Do you want to grab a bite when we get to Conaroga?” I said. “We could stop at Clara’s.”


She beamed at me, dancing along the shiny terminal floor. “I’m dying for a cheeseburger. That would be perfect.”


The terminal had emptied quickly after my flight landed. Late Sunday afternoon in the Rochester International Airport was usually quiet.


My daughter took advantage of the empty space and pirouetted across the floor, flipped a cartwheel, performed her version of a plié, then bowed to an imaginary crowd. She’d been bugging me for dance lessons for the past few weeks.


Our footsteps echoed in the cavernous space. I exchanged amused looks with Camille, and then drew her close to me, inhaling the scent of her strawberry shampoo. Instantly, I relaxed. It felt so good to be by her side again. It had been only twenty-four hours, but I’d missed her.


“C’mon! I wanna drive back,” Shelby said, racing toward the revolving door.


I stopped and faced Camille, lowering my voice. “You’re not going to let her drive us home, are you?” I said. “I don’t know if I could take—”


“She did okay on the way up, honey. And she has to learn. How else can she get the experience?”


I sighed, hating to relinquish control. When anyone else drove, I turned into the world’s worst backseat driver. I stomped on the floorboards when they braked, warned them of every upcoming turn, and gripped the hand-loop near the window.


Shivering inside, I tried to smile. “Okay. But I’ll sit in the back.”


Shelby playfully dangled the keys before me when we reached her. “Can I? Huh? Can I?”


Camille corrected her. “It’s may I, honey, you know that. And the answer is yes. Gus said it’s okay.”


Shelby squealed and jumped in the air. “Woo hoo!”


The sinking sensation returned. Were we really turning our lives over to this child?


The car was parked on the first floor of the garage and we found it after a few unsuccessful tries down neighboring aisles. Shelby unlocked it with the remote, and I threw my bag into the back. I kept the cylinder with the fake Monet on the seat beside me to make sure it didn’t roll around or get damaged. Just in case.


Camille slid into the front passenger seat and I got in behind her. I started sweating when Shelby buckled her belt, adjusted her mirror, and keyed the ignition. She backed out. I held my breath, imagining the scrape of the fender when she turned close to a neighboring car, but no tearing noise eventuated.


She followed the arrows and headed for the exit booth, arriving too close to the window, but thankfully not scraping it. Camille guided her and remained totally calm.


Shelby paid the parking attendant, thanked her, and smoothly accelerated out to the highway. I closed my eyes when she merged. Although the traffic on Route 390 was very light, there was a truck traveling fast in the right hand lane. Camille directed Shelby to slow down a bit, and then when the truck had passed, to speed up and move into the lane.


She did it.


And we didn’t die.


I opened my eyes.


Shelby looked in the rear view mirror and smiled. “You okay?”


“Sure,” I lied.


She leaned down to adjust the radio and to my horror, the car started to drift onto the shoulder. Rumbling came from the tires when they hit the corrugated asphalt.


Camille grabbed the wheel. “Shelby! Keep your eyes on the road.” She got us back into the traveling lane and spoke in a quieter voice. “Forget about the radio, sweetie.”


Shelby teared up. “I’m sorry, Mom.”


“It’s okay, honey. Just concentrate, okay?”


Shelby wiped the tears away with the cuff of her jacket, but her eyes stayed on the road. “Okay.”


I watched the speedometer. The speed limit had just changed from fifty-five to sixty-five.


She accelerated slowly and kept her speed between sixty-two and sixty-five.

I held my breath when she merged with the traffic from Hylan Drive. She stayed in the travel lane and four cars merged around her. Camille urged her to maintain her speed.


We reached Clara’s place an eternity later. I got out of the backseat, shook the nerves away, and smiled at Shelby. “Good job, honey.”


She frowned. “I screwed up with the radio. Sorry.”


I took her arm in mine. “Maybe you should forget about the peripheral stuff until you’ve mastered driving, huh?”


“I guess.” She hugged me sideways and we walked into the fifty’s style diner.


We had our choice of booths. It was only four o’clock, and the place was deserted.


“I’m starving,” Shelby said with feeling, opening the menu.


Hattie, our favorite waitress, swished to our table, gave it an unnecessary wipe with a damp rag, and smiled at us expectantly with her pencil poised over the order pad. “What’ll it be, folks?”


Shelby chose a cheeseburger, fries, and a Coke. Camille ordered Belgian waffles and coffee. I ordered a Western on toasted rye with a glass of milk.


Hattie winked at Shelby, turned on her heels, and yelled the order to her mother Clara in the kitchen.


Shelby leaned forward. “Gus?”


I took a sip of my water. “Yes, honey.”


“Will you buy me an iPhone?”


“What?” I laughed out loud. “No way.”


I realized I might have reacted a bit harshly when tears formed in Shelby’s eyes.


Camille blasted me with a frozen stare and set her mug down on the table with a thud. “She’s going to be driving alone soon. It’s not such a bad idea.”


Camille and I both had phones and I often wondered how we’d survived without them in the past. I called Camille all the time when she was in her car. Two days a week she visited families as part of her social worker job. The other three days a week she counseled teens at the high school. We arranged where to meet, what to pick up at the market, figured out who was to pick up Shelby and at what time, and basically kept in close touch.


“Okay,” I said in a conciliatory tone. “When you get your license, we’ll buy one just for emergencies. But it won’t be for chatting all day with friends, okay? And none of this texting while driving.”


“Texting while driving is illegal,” Shelby said. “By the way, I’m taking the driving test tomorrow.”


Camille shrugged when I looked at her in disbelief.


“You just got your permit,” I said between gritted teeth.


Camille put her hand on mine to quiet me. “Honey. It’s been over five months. She’s ready to take her road test.”


I looked from daughter to mother. They both nodded.


“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling a little embarrassed at my outburst. “You’re right. If you get your license tomorrow, I’ll buy you a phone. I guess I’m just an overprotective old bore.”


Shelby raised her eyes to mine. “No, you’re not. You’re a great dad.”


A lump formed in my throat. Shelby’s biological father was behind bars. Since I’d legally adopted her, she’d never called me dad, or her father. Although I purposefully referred to her as my daughter, instead of the qualified “stepdaughter,” she always introduced me as “Gus” or her “stepfather.”


It was a big moment.


“Thanks, honey.” I squeezed her hand.


Hattie arrived with plates balanced on her arms. She passed out the food, refilled our water, and took out her order pad. “Anything else? You all set for a bit?”


Camille’s creamer was in a small stainless steel pitcher. She picked it up and poured a generous amount into her coffee cup.


“Syrup, please?”


Hattie put a hand to her mouth. “Oops. I forgot. Sorry. Hold on a sec.”


She rushed back with warm syrup in the same kind of stainless pitcher as the cream.


Camille smiled sweetly at her, restarting the conversation when Hattie swished back to the kitchen.


“Bruno called you again.”


I took a bite of the sandwich and looked at her in surprise. “What, again? Does he want the Monet back?”


“Well, yes. He said the museum called him after talking to the NYPD Saturday. Said it had been stolen from his gallery and he was relieved and surprised when it had been recovered.”


“That’s ridiculous. I’m positive he gave it to Dmitri to deliver to the New York gallery.”


She shook her head. “He said it was stolen. But he hardly wanted to talk about that at all. I told him you’d drop it off sometime this week, probably Thursday when you went up for Shelby’s lesson.”


“I guess,” I said. I really didn’t want to see the jerk again.


Camille took another sip of coffee. “It seemed to be almost a secondary reason for his call, though.”


“How so?” I said.


“He asked about buying the Knight painting again. I told him it wasn’t mine to sell.”


“Good answer. That should shut him up.”


“It didn’t,” she said. “He said a descendant of Daniel Ridgway Knight wanted to buy it and keep it in a family home. He thought you’d ‘relate’ to that. He’s so darned pushy.”


I rolled my eyes in sympathy and took a long drink of cold milk. “I know. Tell you the truth, I can’t stand the man.”


Camille finished the first quarter of her waffle and had picked up the pitcher to add syrup to the next section. She liked to wait to add syrup section-by-section to keep it from getting soggy.


Shelby screeched and giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “Mom, stop!”


I looked at Camille’s waffle. She’d poured cream all over it.


“Oh, no,” she said, throwing her fork down with a clatter.


I met her surprised eyes across the table, and then made the mistake of looking at Shelby. I snorted, and we both exploded in laughter.


“It’s not that funny,” Camille said. Her mouth twitched. “Well, maybe it’s a little funny.”


She joined in the laughter. I wasn’t sure why I laughed so hard. Shelby rivaled me with the intensity of her mirth.


Maybe it was due to our strenuous weekend, or that we were overtired, but I laughed so hard, I cried. Tears streamed from my eyes.


It must have been contagious, because Hattie chuckled behind the counter.


My sides ached and I almost couldn’t breathe.


Camille picked up the syrup and poured it on the uncontaminated part of her waffle. Her hand shook as she laughed. “C’mon you guys. Eat up.”


We wiped the tears from our eyes, and did as we were told.







Chapter 48


When we arrived home, Camille and Shelby dropped me off. Shelby wanted to practice her parallel parking one more time before tomorrow’s test.


Freddie greeted me on the porch with Marion. “Hi, Dad.” She handed the baby to me before I got inside. “Here. Can you take her for a bit?”


My little granddaughter’s cheeks were moist with tears.


“Sure.”


“I’m trying to feed Celeste, and this one’s fussy.”


Celeste banged a spoon from the high chair in the next room.


From the great room, Johnny yelled something that sounded like “Don’t eat it!” My imagination went wild.


Celeste screamed.


Marion wailed.


Freddie blew back a wisp of her wheat-colored hair and ran back to the high chair. “Marion’s eaten, but I think her molar’s coming in. She needs some Baby Tylenol. And I can’t get Celeste to take a bite tonight. All she wants is Dutch Apple, and we’re out. And I have no idea what mess Johnny’s gotten into—he’s been in the fridge.”


I chuckled, shifted Marion to one side, and slid out of my jacket. “I missed you, too,” I said.


She shot me a rueful look. “Sorry. Are you okay? Did they give you a hard time in the city?”


“Aside from considering me a murder suspect, it wasn’t too bad.”


It had been thanks to the green-eyed receptionist that I was cleared as a suspect in Bartholomew Garcia’s murder. She’d seen it happen, and had witnessed the man with the weird pale eyes shooting at me.


I turned back to Freddie. “Where’s Sig?”


She pointed to the great room. “With Johnny.”


Johnny shrieked again as if on cue. “Don’t eat it!”


I jogged into the room with Marion on my hip.


Siegfried lay on the couch, fast asleep. Flat on his back, a gentle snore escaped his lips. His long, blond ponytail was undone and his hair lay loose on the fringed pillow. His long legs stretched out straight and hung over the far end of the couch. One arm flopped down to the floor; the other was folded over his chest. He wore ragged jeans, a blue flannel shirt, white socks, and a tranquil expression.


Beside him, on the other side of the coffee table, stood my grandson holding a plate with a mixture of mashed potatoes, rolled bologna slices, grapes, squashed bananas, and Cheerios. The pile was overflowing. Max and Boris snuffled on the rug beneath the table and licked their lips. They’d apparently eaten the excess that had fallen off the table and wagged their tails for more. Boris jumped up and put his front paws on the table.


“No!” Johnny shrieked. “I made supper for Uncle Sig,” he wailed. “The dogs are eatin’ it.”


“Wow,” I said. “That’s quite the casserole.”


I jiggled Marion in my arms. She still whimpered.


Siegfried, ever the deep sleeper, didn’t move a muscle.


“It’s okay, buddy. How about we put this in the kitchen for when Uncle Sig wakes up, huh?” I reached down and patted his head.


He nodded slowly. “Okay.”


I picked up the plate headed for the kitchen. The mess started to slide off the plate just as I neared the sink, but I made it.


Marion wailed again.


“Ugg,” Freddie said, eyeing the mess in the sink. “I’ll take care of that, Dad. I thought Sig was watching him.”


I raised my voice a little over Marion’s wail. “He’s asleep. Want me to take this one up? I can put her to bed.”


Johnny had opened the refrigerator door again. “I’m hungry, Mama.”


Freddie rolled her eyes and laughed. “Okay, buddy. But this time, let me make your supper, okay?”


I nodded to Freddie and carried the squirming baby into the great room. I covered our sleeping giant with a quilt and turned off the lights. He didn’t budge. When I got Marion upstairs into her room, I opened the bottle of Baby Tylenol while juggling her, filled up the dropper and squeezed it into her mouth. She stopped crying, sucked it in greedily, and pouted. Her lower lip trembled and her eyes filled again. I laid her down on the changing table and she stopped when I gave her a stuffed zebra to hold.


“It’s okay, little sweetie,” I whispered “You’re gonna feel better soon.”


She tossed the toy on the floor, squeaking the words, “Ought-oh.”


Tonight, we’d skip the bath. I changed her diaper and put her in fresh pajamas.


I sat down in the old Lincoln rocker by the window and put her on my lap, facing me. With her pudgy hands in mine I said, “Trot, trot?”


A smile appeared, and she looked at me expectantly.


“Tot?” she croaked.


I bounced her. “Trot, trot to Boston; trot, trot to Lynn; you’d better watch out;

or you might—fall—in.”


On the last word, I gently tilted her backwards. She giggled and I was supremely satisfied. It worked. Again.


My mother had recited the same little ditty to me when I was a kid, as her mother had done for her. I didn’t know which of our ancestors had been from Boston, or Lynn, or who might have started the tradition.


“Agin,” Marion commanded.


“Okay. Here we go.”


I repeated the rhyme five times until we both tired of it. She yawned and rubbed her eyes.


“Bink,” she said.


I reached over to the bureau and found her pacifier. “Here you go.”


With her favorite fuzzy green blanket, I settled her in the crook of my arm, rocking her and singing.


She looked up at me. Her eyes became heavy. They closed and opened. Closed and opened. Closed.


I rocked for a few more minutes, and slowly, carefully stood with her in my arms.


Her eyes fluttered, but closed again. I held my breath and walked her over to the crib, laying her on her side. The pacifier fell out of her mouth. She whimpered in her sleep. I reached over and carefully reinserted it, and she began her rhythmic sucking again. I covered her with the blanket and added a quilt on top.


It was going to be a cold night.







Chapter 49


I rolled over in bed and looked at the clock. Seven-fifteen in the morning.


Oh, how I didn’t want to get up.


The bedroom was cold, and I wondered how far the temperature had dropped overnight. After trying to ignore my body’s persistent signals, I gave in and visited the bathroom, then climbed back under the sheets and snuggled close to my wife. She mumbled meaningless syllables and curled up tighter under the covers.


A dreamy urge hit me.


I want to stay home today.


I want to linger in bed, eat a late breakfast, work in the garden, and make a soup.


I want to forget about murderers chasing me down in Central Park, about heavy columns falling on top of me, about fake paintings and criminals.


I want a break.


Pangs of guilt flowed over me and I struggled with my decision.


Ruth, my teaching assistant, could handle the two classes, couldn’t she? She could review material I’d prepared in the lesson plan online. She could handle it. It would be simple. I had plenty of vacation time left.


The guilt returned. Sticky guilt. Hard-to-ignore guilt.


Maddy could reschedule my meetings. They weren’t critical. They’d keep.


The sun shone through the window, tantalizing me with its sparkling shafts of light. It was going to be a beautiful day.


I was exhausted. I’d been through a tough few days.


Right?


I finally convinced myself, and shoved away the specter of the cloying Protestant work ethic. I grabbed the portable phone and dialed Maddy’s number, tiptoeing into the bathroom and closing the door. It was almost seven-thirty. She would have been up for hours.


We spoke quickly. She accepted the news with surprising delight, and quickly apologized, telling me she loved it when I stayed home because she got so much work done in my absence. She offered to contact Ruth, and told me to crawl back into bed.  I was back in my warm cocoon in seconds.


After another hour of delicious sleep, the sun tempted me too much and I left the side of my sleeping wife. The house was quiet. Mrs. Pierce had come home later than usual the night before, but left a note on the counter telling us to enjoy the banana bars in the fridge.


I opened the refrigerator and took out the pan of cream cheese frosted banana bars. I smiled, grabbed a knife and plate, and carved out a huge piece. I poured a glass of cold milk to go with it. The bars were moist, the icing thick and creamy. I enjoyed every bite, drained the rest of my milk, and changed out of my pajamas into garden clothes from the dryer in the laundry room.


A delivery truck trundled up the driveway. It was early. I looked out the window, recognized the driver, and went out to greet him without stopping for a coat.


He handed me four huge cartons. “Looks like you’ve got some planting to do, Mr. L.”


The boxes contained tulips and daffodils I’d ordered in the spring. The hundreds of tulips and daffodils I’d ordered, I corrected myself. I looked at the boxes and felt a twinge of excitement mixed with a hint of trepidation. It would be the perfect day to plant them, but there was no question about it, the job would take all day.


“Thanks, Charlie,” I said, setting the boxes on the ground.


He asked me to sign for them, then turned around by the barn and drove away.


Siegfried came out of the barn staring at the boxes. He leaned down to study them. “Professor? Oh, no. What did you do?”


I smiled ruefully. “I bought a few bulbs, Sig.”


“A few?” he said with a small grin. His blue eyes flashed, and he laughed, looking at his watch. “You are staying home today?”


I nodded. The guilt drifted away on the cold morning breeze, replaced by the joy of anticipation. I was facing a day with my hands in the soil and the sun on my back. Perfect.


“Yeah. Taking a vacation day, buddy.”


He looked toward the barn. “We have to buy more gas for the tiller. We are going to need it.”


He’d surprised me with the “we.” Today was a workday for him.


“We? Aren’t you going to the clinic?”


His smile widened. “No,” he said. “I scheduled vacation today, too. It’s supposed to be a nice day, nicht wahr?”


The perfect day had become even better. I’d have my hands in the soil, the sun on my back, and my childhood friend at my side. I grinned like a fool, shivered in the cool air, and ran inside to get my jacket.


By eleven, we’d almost finished. We’d planted five hundred multicolored perennial tulips along the side of the barn facing the road, four hundred orange and yellow Tahiti daffodils in front of the horse fence, and a mixture of five hundred giant crocus along the driveway. The smaller collections of Rembrandt tulips, coral hyacinths, and naturalizing daffodils were scattered by the porch and around the front of the house.


“So, what is next?” Sig asked, dusting his hands on his jeans.


There was one box left, sitting on the porch.


I walked with him toward it. “It’s the white tulips. I wanted to plant them all at the entrance of the drive.”


He scratched his head. “How many?”


I opened the box and counted the bags. “Twenty dozen.”


He rolled his eyes, laughed at me, and started up the tiller. I carried the box, the bone meal, and my hand tool. He put the tiller in gear and we walked slowly down the driveway. When we reached the end, he turned it off.


“Professor?” he said. He looked down at the ground, then toward the road.


I looked at him, wondering why he’d turned off the engine. “What is it, pal?”


“I have to say something. It is hard to do. But I must.”


My curiosity turned to concern. “Tell me.”


He paused, tugging on a stray lock of blond hair, then looked back toward the house. “I am worried about Shelby,” he said softly.


My stomach did a small flip-flop. Siegfried’s unusual premonitions had proved uncannily accurate in the past.


He continued. “There is something…something…not right with her. She doesn’t think clearly. She tries to be with this boy—”


I let him finish.


“I think something bad will happen. We must watch her carefully, Professor.”


I looked up at my behemoth brother-in-law and saw the soulful expression of a concerned uncle. I understood his fear, and shared it. “You’re right,” I said, unpacking the tulips and laying them on the grass. “We have to watch her carefully. She’s nuts about this guy.”


He nodded, but seemed satisfied. “Ja. We will both watch her.” With that, he restarted the tiller and began to churn the soil.


An hour later, I watched Shelby drive Camille down the driveway en route to her driving test. I sucked in my breath and held it.


Would she pas the test? Would it be the start of even more worry for us?


Only time would tell. I tried to forget about it, and went back to planting.





Chapter 50


Camille and Shelby arrived home at four-thirty. Shelby’s driving test was over. The girl was driving, and she was smiling from ear-to-ear.


My heart sank. I threw the last of the dry corn stalks on the burn pile and stepped back to watch them spark and crackle.


Shelby parked by the porch, hopped out of her mother’s blue Beetle, and ran to me. “Gus!” she shrieked. “I got it, I got my license.” She threw her arms around my neck.


I leaned down and hugged her. “Congratulations, sweetie. I’m so proud of you.”


Camille joined us. I looked at her over Shelby’s shoulder with widened eyes. She smiled weakly. Neither of us had believed that Shelby would actually get her license on the first try.


“Can I take your car, Gus? I want to go out on my own. Maybe to the grocery store? Do you need anything?”


I looked over at my brand new Volvo and hesitated. I’d just replaced it after my Subaru Outback was burned in the wildfire last summer. It was a deep forest green with beige leather interior. Five speed. Automatic everything. Seat warmers. The works.


Shelby’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. “Can I? Huh? C— I mean, May I? Just for a short drive?”


Camille answered before I could shut her down.


“Honeybunch, I think it best if you stick with the Beetle while you’re still learning. Gus’s car is brand new, and mine, although a classic, is very old and has had its share of dings. I’ll let you borrow it from time to time.”


“Okay. But I’m going to get a job and save up for my own car,” Shelby said. She kissed me on the cheek, hugged her mother, and skipped toward the car. “Think I’ll go for a drive.”


Camille and I exchanged worried looks.


“Make sure you’re back in thirty minutes,” Camille shouted.


Shelby waved and hopped back into the Beetle. She backed up, barely missed my lawn tractor, and drove away honking the horn.


Camille sidled up to me, slipped her arm through mine, and leaned her head against me. “Oh, Gus. I can’t believe it. It feels so strange to see her driving off alone.”


I shook my head, still stunned. “What are the rules? How late do we let her stay out?”


“Only until nine. Unless she gets a job, and then it’s just to work and back,” she said.


“I think we should set some pretty strict guidelines,” I said. “Like no other kids in the car and no driving outside of town for a while.”


“Agreed. I think she’ll just drive to her girlfriends’ houses on the weekends, or maybe go to the grocery store for us.”


“I dread winter, though. She hasn’t ever driven in the snow, and it’s coming up soon.”


“I know. But we’ll teach her, right? She’ll be okay, Gus. Don’t worry.”


I leaned down and kissed Camille’s neck. “Impossible not to.”


She shivered. “It’s getting cold, honey. When are you coming in?”


I looked at my watch. “About a half hour. I want to let this pile burn down.”


She kissed me quickly and trotted toward the house. In twenty minutes, I finished my work, put the tractor and cart away, raked out the burn pile and dumped a bucket of water on it.


Shelby returned, right on time, and skipped into the house.


I followed her into the kitchen. Mrs. Pierce had just taken a pot roast, potatoes, and carrots out of the pot and was arranging them on a platter. I hurried upstairs, washed, and rejoined the family for supper.


Dinner was unusually peaceful. No tantrums from the little ones, no bowls of food dumped on the floor, no cries from Celeste for her favorite baby food.


After helping Mrs. Pierce with the dishes and waiting until the kids were bathed and in bed, Camille and I said goodnight and went up to the bedroom to review my grandmother’s diaries.


We’d planned it for days, and I had been looking forward to learning more about Emma and Vera.


The complete set of charcoal drawings was back together now, as it should have been for decades. I was working on finding suitable framing for the entire collection, but it wasn’t going to be cheap. My credit card was already groaning from the purchase in New York City. Byron insisted on donating his three pieces to the collection. He had said it was the least he could do for the comfort he’d found in my home. I’d accepted hesitantly, but in the end realized it had been the right thing to do. They belonged together.


Camille sat on the bed and dug into the box of diaries. “Let’s try to find the diary from the year Vera died. It was 1929, right?”


I joined her on the bed after changing into pajamas. “Right. 1929.”


We rummaged through the books until we finally found it. Camille emitted a short, triumphant shout. “Got it!”


She settled back against the pillows. “Do you want to read it?”


I leaned back with her. “No, go ahead. Read it to me.”


I closed my eyes and she opened the book.


“Let’s see. Here’s May, 1929. Let me scan for news of Emma. Hmmm. She talks about the garden, her parents, having the house painted—Memorial Day. They had a parade and a cook out. She said her dad built a new brick barbecue. Too bad it’s not still here, huh?”


I nodded. My eyes were still closed.


“No mention about Emma yet?”


“Let me keep looking. June—no. July— Wait a minute. Here’s something. ‘Received a letter from Emma. Poor Vera is gone. Childbirth. The little girl is coming home. I’m going to start looking for a home for her.’ That was July twentieth. Let me move forward a bit.”


She flipped forward through the brittle pages. “Okay. Here we go,” she said.

She read quietly for a minute.


“What does she say?”


She whistled softly. “Wow.”


I opened my eyes and sat up. “What?”


She put the book down and looked at me with a gentle expression, touching my hand. “They arrived in East Goodland on August fourth. Emma and the baby moved in here. Your grandmother helped name her.”


“She did?”


She hesitated, and then said softly, “They named her Millicent. Millie, for short.”


I sucked in a huge breath. “What?”


Could the baby girl be our Millie?





Chapter 51


I woke during the night to the sound of arguing. The red display on the alarm clock clicked over to four o’clock.


I reached for Camille, but she was gone.


Groaning, I sat up. Now what?


I stumbled to the doorway and blinked my eyes against the hall light. I’d been dreaming about a very young Millie and hadn’t completely crossed the threshold between dreaming and waking. I leaned my head against the doorjamb and closed my eyes.


“I did not!” Shelby screamed.


My eyes blinked open and my heart beat faster. I woke up fully and charged into Shelby’s bedroom.


Camille’s voice was quieter, more resolute. She stood barefoot in her red flannel nightgown with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her dark curls hung loose around her face. “You have a test tomorrow, young lady. What were you thinking?”


Shelby sat at the computer. At four o’clock in the morning.


The computer beeped at her. She started typing. I looked over her shoulder at the screen. She had typed POS BRB.


Camille translated. “Parents Over Shoulder, Be Right Back.”


Shelby swiveled around. “How do you—”


Camille tightened her crossed arms. “You forget, Shelby, I work with girls your age all the time. I’ve learned the lingo.”


Shelby had several books open on the desk beside her. She wore a pair of pale pink sweat pants and an oversized hot pink tee shirt. Her eyes were bloodshot and her complexion sallow. Dark circles beneath her eyes revealed her exhaustion.


The computer beeped again. She’d been exchanging instant messages with Dmitri. His screen name was GreekGod211.


I felt my anger rise, but Camille handled it.


“You have to get up in two-and-a-half hours, Shelby. What were you thinking?”


She looked from Camille to me, found no sympathy in my gaze, and then fibbed.


“He was helping me with my biology. See?”


She pointed to the book on the table.


“Honey, I don’t believe you. Even if he was, your bedtime is ten. Sharp,” Camille said.


I wanted to walk over and unplug the computer, but instead I sat down on the bed.


“But Mom!” Shelby wailed.


I couldn’t keep quiet anymore. “The babies are sleeping, Shelby. Keep it down.”


She flashed me a dirty look, crossing her arms over her chest, looking just like her mother.


“I can’t do anything around here. I’m treated like a damned baby.”


Her mother’s eyebrows rose. “Shelby!”


I rose and put in my two cents worth. “Shut off the computer, honey. It’s late.”


“I just want to say goodnight to—”


Camille snapped. “No! Do it now. And forget about driving for the next month. I may also pull the computer, phone, and television. I’ve had it, Shelby. Your grades have plummeted, and if I don’t see an improvement in both your attitude and schoolwork, you won’t see your Greek god for a very long time.” Camille pointed to the screen.


Shelby shut off the computer. She stood up, her eyes filling with tears. She walked over to her bed, threw back the covers, climbed in, and started sobbing.


Camille looked exhausted. “I’ll take over,” I said, gently motioning for Camille to go. “Try to get some sleep, sweetie.”


My wife’s eyes filled with tears. “Okay. Thanks.”


I walked to Shelby’s bedside. On her way out, my wife turned off the light.


A small glow came from the ballerina nightlight I’d given Shelby for her birthday. I sat on the edge of the mattress. I said things I hoped were comforting. I told her a few stories about my own teen years. I tried to sound empathetic. She quieted down. Her shoulders stopped shaking. She sniffled beneath the covers.


“I need a tissue,” she mumbled.


I took the box from her nightstand and slipped it under the covers.


“Here you go.”


“Thank you,” she sniffed. Lowering the covers, she turned toward me.


“Do you think she’ll stick with those punishments?”


I covered my mouth, yawning. “‘Fraid so, sweetheart. You’re going to have to really buckle down.”


She flopped back against her pillows. Her eyelids fluttered. She closed them and mumbled “I’m gonna flunk that bio test tomorrow.”


I took the portable phone from her nightstand and walked back to our bedroom.





Chapter 52


Morning came too quickly. Shelby dragged herself out of bed, begging Camille to let her stay home. She said she’d study all day so she could pass a make-up Bio test the next day.


But to my delight, Camille held her ground, made her take a shower and eat breakfast, and drove her to school. The punishments would stand.


I called Millie and arranged to meet her and Oscar at the Elderberry Inn at noon. I went through the motions at our Monday morning staff meeting, listened with half-a-brain when Maddy told me about her weekend with Joe, and at eleven o’clock, I brought the book of poetry, a photo of Vera and Emma on a Parisian bench, and the box of pearls to the restaurant.


I was excited, but apprehensive. How would Millie react? Was she the Millie in the diary? Could she be?


She had to be. I felt it in my gut. Her family and ours were close for years. She was the only Millie I knew of in East Goodland. I was certain she was the orphaned child for whom my grandmother and Emma had found a home.


But why hadn’t the pearls been given to her when she turned twenty-one? I did a quick calculation and realized Millie turned twenty-one the year before Emma died. Had Emma forgotten? Or had she decided to keep the knowledge of Millie’s true birth mother quiet? She had been working for ten years with unmarried mothers in New Hampshire by that time. Maybe she decided to let the truth lie buried in the trunk.


I arrived at the Inn and saw Oscar and Millie walking up the front steps of the restaurant.


“Gus,” Millie said, struggling to stand at the top. “What perfect timing.”

Oscar held her right arm. The wheelchair wouldn’t fit in the old building built in the 1820s.


I hurried upstairs and took her other arm. We slowly made our way inside. I carried the box of treasures under my free arm. 


Paulo, our gracious host, seated us quickly in a sunny room in the back decorated with sage green-and-white striped wallpaper. The windows faced a deck used as a dining area in warm weather. Tables and chairs were still outside, decorated with pots of chrysanthemums. The sun poured in the windows and sparkled against crystal glasses and silver. Floral patterned cups, saucers, and bread plates adorned the table.


We ordered, talking about Johnny, Marion, and Celeste, and then finally transitioning into a discussion of the historical society, Oscar’s favorite topic. When we finished, we ordered coffee.


I leaned forward and glanced back and forth between Oscar and Millie. They seemed to sense something was up. After all, it was out of the ordinary for me to invite them to a restaurant. We’d always had meals in each other’s homes.


Oscar prompted me. “What is it, son? Is something wrong?”


Millie smiled encouragingly at me and took a sip of her coffee. “Go on, dear boy.”


I smiled at her, patting her hand. “Sorry for being so mysterious. I guess I’m a little nervous.”


Oscar cocked an eyebrow. “Nervous, my boy?”


“Kind of, Oscar. I discovered something important in Emma’s trunk. There were letters from Emma, and diaries from my grandmother.”


Oscar repeated my words. “Something important?”


Millie looked up with interest. “You found the trunk, Gus? Oh, how exciting! I remember it so well.”


I nodded. “Camille and I went through it and found some wonderful things, including these.”


I lifted the box to the table and took out the book of poems, the photograph, and the box of pearls.


Millie examined them with familiar affection. “Oh, I remember these. The book of poetry was one of my favorites.” Her eyes twinkled. She took another sip of coffee and opened the book. I had slipped the final letters from Emma into the front cover. She looked at them with interest.


“The letters from France…I loved reading these when I was a girl.”


I looked at her with frank curiosity. “You’ve read them?”


“Of course, Gus. We read everything. Over and over again. It was so exotic, so exciting. Your mother and I adored the trunk. We tried on the dresses, hats, and jewelry all the time.”


“So you know about—”


“Vera? Being adopted? Well of course, dear boy. As I said, your mother and I had read the letters. Many times over, I might add. We never mentioned it to my parents, of course. In those days, it was considered quite a disgrace, don’t-you-know? I knew I was adopted, but they never mentioned Vera and her state. An unmarried woman having a child. Oh, it was quite the delicious secret. But I always thought it was most romantic. My poor mother—in love with a Frenchman, jilted by him, escaped to exotic Cairo, only to die in childbirth, bearing me. Oh, it was so sad and so thrilling at the same time.”


I stared at her. “You knew all along? It didn’t upset you?”


Oscar and Millie exchanged tolerant glances. “My parents were spectacular people, Gus. They were the ones who raised me and loved me. Vera, while she did bear me, was still a stranger. The closest I ever came to her was going through that old trunk with your mother. We knew each item by heart. It was comforting in a way.”


I pushed the pearls, book of poetry, photograph, and letters toward Millie. “These are rightfully yours, Millie. Camille and I want you to have them.”


She smiled sweetly and took the box in her gnarled hands. “The pearls…” she said wistfully.


“They were to be yours, Millie, when you turned twenty-one. So, please, take them.”


“Oh, Gus. Your mother and I decided they should be kept in the trunk with all of the other items from Vera. I’m not sure I should—”


I held them out to her. “Please, Millie. She wanted you to have them.”


She took the necklace out of the box with shaking hands, dislodging the red satin bottom of the box. Oscar offered to help, and when he took it apart to properly reposition it, a yellowed, folded letter dropped to the table.


He gently picked it up and examined it. His expression softened, and he handed it to Millie. “It’s for you, Lady. A letter from your mother.”


Millie’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh!” she said breathlessly, “will you read it to us, Daddy?”


“Of course.” He cleared his throat and put on his reading glasses. “My dear child, as we travel on this swaying, noisy train toward Cairo, I feel you moving inside me. Although the doctors have been kind, they have warned me that my body may not be able to handle the strains of childbirth. I am angered over such a possibility, for I long to meet you, my dear one.” 


“The hospital is very far away, and I believe you are anxious to join us. It won’t be long, now. Emma is so good. She tends to me, with cool cloths and soothing words. I write this between pangs and against the loud rumbling of the coach. I pray that someday you might be able to discern the untidy writing.”


“In the event the doctors are correct, I want you to know that everything I have in life is now wrapped up in you. You were conceived in great love. Your father was a free spirit—rambunctious, passionate, and fiery. His name was Guillaume. I do not write his last name, as the circumstances under which we parted were troublesome, and I encourage you to go on with your life with the knowledge that our love was enough to create you, my dear baby.”


“Look forward, my child. Do not look back. I’m sorry, writing becomes more difficult now. Dear Emma suggests I stop now. In the event the Lord reclaims me today, Emma has pledged to see you through a happy and contented life in her hometown of East Goodland. I have no family left in London, so this is the best course for you. I have instructed her to give you this note on your twenty-first birthday, along with my mother’s pearls. If you are a little girl, I pray that you will wear them. If you are a boy, please present them to your wife on your wedding day. My deepest love, dear child, Vera Wilson.”


Oscar adjusted his glasses and turned the paper over. “Interesting. There’s a note added on the back. It’s dated 1939. That would be when you were ten years old, Lady.”


Millie nodded. Her eyes glistened with tears. “Read it.”


He bent close over the tiny writing. “Dear Millie, Your mother, Vera Wilson, passed from this world on a train headed to Cairo. She loved you with all of her heart, dear child, but her body was too frail for this earth. I have pledged to see to your proper upbringing, and placed you with the kindest couple we know. They were childless for many years, and were so happy when I brought you to them. You will know them as mother and father now. In Vera’s honor, and to help with your upbringing and education, I have recently sold ten of my charcoal drawings to a gallery in New York City for a tidy sum. I signed your mother’s name to these drawings as a testimony to her wonderful strength and lovely soul. She was unquestionably the finest person I have ever known. If you happen to cross paths some day with the drawings by ‘Vera Wilson’, you will understand from whence they came. Please forgive me for not raising you myself, but the good Lord did not intend me for marriage. He called me to other, less domestic tasks. I do hope you will understand, when you open this on your twenty-first birthday. Yours, most affectionately, Emma Mabel Clark.”


Millie’s hand shook. She held the pearls up to Oscar. “Will you do the honors, Daddy?”


He reverently folded the letter in the box, helping her fasten the pearls.


She fingered them lovingly, smiling at me through tears. “Thank you, dear boy. I often wondered where the money came from for my Simmons education. My parents were not well-to-do, you know. But now we know, don’t we? It was all thanks to dear Emma and her artwork.”


A lump formed in my throat. It all made sense now. And with the grace of God and the help of my credit card, I now had all of the drawings back together where they belonged.


We finished our coffee and I paid for the meal. After helping the Stones out to their car, I kissed Millie on the cheek, squeezed Oscar’s hand, and headed back to the university.







Chapter 53


At three-thirty that afternoon, I’d finished teaching my last class and was going through emails, when Maddy answered the phone and gestured for me to pick up my extension.


“It’s for you, Gus.”


“LeGarde here.”


“Professor?” Mrs. Pierce sounded worried.


“Adelaide, is everything okay?”


She hurried to get the words out. “I hope it’s okay. Shelby said her mother approved. I lent her my car. But she hasn’t come back yet. It was all right, wasn’t it?”


Stunned, I dropped into my chair. “Did she say where she was going?”


I heard one of the twins wailing in the background.


“Well, I’m not quite sure. She said something about a friend needing her. She came home on the school bus as usual, went up on the computer for a little while, and then received a phone call from that boy. It all happened so quickly, and the men were here to return the Knight painting. You know, the one that was cleaned. The children were all awake.”


My heart sank. What happened to Shelby’s punishments? I realized we hadn’t told Mrs. Pierce about her restrictions.


“She ran downstairs, and asked to use my car for a few minutes. I said it would be okay if her mother agreed. She called her mother, got permission, and left. But it’s been over an hour, and now I wonder—”


“I’ll be right there, Adelaide. Hang tight.”


I hung up, grabbed my briefcase, and explained to Maddy what had happened.


“You don’t think she drove up to Eastman, do you, Gus?”


“I sure hope not. She’s only been on the highway once.”


“I’m coming, too. She’s my granddaughter, gosh darn it. Wait for me,” Maddy said, shutting off her computer. She slid into her coat, grabbing her purse from her desk drawer.


We drove out of the parking lot and down Main Street, keeping an eye out for Mrs. Pierce’s old sedan. We didn’t see it anywhere in town.


The closer we got to home, the more nervous I felt about the whole situation.


What would make Shelby so blatantly defy her mother’s wishes? Last night it seemed like she was going to accept the punishments and try to make it through the week. What changed?


Camille drove into the driveway right behind us. It was too early for her to be home, so I figured Mrs. Pierce had called her, too.


We hurried to her side.


Maddy took her arm. “Have you heard anything from her, darling?”


Camille shook her head and motioned us into the house. “C’mon. We have to check the messages. Maybe she left a note in the bedroom.”


We ran to the house and split up. Maddy checked the voicemail and Camille and I ran into our bedroom. I stopped for one second to look at the painting. It looked fresh and new, with bright colors. I hurried past it and searched in my office for a note from Shelby, finding nothing.


Mrs. Pierce was in the twins’ room, rocking Celeste. Marion and Johnny were both asleep. I passed her, waved briefly, and strode into Shelby’s room. I moved the mouse on her computer. The list of instant messages came up. I read them, last to first, and then back again, and froze.


GreekGod211: My mother died. I just got the call from my father in Greece.


SingerGirl49: OMG. That’s horrible!


GreekGod211: I need to see you. Please come.


SingerGirl49: I’m grounded.


GreekGod211: I’ll die if I don’t see you. I need you. I’m so sad.


SingerGirl49: I’m so sorry. I don’t have a car. And everyone’s at work.


GreekGod211: What about your housekeeper’s car? Couldn’t you borrow it?


SingerGirl49: I don’t know…


GreekGod211: Please check. If I don’t see you I think I will kill myself. My mother is dead. I can’t take it.


The messages continued. He begged her, beseeched her. She stalled him, told him she’d never driven in the city. He got her directions from Mapquest and told her again that he’d kill himself if she didn’t drive up to see him. Her last answer was that she couldn’t go.


I figured the phone call had been to beg her in person. The boy was a real manipulator.


“Camille!” I yelled. “In here.”


She read the notes, her face grave. “Gus. She can’t drive downtown. I’ve never taken her there.”


I printed the map directions. “We’ve got to follow the same directions she took. Maybe we’ll find her along the way.” I took Camille’s hand. “C’mon. Let’s go find her.”





Chapter 54


We were silent all the way to Eastman. Maddy, Camille, and I stewed in our own private agonies. I, for one, couldn’t stem the tide of horrific thoughts.


Did she make it? Did she get lost and ask for help from a drug dealer? Did they rob or shoot her?


I tried to stem the fears washing over me, but couldn’t.


Is she in his dorm room?


For crying out loud, she’s only sixteen years old, she offers childlike trust to everyone. She’s ripe for the plucking of some evil bastard. She hasn’t had time to learn the ways of the world. We protect her so much, she doesn’t know how to handle herself in dangerous situations, how to walk city streets without drawing attention to herself.


I promised myself I would right that situation as soon as I could.


On the way, I called Byron. He agreed to meet us at the dormitory. It would be impossible for us to get into Dmitri’s room without help from the security guards, and Byron’s status as a department head would help pull some strings.


I found a parking spot on Gibbs Street. We hurried out of the car, stuffed a few quarters in the meter, and ran across Main Street toward the thirteen-story dorm building.


“Look!” Camille said, pointing to Mrs. Pierce’s old sedan parked across from the dorm house.


We stopped next to it. I looked inside and saw Shelby’s purse. The keys dangled from the ignition. I tried the driver’s side door. It opened.


Camille rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe it.”


I leaned in, took the keys, handed the purse to Camille, and locked the doors.


Byron waited in the lobby with a uniformed security guard.


“We’ve called the room, but there’s no answer. We were about to go up there and check. Do you want to come up with us?”


Maddy pushed toward the elevator before Camille or I could do the same. “Damn right, we do. Let’s not dilly-dally. My granddaughter’s up there.”


We followed the security guard to the elevator, and rode to the ninth floor. Byron looked at me with deep concern. He squeezed Camille’s hand when the car stopped, and walked rapidly after the guard, who pounded on the door. He waited a few minutes, and then knocked again. There was no answer. Finally, he opened the door with a master passkey.


We crowded into the tiny room behind him. It was a double room, with lofted bunks on both sides. Posters covered the walls, and a tall floor lamp lit the space with an eerie, dim glow.


The room was empty. Camille pushed through the group and walked around rapidly. She lifted a blanket that was thrown over the desk chair and brandished Shelby’s backpack. “She was here. This is hers.”


The guard examined it briefly. “She must be in the dorm somewhere. Let’s check the cafeteria and game rooms. They’re probably just hanging around with other students.”


A young black man walked into the room. “What the hell—”


He looked at each of us and started to protest. Byron approached him before he could say more. “Giles? Have you seen Dmitri and Shelby?”


Giles’ eyes shifted downward.


Byron moved closer to him, raised the boy’s chin with his fingers, and peered into his face. “Giles? Spill it. Where are they?”


The boy sighed, sputtered, and ran his hands over his short, black hair. He pulled at the blue tie he wore, yanked it free, and sat on the corner of the desk.


“I saw them leave about an hour ago. They were heading over to—to her apartment.”


“Her apartment?” Byron said. “Whose apartment?”


The boy answered quietly. I could barely hear him. “Professor Duran’s.”


Byron looked at us, saw our blank stares, and turned back to the boy. “Why would he be going to Rosalie’s?”


Giles grimaced. “He’s watching the apartment for her while she’s on vacation.”


He looked like he was hiding something. We all stared at him.


Byron moved closer to Giles and leaned down. “Why would he watch her apartment for her?”


“He goes over there a lot. They’re—they’re pretty close.”


I remembered the tall, hefty blond with whom he’d been exchanging smiles and hugs after the Stephan Svell competition in Kilbourn Hall. From the expression on Giles’ face, I knew he meant they were more than just friends. Anger boiled within me. The boy had been sleeping with his teacher, and I was certain now he was trying to get my innocent daughter into the same bed.


“Where is it?” I said, fuming.


Giles stood up and looked out the window. He pointed to a gabled building across the way. “It’s that building with the red door on the other side of the courtyard. She’s on the third floor, I think.”


We walked en masse to the elevator. Maddy’s mouth clamped shut. Camille’s hands balled at her sides. Anger and fear boiled within me. I waited restlessly as the elevator descended to the lobby.


Byron led the way to the building across the street. “We’ll need help getting in, unless the kids open the door. Maybe I can find out who the super is from one of the other tenants.”


We reached the red door in seconds. Camille pushed forward and searched the nametags on the wall. She pressed the button next to “R. Duran, 3D.” We stood anxiously in the chilled air. There was no responding buzz to unlock the door. Camille sighed with annoyance, and then pressed every button on the panel. The door buzzed and she yanked it open.


We climbed the elegant stairway to the third floor, and found 3D. The security guard had followed us and pounded on the door, which wasn’t locked and swung open a few inches.


“Shelby!” shrieked Maddy.


Camille echoed her, calling for her daughter.


No answer.


The guard held up his hand, motioning for us to wait. He pushed open the door carefully, and walked inside. Byron and I followed close behind him, and the women followed us. I didn’t see any evidence of Shelby’s things.


The guard called out again. “Anyone here?”

He moved toward the bedroom and then stopped. “Oh my God,” he whispered.


We shoved past him. Camille, Maddy, and I stood side-by-side in the doorway, staring at Dmitri who lay face down on the bed, unclothed. His arms stretched above his head and he faced away from us. A massive wound ran bloody along the back of his skull. Blood trickled down the curve of his back and buttocks, streaming down his legs and pooling on the white rug. He didn’t move.


Byron sank against the wall and moaned. I ran to the other side of the bedroom and found Shelby’s sweater, blouse, and skirt strewn on the floor beside an overstuffed chair. My heart nearly pounded out of my chest. The cold fear rippled down my back. A crazy thought ran through my brain.


SingerGirl49 is missing. And GreekGod211 is dead.


I picked up my cell phone and dialed 911.







Chapter 55


The security guard spoke into his two-way radio while I handed the cell to Maddy.


“Would you talk to the cops? I have to find her.”


She took it from me without missing a beat and began to give the emergency operator the details.


Camille began opening doors and searching around the apartment for signs of what might have happened to Shelby. I looked in the other rooms, then up and down the hallway.


Nothing.


I was afraid we’d find her crouching in her underclothes in one of the closets, but she wasn’t.


How could she be gone without her clothes? Where had she gone? Did she leave before Dmitri was attacked? Had she attacked him?


Byron and I went to Dmitri’s side.


He crawled across the bed and looked at the boy. Waves of agony rippled across his face. He touched Dmitri’s hair, smoothing it back from his face. “You poor boy.”


I reached for Dmitri’s wrist to check for a pulse, although I was certain he was dead. His skin was surprisingly warm. Either the event had just happened minutes ago, or—


Before I could find the pulse, he moaned and stirred.


Maddy noticed, with widened eyes, and nearly shouted into the phone, “He’s alive. Send an ambulance right away.”


Camille ran to the bathroom and soaked a towel in warm water. She brought it to the bed as Dmitri tried to roll over.


“Hold still,” she said firmly.


He opened his eyes and seemed to recognize Byron. He reached toward him, trying to get words out, but they were a meaningless jumble.


Byron took his hand and Camille gently dabbed the back of Dmitri’s head. She held the cloth against the wound. “We need another towel, Gus.”


I ran to the bathroom and soaked the end of a bath towel. Visions of Shelby crashing a lamp over Dmitri’s head as he tried to have his way with her flitted through my brain.


Is that what happened?


When I brought the towel to her, Camille looked at the boy with steely reserve. She pointed to the rivers of blood drying on his body, and motioned toward it. He tried to get up.


She held him down. “No. We’re going to clean you off.”


He passed out again just as I was going to ask him about Shelby.


Camille let out an exasperated yell. “Damn. He’s out.”


I perched on the edge of the bed and began to roughly clean him, feeling ridiculously conflicted. Furious. Worried. I scrubbed a little too hard, and then dried him briskly with the other end of the towel. “Turn him over, but be careful.”


Byron and Camille both helped the boy turn and sit up. Camille pressed the cloth to his head, which was still bleeding copiously, and Maddy brought over a yellow robe from the closet of his paramour.


He roused again, looking confused. “Wha—?”


I purposefully avoided looking at his naked body, knowing I would strangle him if I were reminded of the reason he dragged Shelby to his love nest.


His eyes closed again. Byron and Camille maneuvered him into the robe, which fit because Rosalie was a big woman. Byron tied the feminine sash around Dmitri’s waist.


The security guard stood in the doorway, still talking rapidly into his radio.


Camille and I exchanged resolute glances. We had to get the story out of Dmitri.


I shook him, none too gently. “Dmitri?”


He lay on his back with his head turned toward Byron.


“Dmitri!” I repeated.


Byron sat up and said in his teacher voice, “Dmitri? You have to tell us what happened. Wake up, boy! Where’s Shelby?”


Dmitri’s dark eyes slowly opened. He looked from Camille to Byron and back again, raking his eyes across the rest of the room.


Camille held the cloth pressed to his head. When he noticed me sitting next to him he nearly shrank into the pillow.


“Dmitri,” I said firmly. “The police are on their way. You need to tell us what happened to Shelby. Now. She’s an underage girl, and if you don’t cooperate, you will be charged for statutory rape.”


He opened his eyes wider and started to shake. “Shelby!” he said, looking at the door. His face registered fear and he looked wildly around the room.


“She’s gone,” Camille said. Her voice trembled, belying the look of resolve in her eyes. I knew she was close to hysteria.


“He took her,” Dmitri whispered.


I grabbed him by the throat. “Who took her?” I shouted inches from his face.


The scream of the ambulance came from the street below. I needed to get him to speak before they arrived. It would be bedlam, and we’d never get out of there.


Dmitri pulled back, answering in a throaty voice. “Professor Machielli. He took her. He told me to tell you he’d contact you at home. Just before he knocked me out.”


Bruno Machielli? I shook my head in disbelief. A professor? I hated the guy, but I didn’t think he’d stoop to kidnapping. He would be throwing his whole life away. And why?


Camille transferred the wet cloth to Byron’s hands. He looked at the three of us. “Go! Get out of here before the police come. I’ll handle it. You can talk to them later.”


Maddy grabbed Shelby’s clothes and we raced out of the room and down the stairs. We passed the ambulance crew as they were unloading the stretcher, and hurried across East Main Street and over to our car on Gibbs. I drove eighty-five miles per hour all the way home.







Chapter 56


The call came an hour after we got home. We’d been crouched around the phone in the great room, willing it to ring. Lieutenant Joe Russell and Officer Adam Knapp sat with us, keeping in contact with the Rochester Police and lending us moral support.


Freddie and Mrs. Pierce had taken the children to bed, and Siegfried sat at my side. We’d filled him in and he’d nearly broken down when he discovered Bruno had kidnapped Shelby.


Camille’s face drained white when the phone rang. Her dark, curly hair had fallen halfway out of her ponytail and she pushed it back with annoyance.


I jabbed the speaker button. “LeGarde Residence.”


“Take me off speaker,” Bruno said curtly.


Reluctantly, I did as he asked and picked up the receiver. “Machielli? Where’s Shelby?”


“Cutting right to the chase, aren’t you, Professor? How heroic. Well, then, let’s get down to business,” he said. “How much is this little tart worth to you?”


I bristled. “Why are you throwing away your entire career, Machielli? What the hell are you doing?”


“I’m done with those trivial jobs, Professor. As you know, teaching those spoiled imbeciles is quite tedious. And the gallery was small time. Very dreary. I’m ready for a change of scene. Something decidedly tropical, I think.”


“So you’re leaving town. Okay, how do I get my daughter back?”


He chuckled maliciously. “I think you already know the answer to that.”


Perspiration popped on my brow. “The Knight.” I said.


“Very clever. You hit the nail on the head. The Knight for the girl. No haggling. No questions. No police.”


“I understand,” I said. “Listen, the painting’s yours. All I care about is getting my daughter back. But I need to know Shelby’s okay.”


“Forget it, LeGarde. This isn’t a made-for-TV movie. I set the rules. You either abide by them, or I dispose of her. It’s as simple as that. Hell, I’ve removed all of the complications in my lovely web of forgery. It was delectable while it lasted. Then the artists started getting greedy. That conniving Malaysian in Boston, the pretentious idiot in New York, and—well, I’m not going to divulge all my treacherous dealings. You’ll just have to trust me, LeGarde. She’s here, all right, the annoying little wench. Won’t stop crying. Driving me nuts. How do you stand children, anyway? Most infuriating. By the way, it seems I broke into that room just in time to spare her virtue, Professor. You probably should be thanking me.”


I grimaced, realizing he must’ve arranged the deaths of Lee Jalong and Bartholomew Garcia in the Red Herring gallery in New York City. Blood chilled my veins as I pictured him with our daughter. I took a deep breath and focused.


Stay calm. He wants the painting, not Shelby. Just get it to him.


“How do we do this?” I said.


“Bring the painting to the lighthouse at Charlotte. Pull into the parking lot. If you’re alone, I’ll follow you into the lot with the girl in the car. If you’re being tailed, or accompanied in any fashion, I’ll take off and throw the girl to the fishes. Pretty cold this time of year, I hear tell.”


He gave me directions. “Better hurry up. You only have an hour and a half to get here.”


The receiver clicked.


I looked around the room. “We need to get the Knight from the bedroom. In exchange for Shelby.”


Before I’d finished speaking, Siegfried had rushed up the stairs to get the painting. He carried it down carefully, and put it back into its crate. His face was taut and I knew he’d want to go with me. I grabbed my keys and jacket and hugged Camille tightly.


Then I turned to Siegfried. “Thank you, my friend. You know I have to go alone. He’ll hurt her if I don’t.”


He took my arm and held it tightly. “Let me hide in the backseat. Under a blanket. You will need me.”


“I have to go alone. He specifically said no one else.”


“Professor—I know this. You will need me.”


I looked into Siegfried’s eyes. They held my gaze intently, powerfully. He meant what he said. I gave in, knowing he wouldn’t be so charged up unless it was a very strong feeling. And I respected his instincts completely.


“Okay. Under a blanket in the backseat. I’ll keep my cell phone handy, and if I need you, I’ll press the speed dial.”


Joe got up and tried to take charge. “It would be better if Adam or I were in the car with you, Gus.”


I knew he made sense, but couldn’t agree. Siegfried had saved my life on several occasions, and somehow I knew if he were along, my chances of survival would be higher.


“He specifically said no cops, Joe. I can’t bait him. If he sees either of you, Shelby will be dead.”


Joe shook his head. “There’s gotta be a way. I don’t like this. Let me get the Rochester PD involved.”


I shook my head. “Sorry. I can’t risk Shelby.”


“Gus, I understand where you’re coming from, but I have to insist that we follow you. We’ll stay about a half a mile behind you, and we’ll keep out of sight when you park. You need to keep the cell phone handy, and be ready to call us in if things go wrong. You realize how risky this is, don’t you?”


“I know. But it’s the only way.”


Joe followed me around the room, touching my sleeve and making me listen. “The Rochester Police raided his house and gallery, looking for clues. It was empty. He packed his stuff already, so he’s on the run. Dangerous, and on the run.”


Joe and Adam conferred with each other as Camille helped Siegfried get the crate nailed securely shut.


She looked at her watch, and then urged me to go. “Hurry, Gus. You only have eighty minutes.”


I embraced her fiercely.


She whispered in my ear. “Bring my baby back to me, Gus.”


Siegfried had already loaded the painting into the back of the wagon and lay on the backseat floor under a quilt. He insisted on staying down for the whole trip, thinking Bruno might follow us.


He lay quietly in the back, unspeaking, but the radiant, gentle presence of my childhood friend comforted me beyond all reason.


I headed back to the city to trade one piece of old canvas for one very precious sixteen-year-old girl.





Chapter 57


I rolled into the parking lot near the lighthouse seventy minutes after Bruno had hung up. I was early. I turned off the engine and headlights and waited. The area was deserted. I gripped the steering wheel and my heart beat madly against my chest.


I didn’t move my lips, but whispered like a ventriloquist. “Nothing. There’s no one here.”


Siegfried stayed silent, as we had agreed. I fingered the phone on my belt. Siegfried had set his phone to vibrate so that if I called or texted him, the ring tone wouldn’t give him away. 


The lighthouse beam swept across Lake Ontario. I watched its rhythmic curve playing across the dark water. The night was cold, indigo black. A dog barked in the distance. I could barely make out the wharf where a huge ship was docked. Several small boats bobbled in the gray mist hanging low over the water. It wouldn’t be long before they’d be hauled onshore for winter storage.


I felt in the pockets of my woolen jacket. They were deep, and filled with a small flashlight, leather gloves, a wool cap, my pocketknife, and some thin nylon rope. Although I wasn’t trained in firearms, I wished I had a weapon. I pulled on the wool cap and gloves. It was already getting cold in the car.


I sat for ten minutes. The air puffed from my lungs in bursts of crystalline vapor. Each time the light swept over the water, its reflection glimmered on the car’s metal surfaces.


I waited some more.


When I thought I couldn’t stand the tension for another second, a pair of headlights suddenly switched on near the bushes by the lighthouse. It had looked pitch black over there, and the vehicle was well hidden.


They flashed twice, but the car didn’t move. I restarted the engine and rolled toward the lighthouse.


I pulled up beside a van but couldn’t see through the tinted glass. I lowered my window. The owner of the van did the same.


It was Bruno, all right. Bruno, with his calculating eyes probing mine. A whimper came from inside. I craned my head and caught a partial view of Shelby with Bruno’s black topcoat wrapped around her shoulders.


“Well,” he said. “Where is it?”


“In the back,” I said. “Let Shelby out and I’ll give it to you.”


“Painting first, then the girl.”


I knew he was salivating for the painting. He was so close. His eyes betrayed his excitement. I held my ground.


“Girl first, then the painting. Listen, Bruno. I don’t care about the painting anymore. I just want my daughter back.”


He grunted and operated the side door of the van with electronic controls from the console. “Get out,” he spat at her.


He motioned for me to back up so that we could both open our doors. I saw Shelby, her hands were tied in front. She stood next to his car in her slip and shoes, with no socks. She was shaking, and her mouth was covered with duct tape.


I jumped out of the car and ran toward her.


“Hold it!” he screamed. “Get the painting first.”


I stopped. He swung his revolver toward her.


“Okay, okay. It’s right here.” I hurried to the back of the wagon, lifted the tailgate, and slid the crate onto the ground. It was heavy. He came around back and attacked the crate with a tire iron. Prying off one of the boards, he tossed the tire iron aside and peered inside with a flashlight.


Satisfied, he grunted. “Okay. Help me carry it to my car.”


We got halfway there and I stopped.


“Let Shelby get in the car. She’s freezing.”


“Fine.” He grumbled but let her go.


She whimpered, tears streaming down her cheeks. She ran to the passenger’s side of the Volvo and slid inside.


I helped Bruno carry the painting to the van and then hefted it inside. The crate wouldn’t fit in the side door. Bruno sighed with exasperation, tilted the driver’s seat forward, and we tried again. It slid inside with a fraction of an inch to spare.  Once in, we pushed it over as far as it would go and flipped it forward.


Bruno reached into his pocket, drawing out the revolver. He pressed it hard against my chest. “Out of the car!” he yelled at Shelby.





Chapter 58


Bruno ground the tip of the revolver into my ribs, yelling to Shelby over my shoulder. “Get out of the car. If you don’t move your pretty little ass right this second, I’m blowing a hole in his chest.”


Shelby moaned and slowly got out. She ran to my side and slid her arm through mine.


“Take the tape off her mouth and give her back your topcoat, Bruno. Let’s try to be civilized about this.”


He released the pressure of the gun barrel and looked sideways at Shelby. Mascara smudged beneath her eyes.


“Come here. I’ll do it, but you keep your damn mouth shut. All right?”


Her eyes went wild, but she nodded.


He put the gun away and ripped the duct tape from her mouth. She cried out involuntarily. Her hands flew to her mouth. It looked sore. She shivered before me.


“The coat, Bruno. The coat. Please.”


He motioned to the van. “It’s in there,” he said, nodding toward the open side door. “Get in. Both of you.”


The blanket in the back seat of the Volvo moved. Siegfried had heard him. Thankfully, the keys were still in the ignition. He’d be able to follow us.


I hesitated, then did what he said when he shoved the gun against my side and insisted.


“Move!” he snarled.


We piled into the van, climbed over the crate, and settled unsteadily on the bench seat. I untied Shelby’s hands and helped her into Bruno’s topcoat. She leaned against me, still shivering.


Bruno shut the door, locked it, and started the engine. He drove across the parking lot and to the wharf, pulling cautiously onto the pier.


I held my breath when the dock boards creaked and swayed. The wharf held up, and the van didn’t crash into the lake as I thought it might.


Bruno stopped and got out, opening the side door. “Help me get the painting on board.”


He wasn’t wasting words now. It was as if he’d written us off and considered us unworthy of the effort.


He motioned for me to step out. “Just you,” he grunted. “The girl stays inside.”


I got out and dragged the crate from the van. If he just wanted me to help him move the crate, maybe he’d still let us go. Right?


The optimistic part of my brain believed it. Beneath it all, I knew I was a fool.


Bruno was going to kill us; I had no doubts now.


I surreptitiously glanced at the Volvo and saw the outline of Siegfried’s head and shoulders behind the wheel. He hadn’t started the engine yet, but waited in the dark.


Bruno and I lifted the crate and walked it over to a mid-sized cabin cruiser. The name painted on the side was “Artemisia.”


While I waited, he pulled a gangplank across and we crab-walked the painting onto the boat, setting it against a wall under a covered alcove.


Shelby still sat in the van.


He suddenly shoved me onto a wooden bench seat and motioned for Shelby to get out. When she hesitated, he lifted the gun to my temple. She emerged quickly and hurried onto the boat. Pushing her down beside me, he untied the lines from the wharf, pulled back the gangplank, and started up the motor.


I looked at the young girl who sat shivering beside me and felt completely responsible for her plight. I should have allowed the cops to help. I had been ridiculously trusting, stupidly self-assured. I hadn’t imagined this turn of events. And it scared the hell out of me.


She whispered, “What are we going to do, Gus?” Her voice cracked and tears formed in the corners of her eyes.


“Don’t worry, honey. I’ll think of something.” It was up to me to save her and my brain worked furiously, tossing various plans around in my head.


My hands closed around the flashlight in my pocket. I gripped it hard, stood up slowly, and moved toward Bruno’s back.


He intently steered the boat out of the bay and toward the open space of Lake Ontario.


I saw Siegfried start up the car, with the headlights darkened, and roll slowly toward the wharf. At least he knew where we were. He would call Joe.


Joe would call the Coast Guard.


Meanwhile, I had to immobilize Bruno if I could. I raised my hand over his head and struck a heavy blow, square on his head.


He staggered, but didn’t fall. Turning, he howled at me, reaching for my neck with his hands.


I pushed hard against his arms, shoving them wide. He lost his balance and fell against the wall of the cabin. I dove for him, but was seconds too late. He’d pulled the gun from his pocket and had shoved it against my face just as I fell into him.


“Get back!” He motioned wildly with the weapon.


I froze, backed up, and sank onto the bench.


“Enough!” he screamed, his chest heaving from exertion. “Try it again and I shoot the girl. No hesitation. You’ve both had it, anyway. I don’t really care how I do it.”


I had to jump him, to overpower him. If he shot me, so be it. At least Shelby would get away. Just as I screwed up the energy to attack him again, Bruno killed the engine and pulled up next to a red, swaying buoy. My mind filled with outrageous notions. Was he going to shoot us now and push us overboard? Was he meeting someone here? Someone who had killed for him before? Why the buoy? What did it signify?


Shelby’s dark eyes widened with fear. Her lips were blue and she had no hat.


I realized she would be freezing and quickly took off my cap, jamming it over her curls.


Her lips trembled; she smiled a “thank you.”


I pulled the gloves from my hands and made her put them on. Her tiny hands swam in them.


“What about you?” she whispered. “You’ll be cold, too.”


“I’m okay,” I answered softly. “Wrap the coat around your legs, honey. Preserve as much heat as you can.”


She shifted in the seat, did as I said, and covered up her bare legs as best as she could.


Bruno showed me the gun again, and moved the gangplank to the opposite side of the boat, laying it against the rim of the buoy. It bounced up and down; the waves splashed and sloshed over the two-foot rim encircling it.


“C’mon. This is your stop. I’ve been envisioning this subtle form of murder for quite some time. Freezing at sea, so to speak. Quite delectable. I do believe our first snow has been forecast for tonight.” He smiled as if he had just revealed a wondrous secret.


My heart raced faster.


“What’s the matter? Not dressed for the occasion?”


We both stood up when he prodded us with the gun.


Before I could stop him, he grabbed my cell phone from my jacket pocket. “Au revoir!” he shouted gleefully, tossing it onto the greenish black waves. It made a tiny splash, floated until it filled with water, and slowly sank from view. Hope drained away as rapidly as the phone disappeared.


“C’mon, move it. I have a charter plane to catch in Toronto.”


I looked at the heaving plank that occasionally touched the buoy and then floated free in the dark night air. It seemed impossible to cross. I went first, hoping I could help Shelby make it safely across.


I balanced myself against the side rail, set my foot on the wobbling plank, and quickly trotted across. The metal plank was wet and slippery. I nearly lost my footing, but reached out just in time to grab a cold, metal handle on the buoy.


I made it.


With the gun in her spine, Shelby inched forward. She flashed a look of revulsion at Bruno, readying herself at the railing. I silently counted to three and she stepped onto the plank just as a huge wave lobbed over it. Her foot slipped, and she would have gone flying into the frigid water had I not caught her hand and yanked her toward me. One foot fell into the cold water. She lost her shoe, but she made it.


I looped my arm through the buoy railing and the other around her. She pressed against my chest and wrapped her arms around me. Her heart beat rapidly, and she began to sob.


Bruno slid the gangplank away and restarted the engine. He took off with a roar and a bray of raucous laughter. 


I watched as the red lights from the boat disappeared into the night. We were alone on a shifting, dark lake. I held my daughter against my chest until her sobs subsided.
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“I can’t feel my foot,” Shelby moaned.


I pulled her close and held her tight. We sat side by side on the ledge encircling the buoy; it swayed rhythmically back and forth. The metallic clang of the toll sounded forlorn, echoing off the churning waves.


“Let me see,” I said.


She raised her knee and placed her sodden shoe on the ledge.


“Toss the shoe, Shelby. It’s soaked.”


She did as I said. Her toes were white and the skin already looked shriveled.


I shrugged out of my coat and wrapped it around her feet and legs, buttoning it around her to keep it in place. The sweatshirt I wore was inadequate against the bitter wind. I pulled up the hood and drew the drawstring. It would have to do.


“Gus, you’re going to freeze.” She started to cry again.


I put my free arm around her and pulled her as close as I could. “Don’t cry, baby. Your tears will ice up.”


She smiled and sniffed. “I’ll try not to. But it’s so horrible. We’re going to die here. Freeze to death. Oh, Gus.”


The tears wouldn’t stop. When she finally settled down, I kept her in my arms for warmth and we sat in silence for a long time with the wind knifing through our clothing and the hypnotic sway of the buoy lulling us into lethargy.


It began to snow. The heavy, soft flakes waltzed from the sky in circles and melted into the lake water. I watched in disinterest.


I couldn’t feel my fingers.


I shook myself, remembering that the first sign of freezing to death was drowsiness.


“Gus?” Shelby asked with chattering teeth. “What are we going to do?”


My reserves had wasted away. I could think of nothing that would attract the attention of those on shore. I knew we weren’t that far from the beach and could still see faint twinkles of light when the waves dipped just the right way. Swimming was out of the question; it would be sure death.


The red lamp on the buoy cast a strange glow over her face. She looked at me with such trust.


I felt like a complete failure.


“What have we got in our pockets?” I said. I mentally reviewed the contents of my jacket pockets. Rope, pocketknife, tissues. I reached over and felt around in them to be sure. The flashlight was still on the deck of Bruno’s boat. The rope would be useless, unless we tied ourselves to the buoy to prevent falling off in our numbed stupor. I felt in one pocket and confirmed the knife, rope, and a pack of tissues. I reached over to the other pocket and my hand closed over a whole pack of Lifesavers. I also found a book of matches.


“Anything?” Shelby asked.


I took out the Lifesavers and offered her one. It was cherry.


Her eyes brightened like that of a child, and she took it happily. “At least we won’t starve,” she said.


I marveled at her coping skills, but didn’t feel quite as optimistic.


“Let me check Bruno’s coat,” I said, rolling a pineapple Lifesaver on my tongue. It tasted marvelous.


I rummaged in the pockets. He’d left an address book, a program from a recent art show, and a pair of glasses in a case. I reached around to the last pocket and my hand closed around something hard. I pulled it out. “No way.” I held up a cell phone.


Shelby shrieked. “He left his phone in the coat? Oh, boy, he’ll be really mad about that.”


My fingers felt stiff, but I flipped it open. It glowed green, but I could barely see the numbers, the snow fell so thick on my lashes.


I punched in Siegfried’s number and pressed the send.


When nothing happened, I held it to my ear and listened, but didn’t hear the sound of ringing. Confused, I looked at the phone again. “Oh, God. No signal.”


“Let me see it,” Shelby said. She played with it for a while, trying to get the web browser to come up. “It’s no good,” she said with a small sob.


“We could try to burn the tissues and the program. Maybe the smoke from it would get someone’s attention,” I said, with very little energy.


“I guess,” she said with equal disinterest.


We sat forlornly on the buoy, holding each other tight. The waves grew taller and the snow worsened.


I began to feel seriously disoriented. My feet were blocks of ice and I couldn’t feel my lips. Shelby’s head nodded onto her chest. I shook myself and then shook her. “Honey. You have to stay awake.”


She opened her eyes. Her face was alabaster now, her eyebrows and lashes coated in snow. Her heavy-lidded eyes tried to close again.


I sat up and listened. Something droned in the distance. Something that seemed important, but I could barely summon the interest to listen closer.


A motor buzzed softly nearby, coming closer. Getting louder.


“What is that?” I said through numb lips.


She looked at me, uncomprehending. “Don’t know.”


I forced myself to listen harder. There it was again. The distinct rumble of a marine engine. “It’s a boat!” I yelled.


She sat up, life flowing back into her features. “Oh my God. I think they’re heading this way.”


It was hard to see through the blinding snow. I shifted on the ledge and tried to move my feet, but it was nearly impossible. “We have to get their attention,” I said, starting to feel desperate.


I took out the matches and the program, and crumpled the pages from the brochure. My frozen fingers fumbled. I lit a match and the wind promptly blew it out. Frustrated, I tried again. The second match was doused by a snowflake. I looked up at the sky in anguish. Dear God, help us. Please help us.


The boat seemed louder now and I could make out a faint glow from an orange light on its bow. It was going to pass close by.


We started to shout and wave our arms. “Hello! Over here! Hello!”


Disbelieving, I watched as the Coast Guard boat turned directly toward us and pulled to a stop beside the buoy.





Chapter 60


Siegfried hailed us from the boat. “Professor! Shelby!”


I looked at his familiar face and stifled a sob of relief, clamping Shelby’s hand in mine.


She shouted, “Uncle Siegfried,” and tried to stand up.


I held her back. She started to slip from the edge of the buoy, but I caught her in time and pulled her back.


“Wait, Shelby,” I said. “The timing is important.”


As if removed from reality, I watched the scene unfold. I studied the face of my lifetime friend and absently thought he’d been right about us needing him tonight. God, had we needed him.


I wondered if he found us with his sense of intuition. How else could they have located us in the middle of the lake? Who would have expected us to have been dropped in such a bizarre fashion?


A seaman in a bright orange vest tossed me a rope. He shouted for me to attach it to the handles on the buoy. I struggled to tie a tight knot with fingers that felt like useless lumps of clay. My tendons and bones and skin protested, but eventually I got it.


The other end of the rope was secured to the boat, and a wide plank was laid across to bridge the four-foot gap. A uniformed coastguardsman motioned for Shelby to walk across. She stood and nearly tripped over my coat. I made her sit down again and I unbuttoned it for her.


Siegfried pushed past the seaman and made his way toward her. She rose and grabbed the rope, then reached for Siegfried, who picked her up and carried her across the ramp.


I stood shakily and leaned against the buoy, trying to make my feet work. I took a cautious step, and my rubbery legs barely held me. As I watched Siegfried carry Shelby across the deck and into the warm cabin, I took another step and grabbed hold of the thick rope. The next step was more solid. The seaman motioned toward me. I pulled myself across the ramp.


I’d made it halfway when an enormous wave dislodged the plank and I flew into the snowy night.


I hit the water hard, and the shock jolted me. Staggering cold numbed my limbs. My shoes filled with water and weighed me down. I looked up through the snowy night and saw the light of the ship slowly disappear.


I tried to move my hands and legs, but my sodden clothing combined with frigid water stopped all movement. My limbs began to burn with cold and the anxiety I’d felt for so long suddenly receded.


I felt warm. Cozy. Sleepy.


Idly, I noticed I was sinking. And I didn’t care. I welcomed the dark. Welcomed the relief of not having to fight any more. Shelby was safe. And I could let go.


Strong arms circled my chest and dragged me up from the deep waters. Just before I blacked out, I saw the angelic face of my childhood friend pulling me from the lake.


∞∞∞



 



Warm and dry, I lay on my back marveling that I could feel my fingers and toes, while inhaling the aroma of freshly laundered linen. Slowly, I moved my hands and rubbed them across the sheet pulled tight across my body.


I’m alive.


I opened my eyes.


The room was dark except for the light spilling in from the hallway. Machines beeped and blipped. I turned my head and saw a giant man lying in the hospital bed beside me.


He spoke with confidence. “You are awake.”


“I am, Sig. Where are we?”


“Rochester Memorial. Shelby is in the children’s ward.”


My heart leapt. “She’s okay?”


“Ja Ja. She’s good. They wanted to watch her for the night. Camille is with her.”


It all flooded back to me. Bruno, the buoy, the rescue, the near drowning. I wanted to see my wife, but knew Shelby needed her more than me.


“Siegfried?” I said.


“Ja?”


“How did you know where to find us? Was it your—your gift?”


He chuckled. “Nein. Joe put a bug in your collar. Just in case, he said.”


I laughed at my naivety. “Good old Joe. I should have known.”


“Ja. I phoned him as soon as Bruno took you on the boat and drove away. Joe called the coast guard, but there was only one boat in the area, and a young couple had just called in an emergency. Their boat was sinking, near Sodus. It was too much snow for a helicopter to fly, so we had to wait.”


There was something in his voice that made me ask. “What’s wrong, buddy?”


His voice broke. “When the cell phone signal stopped, and the boat kept going—we—we thought he had thrown you in the water. We thought we were searching for your bodies.” He could barely finish the sentence.


We lay in silence for a while, listening to each other breathe.


“You were right.”


“What?”


“Not about the bodies. I mean you were right about me needing you tonight. You saved my life, Siegfried. I couldn’t swim. I couldn’t move.”


He didn’t respond for a while, but finally let out a long sigh. “Ja.”


We didn’t need to say more. He knew I meant thank you dear friend for saving my life, and I knew he’d say it was nothing.


We both lay in contented silence until we fell asleep.







Chapter 61


History. Family. So inexplicably intertwined.


I stood in the garden holding an armful of butternut squash, still fuming about the stolen Knight and engrossed in thoughts of Emma and our magnificent loss.


Stolen from my family. Our history. A familiar old friend who’d hung over my bedroom mantle for decades. Since I’d been alive, and well before that.


How could Bruno have escaped with such ease?


They’d tracked him across the globe and then he simply…disappeared.


I pictured him on a tropical island, sitting in shorts and tank top with a fancy pineapple drink, leering at the old fiddler with his dancing white dog. Grinning. Thrilled with himself. And I wished to be granted just five minutes with the murderous bastard who almost killed my daughter and me on that cold night a few weeks ago.


When I thought how close we’d been to freezing to death, I shivered. Shelby was so precious to me, whether or not she was my biological daughter. She was family, my family. And I’d never forgive him for nearly killing her. Or me, for that matter.


What Bruno had done burned me. And the only way I could stop myself from obsessing over it was by keeping very busy and telling myself that we were alive. Shelby was alive. By the grace of God and thanks to Joe and Siegfried, we’d come through a terrible ordeal, and although we both would have a bit of frostbite to deal with in the coming winter, we were fine.


Material things don’t matter.


Right?


But the thoughts of family and history kept coming back.


To keep my mind off it, I threw myself into the harvest that cold November day, and tossed the unsettling thoughts away. I roused myself when my grandson pulled on my hand.


Johnny pointed to the largest of the pumpkins. “Opa! Get this one.”


The plants that were four feet tall just weeks ago now lay on the ground like brown, dried insects. Blackening frost had killed the vines and now heavy pumpkins dotted the dying garden like plump orange jewels.


Johnny pointed to the biggest one again. “This one.”


I ruffled his honey-colored hair. “Okay.” I lifted the huge pumpkin in my arms and set it in the wagon. “There we go, buddy. Ready to go in now?”


He looked up at me with his big brown eyes. “I’m hungry.”


“Me, too. It’s time to get dinner started. Everyone’s coming over tonight.”


I lifted him to my lap. He held onto the steering wheel while I guided the tractor past the barn.


We rolled over a thick carpet of brown leaves. I planned to mow the next day to let the shredded leaves mulch the lawn. No bagging for this country man, that was for the suburbs. I drove around the corner to the back porch, turned off the engine, and lowered Johnny to the ground. The air had grown chilly and the sun had just set below the dark horizon, leaving a golden glow around us. I picked up the pumpkin and set it on the top step next to the bucket of chrysanthemums.


The aroma of baked ham wafted from the kitchen. My stomach growled and Johnny laughed.


“You’re hungry too, Opa.”


He scampered up the steps and ran inside to his mother, who waved to me to signal she had him.


I started the tractor again and moved around to the side of the house where the storm door led to our root cellar. Pulling open the gray painted doors, I leaned them on the jambs. Four stone steps led to the dirt-floored basement, which held the root cellar, or cold cellar, as my father used to call it. I propped the door open, ducked to enter the room, and looked around for a good spot to store the squash.


The room was already packed with produce from the harvest. Jars of jam, green beans, and piccalilli lined the shelves above the barrels and baskets of vegetables. Carrots and beets were buried in sand barrels. Onions hung from the ceiling in string bags. Potatoes filled four boxes. Apples and tomatoes were neatly wrapped in newspaper and stored in small baskets. I rummaged around in the corner to find a wooden box. It would work fine.


I started to unload some knobby blue-gray Hubbard squash and my mind wandered to the events of the past few weeks.


The place where the Knight painting had hung stayed empty, and a dark rectangle of unfaded wallpaper reminded me daily of its loss.


The painting was worth a mint, but that wasn’t what troubled me. It was the history, and I still couldn’t let it go.


It had been Emma’s painting, given to her directly by the artist himself. What a loss. I would never have sold it, even for the millions Bruno said it was worth.


Adam Knapp had filled me in with the details of the convoluted story about a week ago over pepperoni pizza at Pizza Paul’s in Conaroga. He said double and triple crossings were rampant in the counterfeiting world, and this whole sordid mess was no exception.


Lee Jalong, the art gallery owner from Boston, was believed to have been the mastermind behind ferrying both stolen originals and clever forgeries between Boston, Rochester, and New York City. It was thought he had arranged the sale of dozens of forgeries and stolen originals on the black market to unwitting victims, using Bruno Machielli as his Rochester connection.


Adam shocked me with this one. The Monet from Byron’s plane had turned out to be the original.


I almost gagged on my pizza when I realized we’d had the painting on our kitchen table, with juice spilled all over it, and I’d toted it around Central Park and on the airplane with casual indifference.


Adam said Bruno had believed the Monet to be a counterfeit, according to inside sources, and was going to sell it in New York. Jalong arranged to purchase the “counterfeit” through a third party in New York. The cleverly reproduced fake had been hanging on the walls of the Rochester museum for a year, and the technician who had done all of the evaluating had been on Bruno’s payroll, but also double-crossed him from time to time.


My head started to hurt at about this point, but Adam had continued his story while wolfing down his fifth piece of pizza.


When Victor got scared and double-crossed Jalong by reporting him to the police in Boston, Bruno also panicked. He arranged for Jalong’s murder and tried to blow up the evidence in Byron’s plane. He was also suspected of having arranged for the murder of Bartholomew Garcia in New York City when the investigations were stepped up and detectives were sent his way with lots of questions. 


Bruno had tried to cover his tracks, but for some reason he’d failed to kill off Dmitri.


My guess was that he’d actually tried to kill the tenor, but hadn’t hit him hard enough. He’d left him unconscious and bleeding, and had then taken my daughter as hostage. Maybe he thought he was dead.


GreekGod211 had recovered from his concussion and returned to Eastman, but not without near expulsion and extremely stern warnings from the school. Byron pled the boy’s case for him, and he was allowed back in his classes. His paramour, Rosalie Duran, resigned. If she hadn’t, Byron said she would have been fired. I pitied the lonely, raw-boned, large woman who had fallen for the tenor with the golden voice who fleeced a scholarship out of her with his attentions.


I still hated him.


I’d have to work on my anger issues sometime. But not now. I still had very good reasons for the rage.


Rosalie had been on the committee in charge of grants. Dmitri’s tuition was fully covered when he’d gone to her with his sob story about his family losing their fortune. It was later discovered that his family actually ran a flourishing hotel on one of the more popular Greek Islands. Not only had he slept with Duran nightly, but she provided him with clothes and spending money. Although I had begrudging respect for his talent, I still shuddered when I thought of his slithering ways and the fact that he’d almost robbed Shelby of her virtue. So he had a good voice. So what? He was still a real creep with no morals.


Shelby dumped Dmitri when she found out about his affair with Rosalie. She’d sobbed for days. I’d been proud of her, though, when she cut off all contact, and we’d had some good discussions about trust and morality and being careful in this dangerous world.


Her voice lessons with Byron continued, and we had many dinners at the Thai Dragon, enjoying conversations that didn’t start or end in hot tears or statements of “It’s not fair!”


It was a nice change.


I had all of Emma’s charcoals mounted in simple black wooden frames. I planned to display them about the house, and tonight, after dinner, Millie was going to help me strategically place them. She had a unique knack for interior design, as opposed to my complete lack thereof.


I mentally shook myself. I’d been standing over the wooden crate with a smooth-skinned butternut squash in my hands. I gently packed it away, and then grabbed a dozen potatoes for dinner. I hesitated, thinking of Siegfried, and then added four more to the bag.


Poor Sig had been unusually attentive to us since the night of our intended murder on Lake Ontario.


He’d hung around the house long after dinner, instead of his usual routine of returning to the carriage house to feed Sheba and settle in for the evening. Instead, he’d suggested board games, fed the fire in the hearth, and had followed Shelby and me around with his striking blue, puppy-dog eyes.


The goodnight hugs had been long and almost fierce.


I knew he’d suffered that night when they searched for our bodies in Lake Ontario. The scars showed when I caught him looking at me over the table, or when he passed Shelby the dice and announced she could go first in a game of Parcheesi. I responded by spending more time with my gentle friend, inviting him to accompany me on my errands in town.


I straightened, rubbed my lower back, and carried the potatoes in the hem of my tee shirt up the stairs and through the storm cellar doors.


Siegfried was there, looking down at me. “Need some help, Professor?”


I smiled at his worried face. “Sure, buddy. Feel like peeling a few potatoes?”





Chapter 62


Siegfried and I sat at the kitchen table with Byron. Scalloped potatoes bubbled in the oven under a layer of cheddar cheese and the collards steamed in a stockpot on the back burner. Siegfried intently peeled cucumbers, concentrating on getting all the dark green skins off, and I chopped some fresh dill that I’d picked from the still thriving plants near the porch.


Byron sat between us, looking content. His skin shone with a healthy glow and his eyes sparkled. He and Shelby traded jokes, and I marveled at the friendship they had established over the past few months. She’d been good for him. We’d all been good for him, and it was satisfying to have my old friend back in my life, too. I only wished Elsbeth could have been with us to enjoy the long chats about Boston and our history together.


My friend’s recovery was underway. He was quick to smile now, and the first to laugh at Siegfried’s jokes. He was going to be fine, and although he hadn’t shared any new information about relationships, I hoped he’d find someone to love.


Camille crimped the crust for two pineapple pies. When the table was set, Shelby opened cans of pineapple and mixed them together with sugar and cinnamon. She drained and poured the mixture into the piecrusts. Camille layered strips of crust over the top in a checkerboard pattern.


Just as she popped them in the oven, Freddie appeared at the door with Marion under one arm and Celeste under the other. She’d just come inside from the swing set out back and removed coats, hats, and mittens from all three children. Their cheeks were still rosy from the fresh air.


“Babies up for grabs. Johnny and I are going to set the table.”


Siegfried swept the cukes into a glass dish with the fresh dill and vinaigrette dressing. He passed it to me and reached for Celeste, who pointed to the tin chandelier over the table.


“Light!”


Siegfried held her high and nuzzled her neck and stomach. The baby giggled and shrieked, and it dawned on me for the millionth time what a treasure my brother-in-law was to the family. Strong, gentle, and fiercely loyal, I could never ask for a better friend.


I mixed the cucumbers and herbs quickly, then held out my arms for the dark-eyed Marion, settling her on my lap. She looked so cute in her jeans, red-checkered shirt, and white sneakers.


Staring at me with a very serious expression, she blinked her eyes several times in a row. “Eyes.” One pudgy finger poked at my left eye.


She reached up and pulled on my ear lobe. “Ears,” she whispered.


It was a new word for her.


“Good girl, that’s right, ears.” I planted mushy kisses on her soft cheeks. Her dark hair had started to form curlicues on the top of her head and I kissed them too, savoring the smell of her baby shampoo.


Another stab of love hit me, square in the chest. I loved these little ones so much it hurt. I hugged her to me and we played the word game until she tired of it.


The noise level rose when Maddy, Oscar, and Millie arrived. Millie brought gifts of fresh-baked rye bread and a softened, honey-nut butter. We waited impatiently for Joe Russell and Adam Knapp, who were uncharacteristically late.


The table was set, the food steamed on the sideboard under its covers, and the wine was poured and ready to drink. We arranged the twins in their high chairs, and settled Johnny on his booster seat.


“I’m hungry, Opa,” he said for the twentieth time.


“Okay, buddy. I’m getting yours now. You don’t have to wait any longer.” I carved the ham and dished out small portions to Johnny and the girls.


When Joe and Adam hadn’t arrived by quarter past the hour, we decided not to wait any longer. I dished out scalloped potatoes, slices of sweet ham, mounds of collard greens, the cucumber salad, and passed Millie’s bread and butter around the table.


We’d eaten our way halfway through the meal when the kitchen door opened. Joe and Adam practically sprinted into the dining room, turning all heads in their direction.


Joe smiled at Maddy, who tapped her wristwatch and frowned.


Adam flashed a soft smile at Freddie and then leaned down to kiss each child on the head.


Freddie looked at me as if to say, See? He’s a keeper.


Joe stood beside the table. “Evening, all. Sorry we’re late.”


Adam lingered beside him.


I wondered why they didn’t take their usual places at the table or remove their coats. “What’s up, guys?” 


Joe cleared his throat. “We have something for you, Gus. The Rochester PD found it at Wellington’s place today.”


“Wellington?” I searched my memory. “Oh. He’s the guy who cleaned the Knight painting, right?”


Adam answered. “That’s right. Why don’t you take a quick look, and then we’ll sit down to eat and fill you in on the details.” He looked at the food with longing, as if he hadn’t eaten all day. Maybe he hadn’t.


I pushed back my chair and walked into the kitchen. A flat, rectangular box leaned against the wall, wrapped in green canvas. Adam started to unwrap it.


“Bring it into the dining room so everyone can see,” I said, excitement welling within me.


Joe and Adam maneuvered it into the next room and untied the string securing the package. They let the fabric slide to the floor, and the room grew silent.


The old man and his fiddle played to a dancing white dog. The red satchel glowed from the ground. The Daniel Ridgway Knight painting shone in its frame. It had been cleaned, but wasn’t as bright as the one I’d accepted a few days ago. The colors were richer, more muted.


My throat tightened. “Is this the original?”


Adam nodded. “Yeah. The one you got back from the cleaner was a fake, Gus.”


Millie wheeled over and grabbed my hand. “Oh, Gus. It’s back. Emma would be so pleased.”


I looked at her glistening hazel eyes and squeezed her hand.


The officers shed their coats and sat down, serving themselves with large helpings of everything. I took one last look at the Knight, wheeled Millie back to her place, and sat down to my meal.


“What about Bruno?” I asked.


“He was caught last night in New Zealand,” Adam said. “Turned in by a dissatisfied buyer of a fake Monet. He sold him the second forgery Lee Jalong made of “The Waterloo Bridge, Veiled Sun,” assuming he’d never get up to Rochester to visit our museum. Unfortunately for Bruno, he was wrong. The customer has a mother who lives here, and they both visited the museum yesterday.”


Joe added, “So, the Knight painting he stole from you was a fake. Wellington created a forgery when he had your original in for cleaning. Bruno taught him well. He decided to go for a little action on the side, so to speak. It’s pretty funny, really. Bruno stole the counterfeit from you after teaching Wellington the business.”


Maddy spoke up. “Sounds like the moron got a taste of his own medicine.”


She laughed heartily and snuggled against Joe. “Crime doesn’t pay with boys like Joe around.”


Joe blushed, and shook his head. “I didn’t do anything. Anyway, they’re shipping Machielli back to Rochester Tuesday.” He took another bite of ham. “He’ll be arraigned and charged as soon as he arrives.”


The phone rang toward the end of the meal just as we were passing out pieces of pineapple pie.


Shelby leapt from her seat, knocked over her chair, and raced to the phone. “Hello? Oh, hi, Emile. How are you?”


She twirled as she spoke with her latest crush, walking around the corner into the kitchen, where we heard her giggling. After a few minutes, she raced back to the dining room. “Mom! My grounding’s over today, right?”


Camille looked at me. I nodded. I’d almost hoped she’d forgotten about the end of the punishment.


“I guess so, honey.” Camille looked dubious. It was a Saturday night and I knew that she worried about weekend drunks.


So did I.


“I love you, Mom! Can I, I mean, may I take your car? Emile and I wanted to see a movie. It starts at 6:30, so I’ll be back by 9:00. I promise.”


“Are you picking him up?” I said, hoping the answer was no.


She shook her head. “No, his folks are gonna drop him off and pick him up. He says they’re not ready to face a girlfriend yet.”


I smiled. “I empathize with them.”


Shelby rolled her eyes and leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Oh, Gus. You’re so old-fashioned. You wouldn’t let me date until I was thirty if it was up to you.”


I nodded. “Maybe thirty-five.”


She giggled. “So, Mom?”


Camille nodded slowly. “Okay. But remember, no one else rides in the car with you, and you have to be in the driveway with the engine turned off by 9:00 sharp. Deal?”


Shelby had already started to run up the stairs when she heard the answer. She shouted down to us. “Deal!”


We finished the last crumbs of our pie, drank some coffee, and spent the next hour placing Emma’s charcoal drawings around the house. I’d been surprised we had so much empty wall space, but Millie was very good at grouping them together in sets. Oscar patiently wheeled Millie from room to room until we were down to the last drawing.


I held it in my hands, searching for the girl’s face in the photograph of the thirty school children in Emma’s class. A strong need overwhelmed me to know who this young girl was. I’d matched every drawing so far to the names on the school photograph, and I wanted to do the same with her.


She gazed at us with big, soulful eyes and a mischievous smile. I traced my finger across the rows of students, and there, right in the middle of the group, was our girl.


Her name was Penny Ramonda.


Millie held the photo on her lap and smiled. “So adorable,” she said wistfully, “I wish I had known her.”


Byron crouched beside Millie’s chair. “Me, too. I wish I’d known all of them. Where shall we place her?”


Millie thought carefully, her lips pursed. Her eyes darted around the great room. “There,” she said softly, pointing to the wall to the left of the piano. “That’s the place for Penny.”


A black wrought iron reading lamp hid one section of the wall. Byron placed a nail where Millie directed, and then hung the picture.


Millie nodded. “Perfect,” she said.


Camille came down from the attic with the last of the watercolors Emma had painted of woodland wildflowers. “Gus, we never found a place for this one.”


The painting showcased a stone wall with violets and clover growing along its base. Soft green lichen covered multicolored stones. It was alive. I could feel the sun on my face and imagined the rough surface of the stones as I ran my fingers over them. I pulled myself away from it and looked at Millie and Oscar. Both were as captivated by the piece as I was.


“I think I know the perfect spot for it, honey,” I said.


They all looked expectantly at me. “Over the mantle in the Stone’s living room.”


Millie looked up with surprise. Oscar’s bright blue eyes widened.


“Really?” Millie said with a squeak.


“Really,” I said.


Camille smiled her approval.


Byron took the painting from her. “Capital idea! Let me put it in the backseat of your auto, folks.”


Our friends left with hugs and thanks. We finished up the dishes while Freddie put the children to bed. Finally, Camille, Siegfried, and I carried the Knight back upstairs to the bedroom where it rightfully belonged. Max and Boris followed us up the stairs with their toenails clicking on the wooden steps.


Siegfried and I hung the painting. The bedroom took on a familiar, comfortable character.


The world was right again. The Knight was home.


Siegfried said goodnight, hugged both of us extra tight, and gently closed the door to our bedroom. It was ten ‘til nine.


Camille pulled back the curtain and searched the driveway.


“Nothing yet?” I asked.


She shook her head. “No.”


We changed into our pajamas, brushed our teeth, and got in bed. Three minutes before nine.


We helped Boris onto the bed. Max jumped lightly to my side, turned a few times, and settled on my feet. We both picked up our books and sighed. It had begun again. The worry. The anxiety. The fears.


“What if—” she said.


“Don’t worry, honey.” I was worried enough for both of us.


I laid my head against her shoulder and snuggled against her. She looked up suddenly as the noise of tires crunching on the gravel driveway came from below at one minute ‘til nine.


Shelby turned off the ignition and the clock flipped to nine o’clock.


“See?” I said, “nothing to worry about. She’s home.”


We both settled down to read our books.


Shelby slammed the kitchen door and pounded up the stairs.

“I’m home!” She popped her head in the door and raced down to her own room without waiting for a response.


Camille and I smiled at each other, and I drew her toward me for a kiss. “And so it begins,” I said, kissing her again. “And so it begins.”


- The End –
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Chapter 1


Camille threw back the comforter and peered at the alarm clock. “Isn’t she home yet?” My wife had been dozing off and on for the past few hours, and her words were slurred from sleep.


Lying beside her, wide-awake, I answered in a tight, angry voice. “No, she’s not.”


She flopped back on her pillow with a loud sigh. “Geez, Gus. It’s almost twelve-thirty.”


I’d been worrying about my teenage daughter for two hours now, imagining the worst possible scenarios. An accident. Rape. Kidnapping. Dead in a ditch.


Curfew was ten-thirty, and Shelby was way past late. And this wasn’t the first time she’d been in trouble over the past few months. She’d been pushing her limits for a while now.


The full moon shone on the floorboards and bounced off the walls. Max snuffled in his sleep, stretched his legs, and thumped his tail against the bedspread. Boris, our long-haired mini-dachshund, snored contentedly; his hot-water-bottle-body warmed my feet.


“Should we call her?” Camille mumbled.


“I’ve left four messages already. But I can’t sleep until I know she’s safe.” I reached over to the nightstand to grab my phone. I scrolled down to Shelby’s name and tapped it. It rang. And rang. And rang.


“Hi! This is Shelby. I’m busy now, but I’ll call ya back. You know the drill.”


I grumbled into the phone. “Shelby. It’s Dad. You’re over two hours late and we’re worried. Call me.” Scowling, I thumbed it off. “She’s killing me, Camille. I don’t think I can take much more.”


“Huh?” Camille mumbled. She’d fallen asleep again. She flopped an arm over my chest and said, “Didden she pick up?”


I wiggled my legs in a futile attempt to get comfortable. “No. She’s not answering.”


Camille finally sat up, yawning. “Wait. Are you sure she’s not already home? Maybe she sneaked in while you were sleeping.”


I hadn’t been sleeping, but I heaved another sigh, threw back the covers, and stomped to the window. My bare feet froze on the wooden floorboards. I peered out into the dark night through elegant, frosty designs on the cold glass. The familiar shape of Camille’s VW Beetle was conspicuously absent from the snow-covered parking area stretching between the house and the barn.


“The bug’s still gone.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “Where the hell is she?”


“Try Alicia’s cell. They went to the movies together.”


“Okay. But if she doesn’t pick up, I’m going out to look for her.”


I got back in bed, reached for my cell again, and found Shelby’s best friend’s number. We’d entered dozens of her friends’ numbers since Shelby got her license several months ago.


“Hello?” Alicia sounded groggy.


“Hi, Alicia. It’s Mr. LeGarde. I’m looking for Shelby.”


She hesitated one second too long. “Uh...She’s not here, Mr. L.”


“When did she drop you off?”


The bedsprings squeaked in the background, and I imagined her rubbing sleep from her eyes and sitting up in bed. There was another pause.


“Er…I’m sorry, but our plans changed at the last minute. Work needed me to stay late, so I didn’t get out ‘til after the movie started. I’m not sure where she went.”


Anger and fear vibrated in my chest. I wasn’t sure which was the stronger emotion. “Alicia,” I said with forced calm. “Do you have any idea where she might be? We’re really worried.”


“I guess she might have gone to the Meyers’ party.”


“Stan and Lucy Meyers?” I said.


“Yeah. Steve threw a big party tonight. His parents are...”


I finished her sentence. “Out of town?”


She was silent.


“Alicia?”


“Yeah. I think they’re in Florida or someplace like that. I’m sorry, Mr. L. But I’m sure she’s fine. She probably just lost track of time.”


I thanked her and hung up. I’d already pulled on my jeans and a shirt when tires crunched against snow in the driveway.





Chapter 2


I stomped downstairs and waited in the doorway between the kitchen and the great room, arms crossed and brow furrowed.


Shelby breezed into the kitchen, pulled open the refrigerator, and grabbed a carton of orange juice. “Hi, Dad.”


“‘Hi, Dad?” I mimicked, frowning. “Are you kidding me?” I stormed into the kitchen after her. “Where were you? You’re two hours late.”


She avoided my eyes and poured a glass of juice. “Uh. At the movies. Remember? With Alicia.”


“Seriously? You’re going to lie about this?”


She turned an innocent face to me. “What? Why—”


I took a step toward her. “I just talked to Alicia.”


Her expression tightened. “What’d she say?”


“She spilled the beans, Shelby. You’re in big trouble.”


“Why?” she said, too casually.


“A party, Shelby? For crying out loud. When the parents aren’t home?”


“Nothing happened.” Shelby casually leaned against the refrigerator. She took another slug of juice and rolled her eyes. “Curfews are dumb. It’s Friday night. I don’t have school tomorrow.”


I wanted to give her my standard lecture about privileges and rules and loss of freedom if the rules were broken. But this was the second time in a month she’d flagrantly ignored her curfew, and worse, she seemed unconcerned about the consequences.


“The rules don’t change for the weekend, you know that. Your mother and I were worried sick.”


“I don’t know why.” She flounced to the cupboard and reached for a pack of Oreos.


“You’re grounded.”


Her eyes flashed in anger, and her lips compressed. She tore open the package of cookies and ate one.


“This time it’s not just for one day, it’s for a whole week. No car, no phone, no computer, no television, no anything,” I said, just getting warmed up.


“You can’t do that!”


“I’m not done,” I said. “The grounding is for breaking curfew. I haven’t punished you for lying to me yet. That translates to a weekend of chores.”


“What?” She spat the word at me.


“I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to get through to you. You’re using your mother’s car every night. Your attitude is disrespectful. You’re hanging out with kids we don’t even know, who are probably drinking alcohol. God knows what went on at that party tonight. You promised to stick to a schedule, to be home by ten-thirty every night.”


She rolled her eyes again and took two steps toward me. “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my real father.”


She’d stuck me with a proverbial knife and twisted it in my heart. I felt it, as authentic as steel, and staggered from the blow.


Camille padded down the stairs. “Shelby! What’s wrong with you? Gus is the only father you have now. He adopted you, for God’s sake. He’s my husband, and I won’t have you talk to him like that.”


“But, Mom! He said I can’t—”


“Whatever Gus said, goes.” She paused for a moment and her voice hardened. “Unless you’d rather go live with your ‘real’ father, in prison?”


Another low blow.


Shelby fumed. I walked past her to pick up the glass and put it in the sink. The scent of smoke wafted from her hair. It wasn’t cigarettes. Suddenly, I was transported back to Woodstock. The sickeningly sweet stench of marijuana rose from my sixteen-year-old daughter.


“You smoked pot?” I yelled.


Camille leaned over and sniffed Shelby’s hair. Her eyes widened. “My God, is this how you answer our trust? Is this how it’s going to be?”


Shelby looked wounded. “I can’t believe you’d think I would— Arggghhh! You never trust me. Neither one of you.” She screamed and ran up the stairs. Seconds later, a baby began to wail.


The sounds of my twin granddaughters’ cries were distinctively different, and I recognized Celeste immediately. I bounded toward the stairs.


Camille turned off the kitchen light, followed me upstairs, and continued down the hall to our room. Shelby’s door slammed at the far end of the house. I snorted in frustration and then peeked into Freddie’s bedroom. My daughter lay sound asleep on her queen-sized bed. Her wispy gold hair covered her face. The poor thing had worked extra long hours this week at her veterinary clinic and was exhausted. I pulled her door closed and hurried to the twins’ bedroom.


Celeste sat up in her crib, her copper-colored hair curled in tight ringlets and her peaches and cream cheeks damp with tears. “Opa. Binky.” She pointed to the blue pacifier she’d thrown on the floor.


It landed nub up, so I grabbed it and handed it back to her.


She tossed it aside and lifted both arms to me. “Uppy.”


I picked her up. She snuggled into my neck, collapsing against me. I grabbed the pacifier, one more time. This time, she accepted it. I settled in the rocking chair with her, rubbing her back. The wooden slats creaked as we rocked on the hardwood floor. Back and forth. Back and forth. I hummed “Rock-a-bye Baby,” feeling her warm breath on my neck.


Marion, Celeste’s dark-haired twin, slept quietly in her crib, sucking on her pacifier as it moved in and out of her rosebud mouth. Her cherubic face was lit by the glow of the tiny night-light.


Ten minutes later, Celeste’s breathing slowed and she relaxed in my arms. I kissed her soft cheeks and lowered her into the crib. She squirmed, lifted her head for a moment, and flopped back on the mattress. I held my breath and said a little prayer, then crept backwards out of the room.


If only they didn’t have to grow up.


I wearily shuffled down the hall and leaned into my grandson Johnny’s room. I watched his chest rise and fall several times. He lay on his back, with both arms and legs spread-eagled. A soft snore escaped him. The purple balloons from his birthday party last Thursday bobbed on the bedpost. They’d lost air and were wrinkled. I couldn’t believe he was already five.


When I finally crawled into bed beside Camille, I collapsed onto my pillow. After a few minutes of tossing and turning, I finally drifted off to sleep, fretting about the teenage condition and worrying about what lay in store for us tomorrow.





Chapter 3


I woke at six o’clock, wondering how the rest of the night had passed so quickly. Had I even slept?


I must have, because I started to recall a weird dream where Shelby fired me as her father. I’d been crushed. And then I’d floated out to Sig’s carriage house and we’d played Scrabble, where all my letters were x’s, y’s, and z’s.


Max jumped off the bed and trotted to the door. He wagged his tail and whined.


“Okay, okay. I’m getting up.”


Except for the sound of my pal’s toenails clicking on the pine floorboards, the house was silent; everyone upstairs was still sleeping. Boris raised his nose in the air and thumped his tail on the comforter. He wanted to go out, too, but his legs were too short to jump down.


“Coming, buddy,” I whispered, lowering him gently to the floor.


He shook and stretched, then followed Max to the top of the stairs, wagging his red plume tail.


I pulled on some socks and slid quietly past the rest of the bedrooms, hoping not to disturb the sleeping brood.


After I let the dogs out onto the snow-covered porch, I started a pot of coffee. While I waited for it to drip into the carafe, Siegfried ducked into the kitchen.


He’d just crossed the snowy driveway from the carriage house. “Guten Morgen, Professor.”


He brushed the snow from his coat and stomped his boots on the mat. Siegfried, devoted great-uncle to the children and twin brother to my deceased wife, Elsbeth, works in Freddie's veterinary clinic. In spite of his diminished mental capacities resulting from a boating accident when he was twelve, he is my best friend and a staunch family guardian.


He unbuttoned his canvas coat, removed his hat, and placed a basket of eggs on the table.


I did a double take, for his usual healthy complexion seemed flushed. “Morning, Sig. Nice eggs. How many did we get today?” I studied him carefully. Something was definitely off.


“Ten,” he said, in an uncharacteristically flat tone.


“You okay, buddy?”


He flopped onto a chair, wiped a drop of perspiration from his forehead, and rested his cheek on his hand. “I fed the animals, but I did not clean the stalls. I am sorry.”


I laid the back of my hand against Siegfried’s forehead. “My God. You’re burning up.”


Sig smiled half-heartedly. “Ja. I am a little bit tired, too.”


“I’m taking your temperature. Wait right here.”


I flew up the stairs, grabbed the thermometer and a clean plastic sleeve from our medicine chest, and hurried down again. “Here, under your tongue. Are you up for coffee? No, that’s not a good idea. How about some tea?”


He tucked the thermometer under his tongue and nodded when I mentioned tea. I started the teakettle and found the green tea in the cabinet.


“Want some honey in it, buddy?”


Siegfried had what my mother used to call “fever eyes.” They looked glazed and he squinted when he looked into the light. He nodded, resting his head against his palm again.


I dropped the teabag into the cup, swirled in some honey, stirred it, and set it before him. The thermometer beeped. I took it from him, discarded the disposable sheath, and read the display.


“Cripes, Sig. It’s 103.1.”


“I am sick?” he asked. He looked dazed.


“Very.”


“I have work to do,” he said, but his voice weakened and trailed to a whisper. He lay his head on the table.


“Not today, you don’t. Come on. I’m putting you in Mrs. Pierce’s room. She won’t be home ‘til tomorrow night. This way I’ll be able to keep an eye on you. Here,” I said, twisting open a bottle of Advil from the counter. I filled a small glass with water. “Take these. It’ll bring down the fever.”


Siegfried dutifully took the pills. I ushered him into our housekeeper’s first floor bedroom suite. We’d transformed this small wing of our 1811 farmhouse into a convalescent room for my wife, Elsbeth, when she had come home to die from the cancer. Mrs. Pierce had joined the household to help with Elsbeth. After my wife passed, we’d asked Mrs. Pierce to stay on as a housekeeper and nanny. The room worked out well for our mother hen, and she’d made it quite homey.


I placed the mug of tea on the night table and motioned for Sig to sit on the ladder-back chair beside the window.


“Sit there while I change the sheets. It’ll just take a sec.”


As I ripped apart the double bed, Shelby wandered into the room looking bleary-eyed. She was still in her pajamas, and I was shocked to see her up so early.


“What’s going on?” she asked with a yawn.


Tossing the pillows on the free chair, I stretched a fresh fitted sheet over the mattress. I was still mad at her. “Your uncle’s sick. He has a high fever.”


She looked at him with sympathy. “Oh, poor Uncle Sig. I’m sorry. Can I get you anything? Do you want me to bring Sheba in here for you?”


I looked at her in surprise. It was as if my wife’s personality had suddenly infused into Shelby. The intonation, the words, and the facial expressions were all Camille’s. The raving she-wolf from the night before had vanished. Vamoosed. 


“Ja. Sheba,” he mumbled.


Siegfried and I had rescued the golden retriever from a hunter’s trap two years earlier. Siegfried and the sweet canine had adopted each other. She slept on his bed every night.


He closed his eyes again. “Danke.”


Shelby smiled, pushed dark locks from her eyes, and trotted out to the mudroom to get her coat.


“Be back in a jiffy,” she said.


I stared after her in surprise.


Siegfried spoke with his eyes still closed. “She’s like her Mama, Ja?”


“Yeah,” I said. “It’s so bizarre. One minute she’s tearing my head off, and the next minute…”


“She is a teenager,” he whispered.


I helped him walk to the bed. “I don’t remember Freddie being this bad.”


“She was a good girl,” he mumbled. He slid beneath the sheets and nestled into the pillows.


I laughed and pulled the comforter up to his chin. “You’d think I would have learned something about teenagers, having raised Freddie.”


He smiled and turned on his side. “Ja. But she was different. And Shelby had a very hard start.”


He was right. Freddie gave Elsbeth and me a few rough moments when she was growing up, but it had been relatively painless. I never realized how lucky we were. Poor Shelby had lost her biological father to prison due to his repeated abuse of her mother.  In addition, she had been in a coma for many years after a delivery truck nearly killed her. It hadn’t been an easy life for a young girl.


Try to be more tolerant.


The thought hit me hard, as if I were hearing it from someone else.


Who? Elsbeth? My father?


As I turned off the light and watched Siegfried fall asleep, I mused about my deceased wife and her brother. Intense and fiery, Elsbeth had complemented Siegfried’s gentle demeanor. The two had been bonded with psychic superglue. They were inseparable, and as children, we three had been best pals, wandering the Genesee Valley together on horseback. God, how I missed those days.


Sighing, I stood.


It’d been six years now since I lost Elsbeth.


I shook the sad thoughts away, backed out of the bedroom, and pulled the door shut.





Chapter 4


Shelby burst into the kitchen with three canines racing beside her. The dogs simultaneously stopped and shook snow from their coats, which unfortunately landed in a cold flurry on my daughter. A breeze followed them into the kitchen and smashed the door against the wall.


Shelby stood in the middle of the dogs, face screwed up in anger. “Argh!” She backed away from the dog mob and slammed the door shut. “Stop it, you guys. I’m going to smell like wet dogs now.”


She kicked off my size eleven snow boots that she’d borrowed to fetch Sheba from the carriage house, left them on the floor in the middle of the room, and threw her coat onto a chair.


I held back lecturing her about putting things away, especially my stuff. She frequently borrowed my boots for her trips out to the mailbox or to and from the cars. Why she couldn’t lace up her own boots was a mystery to me.


“Are you okay?” I laughed.


She flopped onto a chair. “They soaked me!”


“Think you’ll melt?” I said, tossing her a playful smile.


She rolled her eyes. “Dad!”


I dropped a pat of butter into the cast iron skillet, cracked three eggs into the sputtering pan, and stirred them with a wooden spoon. Nodding toward Siegfried in the other room, I said, “Sheba will make him feel better. That was very thoughtful of you, honey.”


“He adores that dog,” she said softly.


As if on cue, Sheba pushed open the door to Mrs. Pierce’s bedroom and found her master. The springs squeaked when she jumped onto the bed. Max and Boris trotted into the great room and both rolled around on our antique Persian rug.


Wet dog smell. Lovely.


I continued to stir the eggs, marveling at Shelby’s ability to shift moods. First, screeching mad at the dogs. Next, melting with empathy for Siegfried.


“Want some eggs?” I asked.


Shelby wrinkled her nose and began rummaging in the refrigerator. “Yuk! No way. Do you know how much fat is in that butter?”


I raised one eyebrow, casting a surprised glance her way.


“Sorry, Dad. I mean, no thanks. I’ll just have some yogurt.”


She grabbed a carton of cherry yogurt and stirred it slowly. I seasoned the eggs and scooped them onto a plate.


“Dad?” she said, in a super-sweet tone.


I knew a negotiating dance was about to begin. Sitting down to eat, I looked at her. “Yes?”


“Um. About last night.”


“Uh-huh.”


“I didn’t smoke pot. Honest, I didn’t. Terry sat beside me and passed it around, but I said no. I swear to God.”


I searched her eyes. She seemed sincere. “I’m glad, honey. That’s one of the reasons you’re not allowed to go to parties. There’s too much stuff floating around that could get you in trouble.”


She frowned, pouted, and sighed. “I know.”


She ate a few small bites of yogurt and then looked at me again.


“Um, Dad? Since I got up so early, if I start my work now, do you think when I’m done, you could cut me a break? I’m supposed to go to Alicia’s for dinner tonight.”


She looked at me with her big brown eyes. I half expected her to start making cute puppy sounds. She was so darned obvious.


“Sorry, honey. The grounding stands. I know you’ve gotten out of it in the past, but it’s not going to work this time.”


She pouted, played with the yogurt, and then snorted. “It’s not fair!”


The argument was predictable and familiar. I sighed. “Shelby, life isn’t supposed to be fair. If you play by the rules, you get the perks, like the car. Driving is a privilege, not a right. You need to learn that.”


She sighed again. “Please don’t lecture me, Dad. I can’t take it any more.”


She sounded just like I had felt last night.


Concentrating on her yogurt, she worked on the next plan of attack. “So, what lame jobs do you have planned for your slave?” she said, sounding more and more like the Grumpy character in “Snow White.”


I snorted a laugh. “My slave?” She’d done so few jobs around the place in the past few weeks that I thought “the princess” would suit her better.


“Yeah.”


I had been thinking up jobs all morning and eagerly began to list them. “First, the barn. We have to clean those stalls.”


She hissed a sigh and dropped her chin onto her hands. “We? Are you going to help me?”


“No. You’ll do it alone.”


Another eye roll. “What else?”


“Shovel the path from the barn to the house. Everyone’s coming for dinner this afternoon. Then I want you to tackle the laundry. We have about ten loads to do, especially since the babies were sick this week. Mrs. Pierce got way behind.”


Five-year-old Johnny and his twin fourteen-month-old sisters, Marion and Celeste, had been ill with an intestinal flu all week. We’d gone crazy changing and washing sheets, clothes, and even shampooing rugs. Between us all, we’d struggled to keep my grandchildren dry and clean. The diapers disappeared as quickly as a box of Kleenex empties when a child pulls them out for fun. Someone had been at the store every day, often twice per day, picking up extra Tylenol, Motrin, Gatorade, and Pedialyte popsicles. It was the week from hell.


Shelby moaned and rolled her eyes. “You want me to wash pukey baby sheets? Oh. My. God.”


I covered a smile with my hand and refilled my coffee cup. “Yup.”


She finished her yogurt, tossed the can into the garbage from across the room, made the shot, and grinned. “I told you I should try out for basketball.”


I laughed again. “Rightly so.”


And then the chameleon changed color. Again.


“So, everyone’s coming for dinner?”


“They are,” I said.


“Why do we have to feed the whole darned neighborhood, Dad? Why does everyone have to come here, every single weekend? Why don’t they ever invite us to their houses? It’s so annoying.”


I picked up my dish and rinsed it under the faucet. I didn’t give her an answer. We’d always had a large crowd on the weekends. I loved feeding our family and friends. Family feasts were our tradition, after all. I preferred it in the summer, when I could harvest armloads of fresh vegetables from my garden, but I always found something good at our local Wegmans in the winter.


I opened the dishwasher and put the plate inside, thinking about our adopted parents, Oscar and Millie Stone, who were coming to dinner with a number of other friends. At least once a week, Oscar drove Millie up the hill from Goodland Station to visit us. An accomplished nature photographer, Oscar tended lovingly to his wife, who suffered from advanced arthritis and was wheelchair-bound.


The rest of the guests included Officers Joe Russell and Adam Knapp, our local police, who had become good friends over the course of the past few years. Joe Russell was dating my mother-in-law, Maddy, who also doubled as my secretary in the music department at Conaroga University.


I smiled when I pictured Maddy, then closed the dishwasher gently. She was a vivacious, extroverted matchmaker who’d taken a shine to Joe. I tried to imagine a family feast without them, and failed. They were family, regardless of their genetic links or lack thereof.


“What’s so funny?” Shelby asked.


I shook my head and answered, “Nothing, honey. Just daydreaming, I guess.”


“You do that a lot, Dad. So, after I do all those wretched jobs, can I go to Alicia’s? If I do the dishes, too?” she begged.


I didn’t roll my eyes. I didn’t sigh. I remained calm. “Not this time, Shelby.”


She blew her bangs up in the air. “Geez! You’re impossible. I can’t get anywhere with you today.”


I dried off the skillet and hung it on the wall. “Guess you should’ve slept in,” I said, covering another smile.
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