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            AUSPICIOUS ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dress appropriately,” the invitation advised. Considering the invitation was for membership in a secret fashion society that I hadn’t known existed until I picked up last week’s mail, the definition of “appropriately” had more layers than the sweater shelf in my closet. These were my people, and I wanted them to accept me as one of them.

      The secret fashion society called themselves the Fahrenheit Guild. Aside from the dress code and address, there wasn’t anything on the invitation to tell me much about them, so I’d turned my attention to the internet, where I’d found the phrase “secret fashion society.” I had to give them credit; they appeared to take the secret part seriously.

      When my research about the guild didn’t net much, I’d turned my investigative talents toward the castle. I mean, why was there a castle in the middle of Ribbon, Pennsylvania?

      The imposing stone structure in front of me had been built in the twenties by a German immigrant. Instead of the expected architecture of a Holy Grail-era castle, Braeburn Castle was a two-story edifice modeled after one in Bavaria. The castle keep was on the left, standing easily twice as tall as the rest of the building. Constructed of local materials and built by regional craftsmen, the castle was a testament to what the city of Ribbon was like during pre-World War II times. I loved these unexpected structures. They reminded me my town had a rich history that existed long before I was born.

      After trying on half my wardrobe, I’d settled on a vintage Bonnie Cashin skirt suit. I smoothed the jacket and tapped the heavy iron knocker against the wooden door. The invitation said I would be greeted at the entrance, so I waited with the crisp chill of an October evening snaking around my legs. The more I followed the instructions from the Fahrenheit Guild, the more I felt like Alice falling down the rabbit hole. For the briefest moment, I wondered if I should have commissioned a blue dress with white pinafore instead.

      The door was opened by a man who appeared to be a hundred and five. “Ms. Kidd, I presume?” he asked. He wore a black tuxedo, which I dismissed as a uniform for staff. He seemed unimpressed by my ensemble.

      “Yes. I’m Samantha Kidd.” I reached into my handbag for my invitation, but he waved it away.

      “The others are waiting in the clubroom at the end of the hall.” He turned his back to me and walked away.

      “Wait,” I said. I pushed the invitation back into the depths of my handbag and reached out. The man turned back. I didn’t grab him, but my hand was headed toward his arm, and his eyes took in the possibility of contact with what appeared to be dismay. Slowly, I retracted my hand and pretended I’d made a perfectly acceptable gesture. “Can you tell me anything about them?” I asked. “The guild,” I added for clarification. “I assume they meet here regularly. I couldn’t find anything on the internet, but I guess that’s what makes them secret. What are they like to work for?” I smiled, hoping the elderly man would find me charming. (So far, nothing.) I lowered my voice. “Are they at least good tippers?”

      “Follow me.” He turned and walked through a dark hallway made of exposed brick walls and ceiling. The man’s footsteps were silent on faded and worn overlapping Turkish rugs that appeared to have been there since the place was built. I scampered into the hallway to keep up with him, and the rubber tip of my heel caught in the rug. I bent to free it, noticing the carpet’s threadbare condition. The man turned, and I smiled, slipped my foot back into my shoe, and walked on my tiptoes the rest of the way.

      I wanted to ask him to slow down, but I sensed I’d already done something wrong, and I didn’t want to compound my social gaffe. The hallway was poorly lit, and the man’s black tux made his figure harder to track. Eventually, I reached a heavy wooden door not unlike the entrance. The door was slowly closing, and my powers of deduction told me it couldn’t close without having been open first, so I took a calculated risk and yanked on the handle. It swung toward me easier than I’d expected, and I had to step back to avoid being hit. Inside was a room filled with the best-dressed people I’d ever seen in Ribbon, Pennsylvania.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Fahrenheit Guild, I’d like to introduce Samantha Kidd,” the butler said. “Though after her less-than-auspicious arrival, I may rethink the nomination of her as my successor.”

      Successor? I thought this man worked here. Was this a job interview?

      Did I ask him about tips?

      My eyes had finally adjusted to the dim light in the room, and I studied the man. I’d misjudged his age; up close he didn’t look a day over ninety-nine. He was about my height, and the lines of his tux offset the curvature of his spine. His eyebrows were drawn low over his eyes, indicating dissatisfaction. I’d like to say I knew what I’d done wrong, but I can be blissfully ignorant when it comes to my personal behavior.

      A petite woman in a black St. John knit suit stood. “Hans, we’ve been through this.” She shifted her attention to me. “Welcome, Samantha.” She smiled warmly, and I smiled back.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’m delighted to be here. I had no idea⁠—”

      The woman held up her hand to shush me, and I stopped talking. Was that another misstep? My smile froze in place, and I looked away from her and at the others. Someone in here would tell me what was going on. I’d approached the castle door feeling like Alice in Wonderland, but now that I was inside, the night felt more like Eyes Wide Shut.

      The woman approached the front of the room. She was younger than Hans. I’d place her in her late seventies. Her hair was gray in the front and black in the back, cut in a razor-sharp angled bob that graced her angular jawline. Her suit was accessorized with a triple strand of Jackie-O pearls that filled in the collar, and her earrings appeared to be Paloma Picasso for Tiffany’s. (I didn’t always identify garments by designer, but I’d been studying as prep for tonight, and it seemed a shame to let the knowledge go to waste.)

      “Samantha, I’m Cecile Sézane.” She held out her hand, and I shook it. “We were finishing some business prior to your interview. Would you mind waiting in the hallway?” She glanced back at Hans, who hadn’t dropped the glare from his expression.

      “Sure,” I said. I turned toward the door and then turned back. “Am I early? The invitation said seven.”

      “We’ve been discussing outstanding matters,” she offered. She extended her arm toward the door. “I can’t invite you to sit in until you’ve been properly vetted. You do understand, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Of course.” I pointed to the door. “I’ll wait out here.”

      The door to the room opened, and a woman entered with a tray. Cecile took it from her and set it on the end of the table. “Marguerite, can you show Samantha out?”

      The woman nodded. “Of course,” she said. She left the room, and I followed.

      “Are they always like this?” I asked.

      “Like what?” she asked. I studied her face and wondered if she had no opinion of the group in the clubroom, or if her job depended on her allegiance to them.

      I considered my choice of words, but before I discovered a politically correct term for snobby, Marguerite spoke. “I’ve heard some heated discussions come from the clubroom when they have meetings. Hans is usually the instigator. But his bark is worse than his bite if you want my opinion.” She cocked her head. “You’ll do fine.” She smiled and then turned away and left through a door farther down the hall.

      As the heavy door to the clubroom swung shut behind me, I stepped a few feet into the hallway and rested against a wall. It was not every day you found yourself standing around the interior of a castle, and it appeared as though I was alone. I didn’t want to veer too far from the clubroom, but Cecile had asked me to give them privacy, so hovering in eavesdropping range seemed a bad idea. (The possibility that they were talking about me made it a tempting option, but this felt like one of those do-the-opposite-of-your-impulse moments.)

      I eased my way a few feet down the hallway. A shadow moved on the ground in front of me. A few seconds later, a scruffy cat crossed the hallway and disappeared. I followed the cat to the vestibule and spent the next ten minutes trying to get him to trust me.

      “Wilhelm?” I heard. I froze. The cat lifted his head and then jumped down and ran toward the voice. A few seconds later, Cecile rounded the corner with the cat in her arms. Finding me in the hallway startled her enough to relax her arms. The cat jumped down and ran away.

      “Samantha,” she said. “We’re ready for you now.”

      I asked the most obvious question. “The cat’s name is Wilhelm?”

      She grinned. “You’ll get used to it.”

      I made my way back to the clubroom. As I tiptoed over the carpets, this time I heard muffled voices arguing. I passed a room whose door had been closed, and a surreptitious glance showed Hans reprimanding a young, red-haired man. I didn’t know the old man well enough to know if his crabby expression was his default, or if the younger man had done something worthy of Hans’s criticism, but I didn’t like what I saw.

      On a whim, I stopped outside the door and poked my head in. “Hans?” I called. The interruption had the desired effect. Hans glared at me. His face was red, brow even more furrowed than it had been upon my arrival. “The guild is ready to resume the meeting. You’re coming, aren’t you?”

      I hovered in the doorway and held my arm out in the direction of the clubroom. I forced a bright smile onto my face and maintained eye contact.

      Eventually, Hans turned back to the boy, raised his cane, and shook it at him. “Watch yourself, or you’ll be next.” He put his cane back down and left the room, pausing next to me. “And you need to learn to mind your own business.” He raised his cane to waist-height and used it to push me back against the door. “One more strike and you’re out too.”
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      I stared at Hans’s back as he returned to the clubroom, and then turned to the younger man. His head was still down, and he didn’t look at me. “Crisis averted,” I said in a friendly tone of voice.

      The young man looked up at me. There was a red mark on his cheekbone, visible above his facial scruff. I entered the room and approached him. “Did he hit you?”

      He stepped back and put both hands up. “Just leave me alone, will you?” he said. “I don’t want to get into any more trouble.”

      My Achilles heel was helping people, and in most cases, the recipients of my help didn’t want it. Now that I was somewhat self-aware, it was easier to recognize the trigger. The truth was, I didn’t know what I’d seen while passing the room, and for all I knew, Hans had every reason to reprimand the guy.

      Underdogs, though, were my second Achilles heel, probably because I saw them as kindred spirits.

      I returned to the meeting. Half of the original group was gone, and this time a row of six chairs had been lined up behind a table facing the front of the room. We’d gone from Eyes Wide Shut to the audition scene in Flashdance.

      Cecile closed the door and took a seat. A near-empty pitcher of water sat on a silver tray in the center of the table, and six glasses in various stages of full to empty sat in front of each seat.

      Hans sat in a chair farthest from the door. Between him and the seat Cecile chose were a zaftig woman with bouncy blond hair dressed in a man’s dress shirt tucked into a black satin skirt, and a thin man in an embroidered western-style shirt paired with black tuxedo pants. On the other side of Cecile was an Asian woman. Her jet-black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her forehead was covered in blunt-cut bangs. She wore a flowy silk kimono printed with pink cherry blossoms paired with an ivory silk tank top and matching silk trousers. A vacant seat was between the Asian woman and the door, and a notepad, pen, and water glass occupied the table.

      “Samantha,” Cecile started, “allow me to introduce us.” She turned to her right and leaned forward. “You’ve already met Hans. Next to him is Lucy, and this is Buck.” The man in the embroidered shirt raised his glass, tipped it in my direction, and took a drink. Cecile turned to her left. “This is Ahn.” Each of the members smiled and nodded in turn. I immediately decided my first order of business, after being voted in, was to suggest name tags, because this many names in this short amount of time was a recipe for disaster.

      Cecile continued. “Tonight’s interview is a formality. We call it an interview, but we’d like to get to know you as much as we want you to get to know us.”

      “That’s great,” I said, feeling the adrenaline from my encounter with Hans subside. “I do have questions. How long have you been meeting? When did the guild start? How do you keep it a secret?”

      “I told you not to tell her it was a formality,” Hans said, visibly disgusted. “She thinks she’s in. Look at her. Wearing brown after eight.” He shook his head in distaste.

      I glanced down at my vintage Bonnie Cashin ensemble. It was a skirt suit made of heavily textured brown and ivory boucle trimmed in cognac leather. The skirt had an A-line, and the collar of the jacket was oversized enough to frame out my face. When I’d come across it in the Ribbon hospital resale shop, it had significant damage from an enthusiastic moth. I’d had it repaired and relined at a reweaving shop on the Main Line, and until this moment thought no one would notice.

      “I wasn’t aware there was a dress code,” I said, addressing the group. “The invitation said you’re a fashion society, and I thought you would appreciate this choice. Bonnie Cashin is widely credited as being the pioneer of American sportswear.”

      “Is that what you think this is?” Hans asked. “A forum to discuss who you, a non-member, think is an important contributor to American fashion?”

      Heat rose over my cheeks. “I don’t know what this is,” I said. I quickly scanned the rest of the faces watching me and then directed my reply to Hans. “I received an invitation to join your club, which I—perhaps mistakenly—thought meant someone here thought I had something to contribute.” I tore my gaze from Hans’s crabby face and one by one looked each of the people seated at the table in the eye. “If that’s not why I’m here, then could someone please enlighten me to the real reason?”

      Buck, the man in the western shirt, pulled a silver flask out of his shirt pocket and unscrewed the cap then refilled his crystal tumbler with something amber. He capped the flask and tucked it away then raised his glass in my direction. “She holds up under interrogation, I’ll give her that,” he said to Lucy. He drained his glass and set it on the table.

      Lucy grinned at me. The two of them, closest in age to me, provided more of a welcoming vibe than I’d felt all evening, and I allowed a shy smile in return. I was teetering on the edge of overwhelm, trying to come up with mnemonic tricks to remember their names, when Cecile spoke again.

      “What other questions do you have for us?”

      “What exactly is the Fahrenheit Guild?”

      “We’re fashion historians,” Cecile said. She gestured to include the others at the table. “Each of us represents an important fashion pattern. We memorize the components of a garment, the design details, and the historical context of them.”

      “How does that work?” I asked. “Where do you get the patterns? Are there archives here? Do you host exhibits? Do the design houses know about you?”

      Buck leaned back and draped his arms over the chair. “Once a garment is nominated, we debate the merits of it. Is it already a classic? Is it destined to become one? Who has it influenced? How long has it been around? Can we trace the history to a moment in time, or was it the hallmark of a designer’s career?”

      “Like jersey dresses and Halston?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” Lucy answered. “We vote to approve a garment then use club dues to purchase two versions of the same thing. One goes into the archives and the other gets deconstructed. That becomes the pattern.”

      “You take apart a classic garment to make a pattern,” I said, slowly processing what that meant. To most people, it would have sounded like a lot of work for nothing, but to a person steeped in fashion history, it sounded equal parts genius and sacrilege.

      “You asked if the design houses knew of us,” Cecile said. “Founding members have reached out to them, sometimes successfully, but mostly not. More and more we’re faced with designers who want to free themselves from what they’ve once stood for, so they can shift into new directions and capture a younger audience. Our goals of equating them with one pattern are at odds with their business strategies.”

      Lucy leaned forward and looked at the others. “Remember when the people at Pucci wanted to stop making prints?” Several of the panelists snickered.

      Cecile continued. “We’re not concerned with business growth. We care about the preservation of history.”

      Lucy interjected, “There have been attempts to shut us down.”

      It sounded like make-believe, even to a person like me. Why would anyone care if a group of people in a mid-sized town sixty miles west of Philadelphia wanted to deconstruct old garments and memorize them for some perceived noble motivation? I felt like I was being put on. Like a camera crew was going to pop out from behind a secret wall at any moment and shout “Gotcha!”

      But as I scanned the faces in front of me, I saw nothing that told me this was a joke. Cecile took the group seriously, and Hans looked as if I alone would bring dishonor to his secret club.

      If this was for real and the rest of the members were anything like these five, then I’d found my tribe. My eyes lingered on the empty spot next to Ahn. From where I stood, I could see that notes had been made on the top sheet of the abandoned notepad, but it was impossible to read them.

      My attention was pulled away from the notepad when Cecile asked me a question about my background. I’d practiced this response at home with my shoe designer husband, and the answer flowed out smoothly.

      “After getting a bachelor’s degree in the history of fashion, I was hired by Bentley’s New York department store,” I started. I continued with the highlights: I worked up their corporate ladder and moved back to Ribbon with the expectation of working for a legendary fashion figure. This was the part where my “experience” got sticky. A series of homicides, unrelated except for two things: their connection to the world of fashion and me, had dotted the next near-decade, giving the term “crimes of fashion” new meaning. I went with a glossier narrative.

      “Since moving to Ribbon, I’ve mostly worked freelance, always supporting the fashion industry,” I wrapped up. I gave them the full wattage of my smile, shooting for something more Tom Cruise than Britney Spears.

      “What do you know about jeans?” Hans asked abruptly.

      “Jeans?” I repeated. “I’m not a fan of fast fashion, and designer denim is one of the biggest culprits. Whenever I need space in my closet, jeans are the first to go.”

      I’d been speaking directly to Hans, but now, I peeked at the others. Ahn made notes, and both Lucy and Buck were staring at Hans. Cecile’s gaze fell somewhere around my midsection. Lucy smiled at me, and I welcomed the feeling of kinship. I smiled back.

      “If I am to become a member of the Fahrenheit Guild, you’ll never see me in jeans,” I added. “I may have misinterpreted the dress code tonight, but that won’t happen again.”

      I’d always felt like owning up to your errors made more sense than pretending you hadn’t made them, and in this case, my brown-boucle-after-eight error, regardless of its provenance, had already been made an issue. There was something about Hans’s line of questions that hinted at an agenda, and if I were to be his successor, then he was the one I had to impress.

      While I stood at the front of the room, the door opened and Marguerite returned with a fresh pitcher of water. The room remained silent as she moved along the table, refilling Hans’s glass, passing by Buck’s, and topping off Lucy’s. Cecile held her hand over the top of hers and shook her head. Marguerite picked up the empty pitcher and left the new one in its place. As she left, I pointed to the untouched glass next to Ahn. “May I?” I asked.

      “Help yourself,” Cecile said.

      I approached the table and picked up the glass. The ice cubes had melted, making it easy to drink. I drained the glass to quench my thirst and then realized the water had a faint aftertaste. I lowered the glass and peered at the contents. “What is this?” I asked.

      “Water,” Cecile said. Her voice sounded tinny and far away, and as I turned my head to look at her, I swayed. Her outline—all their outlines—was hazy, like how people look after you’ve been swimming in chlorinated water without goggles. I blinked a few times and put my hand out to steady myself with the table. My arms felt heavy, and my legs felt like noodles. I tried to speak, but my mouth had a difficult time forming words. I tried to point to the glass but my arms felt like they’d been weighed down with fifty-pound weights.

      “She doesn’t look well,” someone said, and someone else agreed. Their voices stretched into syllables that were barely decipherable. I needed to sit, but there were no chairs on my side of the table. I dropped to the carpet and then lay back with my arms out on either side. I felt as if I were going to leave a dent in the floor.

      I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know why, but the last thing I thought before closing my eyes was that I was pretty sure I’d just been drugged.
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      When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the leather sofa in the study. Stacks of jeans that had been strewn across it now lay on the floor. My jacket was draped over the top of my handbag, which sat on the floor a few feet away. My silk shell was untucked, and the thick Lycra of my beige Higher Power Spanx was visible. I briefly wondered how that would factor into the Fahrenheit Guild’s assessment of my worthiness.

      I sat up. The movement felt natural, though the memory of how I’d felt after drinking the water came back. The room was dark, so I switched on the Tiffany lamp and found a clock. It was after ten; I’d been at the castle for less than three hours.

      Regardless of my less-than-auspicious interview, it didn’t seem possible that the five members of the vetting panel had abandoned me in the messy storage room and left for the night, so I tucked in my shirt, pulled on my jacket, and slipped on my shoes. The hallway was quiet and the clubroom was locked. I crept in the other direction and found Lucy and Buck in the bar.

      “Samantha,” Lucy announced loudly. “You’re awake.” She slid off a leather wingback chair and came over to me. “We were all worried. Did you forget to eat today?”

      “The water,” I said. “It wasn’t water.”

      She looked at Buck and back at me. “Nobody else had a problem. You must have been exhausted. Or maybe it was the stress of the interview? God, when I had my interview, I popped diet pills for a week while I studied. The first thing I did after being accepted was to eat a Big Mac.” She held out her hand. “In case you forgot, I’m Lucy. Brooks Brothers shirt.”

      “That’s quite a name.”

      She laughed. “Lucy Francis. My pattern is the classic Brooks Brothers pinpoint oxford.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to tell me what pattern you represented,” I said.

      “You’re pretty much in. Besides, Buck and I don’t have the same respect for the rules as the older members.” The two of them chuckled.

      I shook her hand. Her wrist was covered in thin gold bangles, some dotted with diamonds. They tinkled against each other. I hadn’t heard them earlier, but now it seemed like it would have been a difficult sound to mask. “I took them off for the panel,” she said, running her hand over them. “They can attract unnecessary attention.”

      “What happened?” I asked. “To me,” I added.

      “You collapsed,” Lucy said. “It was like you got too heavy to hold yourself up and you laid down on the floor. Nobody has ever done that before, not even the guy we voted out.” She raised her glass of bourbon in my direction. “You’re going to be fun.”

      I looked at Buck. He’d been suspiciously silent since I walked in, and that made me uncomfortable. “Is that what you saw?”

      He shrugged. “You were stressed. Chicks have a hard time with pressure.” He drank from his bourbon glass and kept his eyes on me. His comment felt too inappropriate not to have been bait, and I chose not to give him the satisfaction of a response.

      “How did you handle your interview?” I asked him.

      “Buck didn’t have an interview,” Lucy said. “He’s a legacy.”

      I turned to him. “What kind of a name is Buck?”

      “Family name. Buckley Owen Hollinger.”

      “The fourth,” Lucy added.

      “It’s good for one thing: my trust fund.”

      “Yes, but your nickname is good for limericks,” Lucy said.

      I’d place Lucy in her mid-fifties, though the faint presence of Botox injection punctures on her forehead suggested she wanted to appear younger. Her body was solid, neither thin nor fat, but somewhere in the middle sizes that are often the hardest to dress. Her skin tone had a pinkish flush, though that may have been due to the bourbon.

      Buck, on the other hand, looked like he’d taken style cues from Jeff Goldblum’s Apartments.com commercials. His hair was parted on the side and his square black glasses seemed more accessory than a necessity. A vintage Hamilton watch peeked out from under his sleeve. Interesting. I would have picked a fourth-generation legacy candidate for a Patek Philippe.

      Buck finished his drink and went to the bar for a refill. I watched him help himself to the contents of a cut crystal decanter, replace the lid, and leave the decanter sitting on the polished maple bar. He didn’t seem concerned with the concept of hiding his actions from the staff.

      “Where are the others?” I asked Lucy.

      “Ahn wasn’t feeling well, so she left. Buck and I moved you to the storage room, and Cecile and Hans went to the office to discuss your candidacy,” Lucy said. “But don’t worry about that. Even if Hans digs in his heels, it’ll be four against one. You’re as good as in.”

      “What about the staff?” I asked, thinking of Marguerite and the young man Hans had reprimanded. “Where are they?”

      “The staff goes off the clock at nine,” Buck said. “We take turns locking the place up on meeting night.”

      “Whose turn is it tonight?”

      “Mine,” Buck said while Lucy pointed her finger at him.

      Lucy raised her glass a second time, and then, as if recognizing I didn’t have a glass, pointed to it. “You want a bourbon?”

      I held my hands up and waved off the offer. “No, thanks. I’m not thirsty.”

      “Thirst has nothing to do with it.”

      If members of the guild remained at the castle, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving, but the longer I stayed, the more I longed for the comfort of my home. For a night that had held so much promise, things had turned eerie. It was frustrating that both Lucy and Buck wrote off my reaction to the water as nerves, but I knew what I’d felt. The problem was, short of peeing in a cup and holding onto the sample, I was metabolizing any evidence that might have existed in my system. Covertly slipping a urine sample into my handbag seemed the kind of thing that would negatively impact my pending application.

      “Should we find them?” I asked. “Cecile and Hans. Should we resume the meeting?”

      Lucy shook her head. “Too late. Hans starts to fade by nine. If you hadn’t pulled your stunt in there, he’d probably be asleep by now.”

      “It wasn’t a stunt,” I protested.

      “Whether it was or wasn’t is immaterial,” she said. “You got out of the interview before anybody had a chance to dig into your background.”

      There was something about the way she said it, the phrase “dig into your background” that said the carefully crafted answer to their question about my experience wasn’t going to go unchecked. I’d been prepared for that. After a profile on me in the local newspaper got picked up by the Associated Press and went national, I was even recognized at the grocery store.

      Recently, I’d been involved with a former high school classmate who was imprisoned for murdering her husband. The publicity following that had magnified my reputation. It was one of the reasons I wrote my occasional column for the Ribbon Eagle from home while the halo effect of being a do-gooder faded.

      Lucy finished her drink and set the empty tumbler on the table. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been closely watching me all night. Like Buck’s comment about chicks and pressure, hers about my background felt like bait. I didn’t know if it was the dim lighting, the creepy castle-setting, or the suspected drugs in my system, but the evening had taken on a hallucinatory edge, and I no longer wanted to stay.

      “If you’re certain the meeting won’t resume, I’m going to leave.”

      “Sure,” Lucy said. “Someone will be in touch regarding your application.”

      I felt the dismissal in her tone. It was as if by choosing to leave instead of choosing to stay, I’d committed a faux pas that was less forgivable than lying down on the floor in the interview. These people had interesting standards; I’d give them that.

      I left the bar and returned to the study to retrieve my handbag. Wilhelm sat on top of a pile of jeans on the sofa. I held out my hand so he could sniff it and then scratched his ears.

      He sat still and closed his eyes, achieving the universal cat state of Zen often accompanied by purring. I added my other hand to the scratching routine and took care of both sides of his head and face. He tipped right and left to direct me to different spots, and I stepped closer to get a better angle. My leg brushed against a stack of jeans, and they tipped onto the floor, revealing the ashen figure of Hans buried underneath.
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      No, I thought. No, no, no, no, no.

      Not tonight, not now, not here.

      Not again.

      Wilhelm sensed my energy shift and hopped down from the sofa. There was little doubt that an old man buried under a mound of clothes meant one thing, but I pressed my fingers into the papery flesh on the side of his neck and felt for a pulse.

      No pulse.

      I pulled my compact out of my handbag and held the mirror in front of his mouth.

      No breathing.

      Hans had been at the end of his life, but if he’d died by natural causes, he wouldn’t be buried under a stack of poorly folded jeans. That meant this wasn’t an accident. And that meant I was in a creepy castle with a murderer.

      Suddenly, I was afraid to touch anything in the room. I pulled my cell out of my handbag and called 911. I gave them my name, location, and nature of the emergency all in a hushed voice. I had to tell the others, but the possibility that this had been done by one of them was high, and a warning might light a fuse better left unlit.

      There was one thing I could do, one thing I’d thought of earlier that seemed too embarrassing to consider, but finding Hans’s body had reignited my adrenaline, and if I didn’t do it now, the moment would be gone forever.

      I had to pee in a cup.

      The room was dark except for the wan light from the hallway. I yanked on the chain of the lamp but it didn’t turn on. There was no time to waste checking the bulb. Using the flashlight from my cellphone, I illuminated the room’s interior and searched for a receptacle. A jar of nuts sat on a shelf next to the desk. I unscrewed the top and dumped the nuts onto the desk and then went into the hallway in search of the bathroom.

      Sometimes the wind blows you in very odd directions.

      I rinsed out and dried the jar, and then, in the name of evidence, collected my sample and screwed the lid on tightly. It was then that I realized the nut jar would never fit in my vintage clutch handbag. Curses! I washed my hands (twice) and went back to the room, where I picked up a pair of jeans from the floor and wound it around the jar for camouflage. I pulled a plastic grocery store bag out of the trash, and after shaking off some pistachio shells, I put the jean-and-pee bundle inside the bag and knotted the top. As soon as the police got here, I would make the handoff and be done with it.

      Wilhelm remained in the room with me. With the sofa now unavailable, I sat in the chair behind the desk. My eyes were gradually adjusting to the darkness, and the piles of clothes that occupied nearly every surface of the room started to look less threatening and more like the condition in which I’d left my bedroom. I knew better than to tidy it up, but the mess added to my anxiety.

      As I sat in the room, I heard a scratching sound. It came from somewhere to my left. I twisted and saw the blurry shape of a branch scraping the glass of the textured window behind me. The weather report had been for clear weather, but a clap of thunder would not have been unexpected.
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