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Chapter 1

	Deeply Troubled

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"What would you say if I were to tell you I believed…that in the heart of every man and woman alive, there lies the potential for ultimate evil?"

	My response was slow in coming. Actually, it was dead on arrival. I do not believe I was stunned, but, more likely, bewildered. Such a topic for after-supper conversation is hardly the type to which I was accustomed. My mind was not designed for philosophy after dark. I prefer to be in bed with a good book, or, otherwise, sound asleep in preparation for another busy day doing what I do best.

	It should not seem that I cannot think deeply, for I can and often do. My mind has been known to wander off into all manner of interesting places when it should be focused on the task at hand. But I have always felt that after a hearty meal, the brain should be given a chance to rest, and that this respite ought to involve light, carefree discussions with friends, should one be fortunate enough to have any.

	Charles did not agree. 

	We were friends, of course—that much was obvious. Why else would he have invited me here to his newly inherited estate after decades of silence on his end? I had reached out every few months, but he had never returned my letters. I had assumed his work and hobbies kept him very busy; when he wasn't acting as a defense attorney, he dealt in money, that much I knew. Investments and stocks and such, passed down to him from his forebears. All of it was beyond me. I had my savings stashed under my mattress, and if I continued to tuck enough spare change in there, I would be able to retire at the ripe old age of ninety with plenty to live on during my golden years. 

	Charles and I had been next-door neighbors as lads and had grown up, straight and tall, together: attending the same schools and, eventually, the same university. But after graduating, our paths had taken us each on a different course. He became a lawyer, and I an inspector. There were never any ill words or actions that divided us, merely contrasting career goals. He had accepted a position in a law office hours away to the north, and I had accepted a position that suited my talents an equal distance to the south. Our lives had thus diverged, never to intersect again.

	Or so I had thought.

	After a while, I ceased my one-sided correspondence. My feelings were not hurt; I simply had grown tired of conversing with blank sheets of paper. And there was only so much I could say about my job. Certain things had to be kept from the public, after all. As for my own hobbies, well, some things are private. Most people would not understand my predilection for time travel, or my penchant for solving complicated crimes.

	Before you get the wrong idea, no, I am not a fan of science fiction. I once tried reading H.G. Wells and ended up falling asleep—for an entire week, every evening I tried to get through the first chapter of The Time Machine. That is not the sort of time travel I refer to. What I mean, at a very basic level, is something truly anyone can do: relive their own memories. 

	I often travel for hours at a time, either resting in my easy chair or on a park bench and remembering. Every detail, sights and sounds and smells, taste and touch. In so doing, I can become a boy again, or a teen, or that strapping young man at university with the entire world wide open before him.

	I do not have to be the man I am, in desperate need of companionship. Perhaps that is why I jumped at the chance to see Charles again after so long. Because, plainly put, I have grown lonely.

	Sometimes I wonder if I missed my chance at love. There were many wonderful young ladies who caught my eye before I graduated, but I never pursued relationships with any of them. I focused on my studies while maintaining surface-level friendships with members of the opposite sex. And then I watched as those friendships melted away, each woman finding her man and the two of them becoming completely absorbed in each other's orbit. Naturally, there was no place for me anymore. Which was for the best, I suppose. The life of an inspector tends to be all-absorbing, and it would not have been fair to marry a woman, promising her the world, only to have her suffer inadvertent neglect.

	Even so, I cannot help but think that perhaps the love of my life is still out there, somewhere, and I have only to find her. I am no longer young or middle-aged anymore, yet I hold out hope that every woman I meet for the first time could be the one. Perhaps I am a silly romantic. Perhaps I am a fool. I have been called worse.

	But I digress.

	A few days prior to this night, I received a telegram from Charles. His grandfather had passed away suddenly due to a hunting accident involving a fox and a rifle—the details were unclear—and Charles, being the only surviving male heir, had inherited the old fellow's sprawling countryside estate. An English-style manor, complete with a butler and servants. Despite the stops and terse grammar, the telegram had been written as if our friendship had never been put on pause, as though we'd spent the previous night at the pub playing darts and downing pints of frothy ale.

	I had been invited to spend the weekend at the manor. No reason was given. Surprised, excited, but also perplexed, I had arrived Friday evening just in time for supper.

	Charles had not seemed happy to see me. Yet he had not seemed displeased, either. His mind had been on other matters, or so it appeared, matters that consumed his attention all throughout our meal together. He and I had eaten at either end of the long, elegant table in the dining hall, and the food and drink had been better than anything I had ever tasted, rich and delicious. It was the sort of fancy fare one would expect to be served in such a place—three courses, piping hot, carried in on silver trays by the cooking staff. This was something I had only ever read about, never experienced for myself. More than once I had commented on how wonderful everything was, only to be answered by Charles in monosyllables.

	The echoing tinkle of my silverware against plate and dish grew uncomfortable in the silence that otherwise held the hall. My every gulp and swallow seemed obtrusive. When I would glance over at Charles—yards of pristine white tablecloth separating us—I found his demeanor unchanged: eating slowly with his head bowed and eyes downcast, fixed on the meal before him, his face devoid of expression. 

	The matter on his mind was grim, I had assumed, but it was something I would have to wait to hear about. He did not seem ready to share, and I would not press him.

	Now, as I relaxed comfortably in a stuffed chair in the sitting room with the warmth of the blazing hearth and the fullness of my belly threatening to lull me to sleep, I knew the time had come for Charles to tell me what was troubling him.

	Something about ultimate evil.

	



	
Chapter 2

	True Friendship

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The stone fireplace was a magnificent piece of masonry, an impressive presence that took up nearly an entire wall of the sitting room. In it sat a crackling log, the flames that consumed it serving as the only source of light. There were a pair of lamps in attendance, but neither had been switched on. 

	Charles stood by the hearth, his somber expression basked in its warm, flickering glow. I could see the lines that had been engraved into the contours of his proud face over time, at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth, the furrows present across his brow even when it was at rest. They were strangers to me, a part of him I had never known. Somehow, they seemed to say the most about the years we had spent apart.

	I was no spring chicken either, of course. But on occasion, whenever I looked into the mirror, I found glimmers of the young man I once was. He was still in there somewhere, beneath the surface. It was the same with Charles: there were moments when the firelight caught the young fellow I'd known. Appearing and then vanishing.

	"Would you agree, Willem?"

	I parted my lips to speak, but I came up empty. The truth was I had been close to dozing, and his statement about ultimate evil residing in the heart of every man and woman alive—well, it had thrown me a bit. But I had to say something. He was staring at me now, his face in shadow. He expected an answer.

	Charles was the host, and I the guest. So I obliged with, "Well, I…suppose so."

	He did not respond. Facing the hearth once again, his gaze roved along the row of framed photographs lining the mantelpiece. Keeping one hand in the pocket of his plaid smoking jacket, he picked up a picture seemingly at random. I could not see who was in the photo. He stared at whoever it was for a long moment before setting it back in place.

	"In following that line of reasoning, then, you must agree that there are few people we can trust," he said.

	I watched him as he slowly took his seat in the chair opposite me, moving as if his bones were brittle or the muscles attached to them were on the verge of snapping free. His eyes remained on the fire and glinted with its frenetic energy. 

	"Do you mean we, as in you and I, or we as in humankind, in a general sense?"

	"The latter."

	"I see." There was hope for me yet. He seemed to be unaware that I had lost track of the conversation. But now I was fully alert and ready to do battle—philosophically speaking. "Well, I suppose I would say that there are those who are worthy of my trust, and there are those who are not."

	For the first time since the moment I had arrived, Charles looked me in the eye. Earnest, leaning forward. Almost desperate. "But how can you tell one from the other? Friend or foe? Might not someone who seems to be a friend today just as soon stab you in the back tomorrow if there were something to be gained by it?"

	"Not a true friend."

	He dropped back. "We are all capable of committing unspeakable acts. Friends, foes, it makes no difference. We are products of our environment, at war with our very nature. Our upbringing. The choices we have made. Every person you meet is a boiling stew of contradictions and discrepancies. How can any of us be trusted? How can the word friend have any meaning? We are every one of us cast adrift on the sea of life, struggling to keep our heads above water. Thrashing wildly. A danger to ourselves and anyone who comes too close." He shook his head.

	He looked frightened. Or paranoid, perhaps. I paused before replying. 

	I had to choose my words carefully. This was not the same Charles Sullivan I had known long ago. I had no idea how he would react to what I was about to say. In our university days, we would stay out late discussing the state of the world, and he would always take my opinions—whether he agreed with them or not—with a nod of respect and a thoughtful frown. I had no assurance that he would do the same now. For all I knew, he might lose his temper and toss me out into the night, and I would spend the long drive home to my apartment wondering what I could have said differently.

	Often the perfect turn of phrase does not come to me until well after the moment it would have proved useful. Usually I am in the bathroom when this happens. There I am, minding my own business while taking care of my business, when the words I had lacked during an earlier interchange appear unbidden, materializing in my mind far too late to be of any earthly good. Of course I cannot run after the person I had been conversing with and tell them, "Remember half an hour ago when you said (fill in the blank) and I replied rather lamely (fill in the blank)? Well, what I meant to say was (fill in the blank)! There. Much better."

	So I do my best to take my time before responding. Some might say the pause is pregnant and awkward, but I would rather it be so than to lose an opportunity to say the right thing at the right time. You never have a second chance at a first impression, after all. There are no do-overs in life as far as that is concerned.

	Meeting the intense gaze he had turned upon me, I raised an eyebrow and shrugged slightly. "For a friend to be a friend, one must know the person well, traveling the road of life together, enduring its highs and lows. This is how you learn someone is loyal and would never turn on you, no matter the gain."

	He nodded slowly. There he was, my old friend. "And we are, Willem, are we not? Friends. Even after so much time has passed. Thirty years…"

	I smiled back at him. "It is very good to see you, Charles. It has been a long time."

	"The job is going well, I trust? Still an inspector?"

	"Yes. It keeps me very busy."

	"You always were so tight-lipped about it."

	I shrugged. "There is not much I can say."

	"Right. Sworn to secrecy." Charles almost smirked. "Is there a special someone I should know about?" He glanced at my hands.

	"The hunt is still afoot, I am afraid."

	"Willem Broekstein, hopeless romantic. Refusing to settle for anything less than the love of his life." He was not mocking me. He sounded wistful. "Sparing yourself plenty of heartache in the process, I'm sure."

	On the contrary. My heart ached, but this was not the time or place to mention it.

	Charles rose suddenly and approached the hearth, his brow crumpled. Both hands thrust into the pockets of his jacket, he glared down at the charred log as if it had done something to offend him. He seemed to be once again lost in thought, debating with himself in the silent recesses of his mind. And once again I felt uncomfortable, as if my presence were intruding upon a private moment. I watched him, wishing he would tell me what tormented him so.

	He grabbed an iron poker from the brass stand and jabbed at the log with violent abandon, sending flurries of sparks upward. Without facing me, he said, "More guests will be arriving in the morning. Friends of mine I should like you to meet. I would greatly value any insights you might have regarding them." 



	
Chapter 3

	Dark Silhouette

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Charles removed the poker from the fireplace and held it down at his side as he had with his fencing foil when we both were much younger men. "There will be no more than half a dozen of them, I should think. Personable enough." His grip on the poker noticeably tightened as he repeated, "They will arrive in the morning."

	Work associates from his law office? I wondered, but I did not ask. It was not my place to pry into his affairs. These were people he considered to be friends, and he wanted to introduce them to me. Based on our conversation, it was clear he could not decide whether they were to be trusted, and that was where I came in—someone he had not spoken to in thirty years. For some reason, my opinion of them mattered to him.

	"I…look forward to meeting them," I said at length, averting my eyes from the poker.

	He turned toward me. "Good." A smile flickered across his face, and for a moment in time, there he was again, the old Charles I remembered, always with a sparkle in his eye and a hearty laugh. "Lionel will show you to your room. Breakfast is at nine."

	Again the hearth stole his complete attention, and he was taken from me, his thoughts far away from this room.

	I rose from my chair and stood for a moment, indecisive, wondering if I should say anything else, and, if so, what? He had dismissed me, it seemed. He did not wish to discuss matters further. What I wished was immaterial; I was merely a guest here, at liberty to make no demands.

	But there was no end to the questions rattling around inside my skull. Why did he seem so unhappy—after inheriting such an impressive estate? Who were these friends I would meet on the morrow, and why was he concerned about their trustworthiness? What had he been doing with his life for the past three decades, and why had he never returned my letters? 

	Most importantly at the moment, however, was a single question: where was the bathroom?

	A man of my age, it must be said, has one goal upon entering any unfamiliar establishment: to locate the nearest restroom as soon as possible. This, of course, is in order to avoid an unseemly accident whenever nature might come calling; and for the past five years in particular, I have noticed the call comes when I least expect it, far too frequently, and with greater urgency than one would think possible, considering how often I need to relieve myself on any given day.

	I cleared my throat quietly. "Mustpissin."

	He seemed to freeze in place. Then he whirled around to face me with a broad smile on his face and a laugh that filled the room. "Mustpissin! Of course—I remember that! How could I have forgotten? It's been so long…" He shook his head and pointed toward the corridor outside, still chuckling. "Down the hall, first door on the left."

	I smiled and nodded. "Thank you, Charles."

	"I am glad some things never change." The laughter subsided, and his smile faded. "Even when too much time has passed." He turned back toward the fire.

	I watched his dark silhouette for a moment, then with another nod, I turned to leave the sitting room. "Good night, Charles."

	As I reached the doorway and stepped out into the corridor, I heard his faint reply, "Sleep well, Willem."

	I wondered how long he would remain standing there in front of the flames with the poker in his grip. For some reason, a strong sense of foreboding overcame me.

	Doing my best to shake it off, I found my way to the first-floor bathroom—larger than the kitchen in my apartment—and quickly took care of matters. A physical sense of relief washed over me as I relieved myself, and I had to wonder why, in most books and films, the characters never use the toilet. They eat, they sleep, they engage in romantic activity, but seldom do we ever see them engaging in the elimination of waste. It is such a natural biological process, something we do multiple times throughout the day—some of us more often than others—and yet, perhaps due to lingering Puritanical prejudices, it is omitted from most works of fiction. We are expected to believe the characters in a three-hundred-page novel are able to hold their water from start to finish without suffering any ill effects. Absurd, when you really stop to think about it.

	Which I did, until my thoughts returned to Charles and whatever it was that troubled him so greatly. What had changed him into the man he was tonight? Could the passage of time alone account for turning a confident, high-spirited young man into that brooding figure by the fire? Silent, burdened, afflicted by a deep-seated anxiety that gnawed at the core of his being. Could this possibly be the same man I had grown up with? I thought I had known him so well. 

	But the Charles Sullivan I had met this evening was a stranger to me.

	I was tired, and it was late. My pocket watch read half past eleven. It had been a long drive, my belly was full, my bladder was mostly empty, and I needed sleep. There was no way of knowing what lay in store for me tomorrow, but I had a feeling I would be needing my strength, whatever the day might entail.

	Exiting the bathroom, I inadvertently ran into a wall that I had not noticed being there a minute ago. I glanced upward—

	"Oh…forgive me. I did not see you there." I looked into the shrouded eyes of the well-dressed giant standing before me. He had to be nearly seven feet tall.

	With a curt nod, he took a step back, extending his long arm and gesturing toward the stairs with a sweep of his hand. 

	"This way, sir, if you please." His voice was a deep baritone. "Your room awaits."

	I was not sure whether I was supposed to go first or if I was to follow him. His posture seemed to dictate that I lead the way, but since I had no way of knowing where I was going, I refrained.

	"Thank you," I said with a slight bow. "After you."

	"Yes." With the deliberate movements of an ancient sloth, he turned and mounted the steps.

	Assuming he was the Lionel that Charles had mentioned and that he was the butler, based on his fine suit, I followed him up the curving flight of carpeted stairs toward the manor's second floor. He was a unique-looking fellow, pale in skin tone and skeletal in bone structure, easily taller than any human being I had ever seen. Unlike many who are blessed with great height, he did not carry the slightest stoop to his shoulders. His exact age was indeterminable, but I would have placed him in the vicinity of my parents'—God rest their souls—generation.

	Only the sounds of our footsteps and an intermittent creak from the stairs broke the silence. Along the wall, unlit gas lamps were mounted in between framed paintings of Sullivan Family patriarchs and matriarchs vacantly staring at me as I passed.

	"Are the lamps usually out this time of night?" I said.

	"Yes," he replied without an explanation.

	I wondered how anyone got around after dark without breaking their necks.

	



	
Chapter 4

	New Arrivals

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	We reached the second floor, and Lionel stopped beside the first door on the right. There were other rooms beyond it, their doors spaced a few yards apart on either side of the carpeted hallway. Each one was closed.

	"Is that where the others will be staying?" I said as he unlocked my room. Were the other doors locked as well? Why would they be?

	"Others?" The door creaked open at his prompting to reveal the warm glow of the fireplace inside, fully stoked and inviting. Lionel's work, I assumed.

	"Yes…" My throat went dry as I beheld his face turned toward me, his skin cast in a yellow pallor by the firelight, his eyes sunken pits of darkness. "The other guests." I found myself unable to look away from his spectral visage, looming over me like Dickens' Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. 

	He took a long step backward in a manner that suggested I was to enter the room without him. His expression remained unreadable. "I was unaware of there being any other guests, sir."

	"Yes. Charles mentioned that they should be arriving in the morning. Tomorrow morning."

	"Tomorrow…" A strange look crossed his skullish face, and he glanced over his shoulder, down toward the sitting room where I had left Charles. Then he turned his ghostly gaze back to me. "If you require anything, you may ring the bell beside the bed."

	With a sharp nod, he turned to descend the stairs—much faster than he had led me up them.

	I was left feeling even more bewildered than I had been before. Both Charles and his butler were behaving so strangely. But then again, in both situations, I was the common denominator. So perhaps it was just me—a man not often afforded the opportunity to socialize, what with my demanding job and hobbies. 

	I suppose I could get out more, interact with more people in social settings, but when I was not working, I so enjoyed having time to myself. Traveling through my memories and solving crimes I read about in the newspaper were two of my favorite pursuits, in addition to reading mystery novels. 

	Was it that I truly had no time for socializing because I was too busy, or had I made myself busy on any given day because I had no friends? And how could I possibly hope to meet the woman of my dreams someday, woo and then marry her, if I had difficulty interacting with others in even the most benign of situations?

	But no, that was not true. I handled social interactions well enough. Tonight I was overtired, and I tended to doubt myself when I did not get enough rest. The truth could have been environmental: something in the water making the locals act oddly, irritating their minds and setting their behaviors off-kilter. Charles had been living here for a while now—ever since he had inherited the place—and drinking the water; so he, too, would have been affected by it. I decided to avoid drinking the stuff myself.

	Regardless, there was definitely something amiss here.

	Perhaps the next day would enlighten me somewhat. Things do tend to seem stranger than they actually are the closer the clock gets to midnight. In the morning, my senses would be clearer, and I would be able to determine what was wrong, if anything.

	Stifling a yawn, I entered the room and shut the door quietly behind me. The bed beckoned, and I would have gone willingly. But first, one more trip to the bathroom. All that thinking about tainted water had not been a wise idea. 

	My bladder is a very impressionable creature, sorry to say. 

	"Mustpissin," I muttered to myself as I went downstairs. There must have been a second-floor restroom as well, but it was dark, and I had no idea where it might be. So I stuck with what I already knew. 

	The only light downstairs seeped out of the sitting room, where I imagined Charles remained standing by the hearth, staring into the flames. I hoped that whatever was troubling his mind had not been robbing him of sleep, and that he would eventually turn in for the night.

	For some reason, I paused at the bathroom door and listened. Lionel's confusion about the guests arriving had led me to believe that he might seek out Charles for clarification on the subject. But there was no murmur of voices, only the periodic crackle of the log in the fireplace. The butler had probably returned to his quarters to consult his calendar and had realized his lapse in memory—not uncommon for someone his age.

	Once I returned to my room and shut the door, I undressed and collapsed onto the bed. In less than a minute, I was fast asleep.

	 

	 

	"Willem! Come now, I want you to meet my friends here!"

	I had been on my way to the dining hall for breakfast, the hands on the stately grandfather clock nearing nine A.M., but I came to a halt as I passed the foyer. The ornate double doors stood wide open, and Charles lingered just inside, welcoming two new arrivals: a man and a woman. Since the front of the mansion faced east, morning light streamed in around the trio, giving them each a glowing aura. Catching sight of me as I passed by, Charles had called out and beckoned, his manner bright and cheerful—much like the younger version of him I had known long ago.

	"Don't be shy, old chap!" He laughed.

	It appeared that a change in mood had come over him. He was no longer the brooding figure I had spoken to last night. But as I approached, I could tell that his joviality was but a facade. 

	His eyes held little light in them, even as he smiled.

	"Estelle, Auguste—meet my good friend, Inspector Willem Broekstein, from all the way down in Hamden." Charles clapped me on the back as he had done when we were lads.

	"Oh my," said Estelle, a big-boned, wide-eyed woman gaudily dressed with an overabundance of gold jewelry, face paint, and perfume. "Are you with Scotland Yard?"

	A common misconception, even though we were three thousand nautical miles across the pond from their jurisdiction. 

	"Sudsy Disinfectant Solutions," I clarified.

	Charles watched, mildly amused, as Estelle and Auguste glanced at each other, unsure how to respond to that. 

	"And what is it that you inspect, Mr. Broekstein?" Auguste said, clearing his throat as his wire-rimmed spectacles flashed in the sunlight. He was a medium-sized fellow, a few inches shorter than Estelle, and his taste in attire was much more conservative.

	"Soap," I said. "Packaging and dispensing. Quality control on the line. I ensure that all of our products are up to standard."

	"The line…" Auguste echoed. "You mean to say that you…work in a factory?"

	At my nod, Estelle said, "The honorific is a bit confusing, Inspector Broekstein."

	Auguste chuckled. "My dear, there are doctors with no medical experience. Why shouldn't there be inspectors without any experience in law enforcement?"

	"Willem has actually assisted the Hamden police department in their investigations on more than one occasion," Charles said, giving me a pointed look. "Haven't you, Willem?"

	So. He had read my letters, after all.



	
Chapter 5

	Awkward Conversations

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"We have had rare instances of theft at the factory," I explained. "And I was able to assist the police in a limited capacity—"

	"The case of the stolen soap!" Auguste said with a laugh. "The pilfered purifier!"

	Charles gave my shoulder a friendly squeeze. "Solves crimes he reads about in the paper, too. Willem is an honest-to-God amateur sleuth."

	"Yes, I am familiar with the trope," said Estelle, angling her nose upward. "In fiction, that is. I had no idea I would be meeting an actual inspector in the flesh today!"

	She extended her hand, and I took it. But there was no spark of attraction as our fingers met, and this came as no surprise to me. Estelle was not the sort of woman I could see myself spending the rest of my life with, regardless of her relationship with Auguste; I could not tell whether they were romantically involved or not. And it had nothing to do with her physical appearance, even though I somehow imagined her working as a master chef with her own bestselling line of cookbooks. Or as a defensive lineman. No, it was her haughty demeanor, to put it plainly, that I found distasteful.

	"And how do you spend your days?" I shook Auguste's hand next.

	"Oh, we're both in real estate," Estelle said, as if that explained everything.

	"We assisted Charles in the transition of ownership," Auguste said, looking upon the foyer with admiration. "Such a remarkable estate. The Sullivans have been envied for generations. There's no other mansion like this for miles around."

	"Hamden—that's in Connecticut, I believe," said Estelle. "Are you from there originally, Inspector Broekstein? You don't strike me as a Yankee!" 

	The way she emphasized the word inspector every time she said it, clearly she thought she was having fun at my expense. But I did not mind. I could have a bit of fun with her, as well.

	"No," I admitted. "Kalamazoo."

	"Kala-what now?" She leaned forward so close that I could see the short hairs in her nostrils. Not something anyone should have to glimpse before breakfast.

	"I am from Kalamazoo. Born and raised there."

	"That can't really be a place, can it? Sounds made up! Like something from a song." She chortled for a moment. "Yes! I've got a gal in Kalamazoo…" Humming next.

	"A town in Michigan, if I'm not mistaken," Auguste said. "Known for its Dutch enclaves and celery, yes? Muck farmers and the like, straight from the Netherlands."

	"Here and there," I said. "Also the original home of Gibson guitars."

	"Celery!" Estelle scoffed. "What a useless vegetable. Give me a potato any day. I can do something with a potato. Bake it, fry it, mash it. What can you do with celery?"

	"Do you still play, Willem?" Charles sounded wistful as he mimed strumming.

	"Celery! It's no wonder you moved to Connecticut, Mr. Broekstein!"

	There are times when I have difficulty following divergent conversations. I tend to do best one-on-one, and in a group setting, I can usually keep my head above water as long as there is a single topic of discussion. In this case, I had to decide whether to answer Charles' question about the guitar or to respond to Estelle's comment about leaving Kalamazoo. Both were very personal to me, so I decided to take a different tack.

	"Mustpissin." I excused myself with a nod and retreated, heading straight for the first-floor bathroom while their voices echoed behind me.

	"What was that?" Estelle said while Charles chuckled quietly. "Must what?"

	"Dutch, I believe," Auguste replied. "A fascinating West Germanic language not to be confused with Deutsch. Particularly not in today's political climate!"

	The three of them laughed pleasantly while I shut the bathroom door and glanced at myself in the mirror above the sink. I did not like what I saw there: a man who had just run away from a conversation. But what was the alternative? Tell Charles that no, I had not played the guitar in decades, not since I wrote all of those sappy love songs for a classmate named Susan, and she accepted classmate Roger's marriage proposal before I even had a chance to play her a single one? Or tell Estelle that after my parents had passed away unexpectedly, I could not bear to return to my hometown, and so, after graduating, I had made Hamden my home instead? These were not the sorts of things I shared with strangers—or with Charles, who seemed stranger to me the more I interacted with him. 

	I washed my hands and dried them, taking longer than necessary in the hopes that our host would have escorted Estelle and Auguste to the dining hall by the time I reappeared. 

	Unfortunately, I found them in the corridor as I exited the bathroom.

	"We are having breakfast soon, I trust?" Estelle said. "I'm absolutely famished!"

	"Ah, you are always hungry, my dear." Auguste took her by the arm. "If not for one thing, then for another. You have a voracious appetite in every regard. I admire it."

	"What can I say? I know what I like." She winked down at him. 

	Charles smiled and nodded at me. "Well then. Shall we—"

	He stopped at the sound of an automobile engine entering the driveway out front. A cherry-red roadster with its top down rounded the shrubbery in the center of the half-circle drive and eased to a halt. The car carried a single passenger. Even from a distance and my awkward viewing angle, I could tell that she was a true beauty.

	"Willem." Charles faced me. "Be a good chap and lead the way to breakfast, won't you? I'll be along shortly." With that, he turned and went outside, shutting the front doors behind him with a heavy thud.

	I hesitated a moment, feeling slightly uncomfortable with my sudden role as substitute host. I knew where the dining hall was, of course, as that was where Charles and I had eaten dinner the previous night. I also knew where my room was, and the first-floor bathroom. But beyond that, the spacious manor remained a mystery.

	"You both probably know the way better than I. Being Charles's realtors." I forced a smile, which was not returned by Estelle or Auguste. They seemed perturbed that Charles had abandoned them, and they avoided eye contact. "This way, I believe."

	The pair remained subdued as we made our way to breakfast.

	"So, how long have you both known Charles?" I said.

	"Nearly a year," Estelle said and left it at that. Auguste murmured something in the affirmative. They did not wish to elaborate.

	I entered the doorway into the dining hall and stood to one side of the table, elegantly set with silver platters of eggs, breakfast meats, danishes, and carafes of fresh coffee. The pair stood opposite me, on the other side of the table. No one sat down, and no one reached for anything to eat, despite the spread holding our complete attention. Was this a serve-yourself situation, or would the staff appear to assemble our plates?

	"Did you…drive this morning?" I said, breaking the silence yet again.

	"No." Auguste shook his head, staring at the pile of crispy bacon. "No, we…"

	"We took a taxi. Cost us an arm and a leg, I'll have you know." Estelle shuffled her feet and crossed her arms, unable to take her eyes off an assortment of scones. "Charles advised us to take a taxi. The roads out here… It's easy to get lost, if you don't drive them every day. You might end up in a ditch, and nobody would find you for days."

	A gunshot exploded outside, and a woman screamed.



	
Chapter 6

	Lexi & Charlie

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Estelle and Auguste nearly came out of their skin. Even I was startled, and I am accustomed to a certain unpredictable decibel range on the line at Sudsy. 

	Overcoming our shock as if we were of one mind, we raced from the dining hall and back to the foyer. Auguste hauled open the front doors, and only then did it occur to me that we were rushing toward the sound of danger instead of finding a safe place to hide from it.

	"What in the name of—?" Estelle's question died in her throat as the three of us stumbled down the front steps outside.

	The red Packard that had arrived was now sporting a deflated tire.

	Charles apologized profusely to the woman behind the steering wheel. "Sorry about this, Lex, really I am. No idea where these could have come from." He scowled at the culprits sitting in the palm of his hand: three large brass tacks, shiny and new.

	There would have been no reason for them to be lying in wait on the driveway like that, unless they had been left intentionally. Had they fallen from Estelle's enormous handbag upon arrival? Dropped on purpose? I had no reason for such a suspicion, but I suppose I am suspicious by nature, always looking for clues to help me solve the mystery of life. Or in this case, the mystery of why Charles had invited the four of us here.

	What did we have in common? He had known Estelle and Auguste professionally for a year; they were his realtors. I had known him since we were young, but I had not been in contact with him for three decades. And now we had this latest arrival.

	The woman got out of her convertible to take a look at the damage. Her hair was dark and straight, curled at the ends where it brushed her shoulders, and held down by a red scarf tied under her chin. She wore sunglasses that hid her eyes from view; her lips were painted red, the same shade as the car and the scarf. The dress she wore was black and form-fitting without being scandalous; it ended just below the knee, and she wore matching black heels. Her figure was the sort you might find on a model in a magazine, perhaps in an advertisement for lady cigarettes. Her age was impossible to pin down.

	To say she'd stolen my breath away at first sight would sound too cliché, but I could not help the beating of my heart or the shortness of my breath. Although, to be fair, that could have been the result of running full-tilt from the dining hall after hearing what I thought had been a gunshot, followed by a scream. Even so, she was beautiful to behold, and I was already running through more than a dozen dashing turns of phrase I might employ upon meeting her and touching her hand for the first time.

	"Just an accident, Charlie! Don't fuss so," she said in a lighthearted manner. "I'll have it towed tomorrow night when I leave. They'll fix it right up, good as new."

	"I'll cover any cost," he said quickly.

	She smiled. "You have a deal."

	Charles turned to face the rest of us, suddenly noticing our presence on the steps. "Sorry about that, everyone. I'm sure it gave you quite the scare."

	What struck me as odd was that Lionel the butler—or any of the staff, for that matter—had not appeared to check on things. Perhaps they were the wiser sort who had hunkered down in a cellar somewhere and waited for the dust to clear.

	"May I introduce to you the lovely Alexis Smith," Charles said, holding her hand in the air as if presenting a dance partner at a ball. "My fiancée."

	She nodded graciously as Estelle and Auguste spoke over each other in offering their heartfelt congratulations, applauding and cheering. 

	I stood there as if the wind had been stolen from my sails, as every chivalric phrase I had been formulating died in utero. But at the same time, I was overwhelmed with joy for Charles. He was planning to spend the rest of his life with this delightful woman, and it was my hope that due to her presence, there would be no more evenings spent alone staring at a roaring hearth and pondering what sort of ultimate evil may lurk in the hearts of humankind. 

	Perhaps last night's version of him had merely been an episode of cold feet at its worst? Was it his fiancée whose trustworthiness he doubted, or his own? Had he been married before, at some point in the past, and was he now worried about repeating old mistakes? I had no way of knowing—unless I asked him outright, of course. And now did not seem to be the appropriate time for dredging up the past.

	"So happy for you both," I said as my turn came to shake the hands of the happy couple. "So this is an engagement party?"

	"I'm sorry?" Alexis looked confused.

	"Willem is one of my oldest friends," Charles said, arm around her waist. "We went to Yale together. Grew up next door to each other, if you can believe."

	"Some friendships do last." She smiled up at Charles and then at me. "I hope you will find the time to regale me with stories from your shared past, Willem. There's still so much I don't know about dear Charlie. He's like an onion, and I plan to peel back as many layers as I can before we stand before God and everybody."

	"We've got to save some mystery for after the wedding, don't we, Lexi?" He kissed her cheek, at the same time giving her a squeeze that sent her into a fit of giggles.

	"Oh, Charlie!" she scolded him mid-laughter. "No tickles before breakfast!"

	Charlie. I never recalled him going by that nickname—or any, for that matter. Not Chuck or Cholly or Chad or Chippie or Chappie. Always Charles, Charles Sullivan. 

	He chuckled and punched me lightly in the gut. "We got into our share of trouble, didn't we, old chap? Just two lads running amok in ol' Kalamazoo."

	"Oh, so you're both from Michigan?" Alexis said, seemingly surprised.

	"Willem is, born and bred. My family lived there for a time, due to my father's work. You can take the boy out of Boston, but you can never take Boston out of the boy."

	"He had an accent," I told Alexis conspiratorially. "A thick one."

	"And you wore wooden shoes." Charles winked at me.

	"Only when I was mucking about the celery patch." I glanced at Estelle. She and Auguste were looking put out again. It was rude not to include them in the conversation, but I was not sure how to do so. I felt awkward, all of a sudden, and seriously considered excusing myself to use the bathroom. 

	Thankfully, Charles came to the rescue.

	"Well, since it's already half past nine, and the others haven't yet arrived, how about we go ahead and eat without them?" He smiled broadly, and everyone mirrored his expression, nodding and chuckling at the idea. 

	Estelle and Auguste underwent an abrupt change in mood, rubbing their hands together with delight and licking their lips.

	Charles and Alexis led the way, and I brought up the rear, wondering how many others had been invited to this gathering, which, judging by the reaction of Charles's fiancée, was not supposed to be an engagement party of any sort. I had nearly reached the doorway to the foyer when I was overcome by an acute sense of being watched. 

	The hairs on the back of my neck tingled, and I glanced upward.

	Curtains on an upstairs window swayed as if someone had been standing there and then stepped away at the last second, before chancing to be seen. I looked for any other sign of movement, but there was none.

	Until a large, pale hand drew back from the sunlit windowsill into shadow, moving with the deliberate grace of a sloth.



	
Chapter 7

	The Tour

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Breakfast was a delicious affair, and I am afraid I gorged myself on too much of everything. That is the problem I have with buffet-style meals; I never know when to throw in the towel. I was raised to finish everything on my plate, so there must be some sort of subconscious directive telling me that since there is still food available, I must continue eating. Either that, or I truly am a glutton. Regardless, when my taste buds are in the driver's seat, I often fail to resist their demands.

	Eventually, the staff came to retrieve the platters of leftovers, and my brain decided the meal was over. By then I was full to the point of feeling nauseated, and I could not be sure, but the dining hall seemed to be swaying.

	"Are you feeling quite all right, Inspector Broekstein?" Estelle noticed me sitting in a chair off to one side of the room and mopping my brow, which had, perversely, decided to start perspiring.

	"I am afraid I may have overdone it," I admitted, feeling like a fool.

	She chuckled. "Charles should have warned you. His chef is one of those Michelin Star types from the city. You won't find better cuisine for miles around!"

	"That I can believe." My gaze rested on Charles and Alexis on the other side of the room, each with a mug of coffee in hand as they stood by the window and conversed pleasantly with Auguste. I wondered why Estelle had abandoned them to check on me. But this was a good opportunity for fact-finding. "Have they known each other long?"

	"Lexi and Charles?" She nodded. "Six months, give or take. Met at the club, I believe. Can't get enough tennis, either one of them. But you'll never see me running around a court swinging one of those stupid rackets at a little ball. It's unseemly!"

	I was not much for physical exercise myself. After standing on the factory line five days a week at Sudsy, I preferred to spend my off-hours off of my feet. "Six months does not seem long enough to really get to know someone. Only two of the four seasons."

	She shrugged. "When you know, you know. What about you, Inspector? Is there a special someone in your life?" She nudged me. "A cute Connecticut Yankee, perhaps?"

	"I am afraid that I have been spared that particular blessing." I rose to my feet and nodded, excusing myself with, "Mustpissin."

	 

	 

	"Hullo! You've arrived just in time for a tour of the grounds," Charles greeted the two late arrivals as they each stepped out of their respective cab.

	"Sorry I didn't make it in time for breakfast, chum," said the lanky, dark-featured newcomer, shaking Charles's hand with a tight grip. "Something came up. You know how it is. Lady Justice may be blind, but I have to keep both eyes open."

	"Not to worry, lunch isn't that far off." Charles turned toward the front steps of the mansion, where the rest of us had just exited the foyer and now stood playing the role of audience. "Everyone." He smiled, meeting the gaze of no one in particular. "This is my good friend and old partner in crime, John Templeton—who's seen his clients hanged more often than acquitted, I'm afraid!"

	We laughed at the jibe because it seemed to be expected. Templeton's smile looked forced, and he stuffed his hands into his pockets.

	"And this—" Charles approached the second newcomer, an elderly, overweight fellow with a glaring monocle in his left eye, and clapped him on the back with a grin. "This would be Horst Bergmann, the only German I call a friend."

	The laughter was strained this time, and beside me, Auguste muttered something in French that did not sound very cordial. Bergmann's face broke into something between a grimace and a smile, his silver-rimmed monocle catching the sunlight and flashing brightly. Charles clapped him on the back again as one might slap a favored workhorse, then stepped beside Alexis on the first step, taking her hand.

	"And we're off," he said, giving her a peck on the cheek. She blushed and dipped her chin with a smile. "Just a quick tour, and we'll be back in time for a game or two of tennis among friends."

	Estelle groaned audibly but coughed into her fist to hide it.

	With a sweep of his arm that seemed to shout Follow me!, Charles led us across the cobblestone driveway and along a fairly level dirt path, which he said ran the full perimeter of the property. All the while, he spoke over his shoulder to us as if we were on safari, and he was our guide through the untamed wilderness.

	I found myself in the middle of the pack, between Templeton and Auguste, while Estelle and Bergmann trudged along at the rear.

	"If I'd known we would be hiking through the countryside, I would have worn different shoes," Estelle said, wincing as she nearly twisted her ankle, recovering admirably.

	"Ja," Bergmann said, wiping a silk handkerchief across his brow.

	I for one appreciated the exercise after so much eating. My nausea had abated, and I had a feeling it would soon be little more than an unpleasant memory.

	The grounds of Sullivan Manor were expansive and well-tended, every shrub, tree, or stretch of manicured lawn as green and lush as one would imagine in its ideal form. The meticulously swept path sloped gradually downhill from the mansion, bordered on both sides by hedges close to shoulder-height. Beyond, on the left-hand side, lay acres of canted lawn that must have taken hours each week to cut; on the right-hand side stood a dense grove of elm trees. Birds of all kinds sang and played among the branches, fluttering gracefully from bough to bough. A gentle breeze whispered through the leaves, carrying a fresh woodsy scent. 

	This was a special place. If I had not been busy putting one foot in front of the other, I would have liked to set up a hammock and take a nice, long nap.

	Instead, I turned my attention to the people around me. 

	Charles and Alexis walked hand in hand, talking quietly to each other as lovers often do. Auguste walked with his hands clasped behind his back, glancing now and then at his surroundings, but mainly keeping his attention on the path before him. Templeton strolled with ease, head held high, arms swinging unconsciously with each yard-devouring stride of his legs. Estelle and Bergmann huffed and puffed a bit, but they had not called it quits. She was scowling down at the path as if it were her sworn enemy, and he was sweating profusely now and gasping, his skin blushing a purplish red. But they both soldiered on.

	As I observed these people, a sudden realization came to me: they were strangers to each other. When Charles had said that guests would be arriving, I assumed they were all well-acquainted with one another, and I would be the only outsider. But it seemed the only thing we had in common was the invitation to this estate and our varying degrees of friendship with Charles. Estelle and Auguste may have been a couple, but Templeton and Bergmann were in the same boat as I—unattached. Were they also in the dark concerning why we had all been summoned here? What did they know?

	I glanced over my shoulder to find Bergmann doubled over, clutching his knees and struggling for each breath. Estelle marched past me, oblivious to the man's difficulty.

	"Are you all right?" I came up beside him, unsure how to proceed. 

	"Ja," he said with a fierce nod. 

	Then he collapsed to the ground.



	
Chapter 8

	Unseen Ghosts

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The German wheezed through clenched teeth, grimacing on all fours, and I had no clue how to help him. He could have been having a heart attack, for all I knew. I called out to Charles and the others, and they hastened to gather around us. 

	Templeton and Auguste cleared the way as Charles passed between them. 

	"What's the trouble?" He seemed agitated, more like the version of him I had witnessed the previous night. Time spent with his friends and fiancée this morning had seemed to resurrect the Charles I knew from long ago, but now he was looking haunted again as he surveyed Bergmann's condition—as if the specter of death he feared had suddenly returned. "Horst?" He crouched but refrained from touching the man. "Are you ill?"

	Bergmann shook his head sharply. "My stomach…" He managed. "A cramp is all. My apologies."

	Charles studied him for a moment before turning to me. "You had better take him back to the house, Willem. Have him rest a bit."

	"No—I…I am fine," Bergmann protested. His agonized demeanor had not improved, but he struggled to get back to his feet. I was there to help him up.

	"You heard me, Willem." Charles was giving a command.

	With a nod, I held onto the German's thick arm. "I will ask Lionel to fetch some bicarbonate of soda. That should do the trick."

	"I do not have heartburn," Bergmann retorted, but he came along anyway.

	"Some ginger ale, then." I nodded to Charles as we took the path back the way we had come.

	"I would prefer beer, if it is all the same." Bergmann mopped his upper lip with a handkerchief.

	"You'll see the rest of the grounds before you leave," Charles called after us. "I'll make sure of it!"

	I glanced over my shoulder with a look of acknowledgement. Charles and Alexis were already heading farther up the path, and the others followed—except for Auguste. 

	He stood rooted for the moment, eyes filled with contempt and fixed on the man I led by the arm. Auguste's lips moved as he muttered something, perhaps in French, but I could not make it out. Then he turned about-face and caught up with the tour.

	 

	 

	"Here we are. Easy now," I cautioned as I led Bergmann to a stuffed chair in the sitting room. 

	Of course I returned to one of the only rooms in the mansion I was familiar with. I would have let him take my bed, but I doubted he would have been able to climb the stairs in his current condition.

	"Danke." He collapsed into the chair with a groan and loud sigh. "It is my stomach, you see. Sometimes it becomes my worst enemy." He attempted a chuckle, but it came out as a wheezing cough.

	A pitcher of water sat nearby on an end table, and I poured him a glass. There had been no sign of the butler upon our return, so I had not been able to request anything else to drink.

	"Here, take this. It should help some."

	"I would still prefer beer." His face was as red as it had been on the path, and beads of perspiration continued to sprout across his brow and upper lip, no matter how many times he wiped them. "Again, danke." He took the glass and raised it, but did not sip from it. "Wie bitte, but tell me again, what is your last name, guter herr?"

	"Broekstein."

	"Ach! And here I was thinking I am Sullivan's only German friend." He smiled.

	"I believe you still may be. I am a Dutchman."

	He frowned. "A Frenchman and a Dutchman—Charles invites you both to his villa, and you cannot help but hate my people for what we did. Alas, the war made us enemies, without our ever having met. This is the world we live in, Herr Broekstein."

	I assumed the Frenchman he mentioned was Auguste. I could not speak for him, but as for myself, "I bear no grudges against my fellow man. Life is far too short and unpredictable to spend it hating anyone. I would be honored to be your friend." 

	I extended my hand, and he stared at it, not seeming to know what to do next. Then he clasped it firmly and shook it with a broad smile on his face. "Ja! Freunde!"

	Excusing myself to go on the hunt for ginger ale, I exited the sitting room and entered the corridor outside, pausing a moment to catch my bearings. The dining hall was located down a ways to my right, and I assumed the kitchen had to be just beyond it. So I set off in that direction, there being no better option in sight.

	As I passed the stairs leading up to my room and others like it on the second floor, my pace slowed, and I found myself glancing upward. That prickly feeling along the back of my neck had returned, as if I were being watched. But from what I could tell, no one was up there. I took a moment to be certain my mind was simply playing tricks on me, and then with a shrug, I resumed my kitchen-bound course.

	Spookachtig, my mother would say when her nerves got the better of her. This often occurred late at night when she was exhausted from a long day of cleaning houses in town. She would nod off in her chair and wake up with a start, some random noise having woken her. Then she would look around our living room, and things would seem to be out of order: the clock hands moving too slowly, or a hat hanging on the hat rack that had not been there when she arrived, or a lamp sitting on the wrong end table. She would start to think a ghost was teasing her, moving things around while she dozed; but then she would tell herself she was just being spookachtig, and she would go straight to bed. In the morning, everything would look right to her again, because she would be well-rested. 

	And because I would have put everything back that I had moved. Yes, I was quite a mischievous lad.

	I could not imagine living by myself in a mansion such as this. My one-bedroom apartment was just enough for me. When I someday fell in love, and that love was returned, my wife and I would live in a modest house. But for now, and for the past thirty years, the apartment had served me well, and there had been no instances of spookachtig late at night—or any time of day, for that matter.

	Yet here I was all alone in the empty, unlit dining hall of Sullivan Manor, my footsteps echoing as I made my way to the single door at the far end—the door to the kitchen, I assumed—and I could not shake the feeling that I was being followed. A glance over my shoulder told me that I had no proof of this, but the short hairs on the back of my neck disagreed, refusing to relax. 

	As I passed the end of the table, I noticed a knife in one of the place settings had been left crooked. The table had been set for lunch, with silverware and plates laid out in perfect symmetry along the white tablecloth, every fork, spoon, and knife set down perpendicular to the corresponding chair. Except for this one, which lay at a forty-five degree angle to its colleagues.

	Absently, I reached to straighten it as I walked by.

	Sudden footsteps echoed at the opposite end of the hall. Startled, I jumped, and my hand inadvertently knocked the knife off the side of the table. 

	It fell to the floor with a nerve-jangling clatter.
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	Undue Stress

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	But no one had entered the hall. 

	At least it appeared that I was still alone. I suppose someone could have walked in and then retreated before I glimpsed them, and those could have been the footsteps I thought I had heard. But why would anyone do such a thing? Could it have been a member of the staff, hoping to avoid interacting with one of Charles's guests? Had he given them orders to steer clear of us? Why?

	I could not help remembering the hand I had seen at the upstairs window earlier today, when Alexis's car had suffered its tire mishap. That hand may have belonged to anyone, but its size and sluggish movement made me think of Lionel the butler. I had no proof, but even if I did, what difference would it have made? The sound of the tire had drawn his attention, and he had looked outside to check on the situation. 

	Yet for some reason, he had continued to watch us as we entered the house.

	Could there have been someone else living upstairs? Someone Charles had failed to mention? There were an abundance of guest rooms, all of them with their doors shut—and perhaps locked, as mine had been. I had not tried any of them, so I could not say for certain. And I had no idea which rooms had been assigned to which guests.

	My thoughts were out of order. I took a deep breath and retrieved the knife from the floor, doing my best to polish it on the sleeve of my sportcoat. I had startled myself. That was all. There was no reason to question anything that had occurred thus far on my visit. This was a large estate with a lot of history, and perhaps its ghosts wanted to be heard. 

	But I did not have to listen to them.

	Setting the knife back in its setting and parallel with its ilk, I deliberately made my way straight for the door that I hoped would take me into the kitchen, my footsteps striking a purposeful rhythm.

	The kitchen was larger than anything I could have imagined in existence. Vacant now but brightly lit, its sterility seemed more abrasive than it would have had the chef and staff been bustling about, preparing meals. Steel cabinets lined the walls, arranged around a pair of large ovens, a pair of deep sinks, and a stove half the size of the table in the dining hall. Nothing had been left out, not even a salt shaker or loaf of bread. 

	So the ginger ale I sought had to be hidden behind one of those polished cabinet doors. I shook my head and exhaled. Where to start?

	"Do you need something, sir?" said a deep voice.

	I whirled around with my heart in my throat to find Lionel looming over me, his pallor even more pronounced in the harsh light.

	"Yes." I backed up a step and braced myself against the counter. "Ginger ale."

	Without a word, he went to the cabinet above one of the two sinks on the left wall and opened the door. Retrieving a bottle, he returned in two strides to where I stood.

	"Here you are, sir." Without expression, he stooped to hand me the bottle.

	Avoiding the direct stare from his sunken eyes, I focused instead on the long-fingered hand he held out to me, and the ginger ale dwarfed in its palm. 

	"Thank you." I took the bottle. "Mr. Bergmann is having some stomach issues. I thought this might help. Settle things down. Down there." I patted my belly.

	Lionel stood there without another word, watching me. 

	"How does he know Charles? I doubt they met at the tennis club." I was rambling.

	"Mr. Bergmann is Master Sullivan's accountant," Lionel said without inflection.

	"Accountant. Yes, I see." Charles had invited his two realtors, his accountant, and a fellow lawyer to the mansion. These were his friends—people who either worked for him or with him in some capacity. Then there was Alexis, his fiancée. And me. Why me? "Lunchtime is fast approaching." I took a step toward the door. "Is the chef on his way?"

	"There is no chef at Sullivan Manor, Mr. Broekstein."

	My brow wrinkled. I distinctly remembered Estelle mentioning a chef being responsible for the extraordinary cuisine here. "Then who makes up the meals?"

	Lionel raised his chin as if I had inadvertently offended him. "I do."

	Well then. If he had cooked the supper last night and the breakfast this morning, he deserved to be commended. "The meals have been exquisite, the best I have ever tasted. You must have a Michelin Star in safe keeping somewhere. Hidden in a drawer."

	"I do not." He stared at me. "But I am pleased everything has been to your liking."

	"Keep up the good work." I backed away toward the door and raised the ginger ale as if I were toasting him. "Looking forward to lunch. It will be amazing, I am sure."

	No response to my prattle as he watched me go. 

	I turned and exited through the dining hall, the prickly feeling along the back of my neck completely out of control. To say the butler unnerved me would have been an understatement. Finding out that he served double duty as the house chef? That just confused me. Where had Estelle gotten her misinformation?

	"Here you are, good fellow." I had the bottle in hand and was in the process of removing the cap with an opener on my keychain as I entered the sitting room. The German was right where I had left him, in one of the chairs where Charles and I had sat by the hearth the previous night. "Take a sip of this and see if it doesn't—"

	My voice died in my throat. My feet stumbled to a halt as a cold shudder raked my spine. Before me on the floor lay broken glass and a puddle of water.

	Horst Bergmann's feet were twisted strangely, pointed inward, his obese frame turned sideways in the chair. His fingers were frozen in the form of claws, clutching at his waistcoat. His monocle dangled from its chain. His head was tilted back almost at a ninety-degree angle, his jaws locked open as if in a silent scream. He stared, unseeing, the expression on his broad face fixed in a state of total shock, and terrible pain.

	I gasped and stepped back, nearly dropping the ginger ale. Everything about this was wrong. I had spoken to the man only minutes ago. He had been suffering from a stomach cramp, nothing more. Yet now he was dead. How was this possible? 

	Had it been a heart attack, after all, that he had suffered out on the path? Had walking back to the house put additional stress on him, when we should have instead found a shady spot outside and given him time to rest and recover?

	I could not help but feel somehow responsible. Charles had put the man in my care, and this is what had happened on my watch. 

	I knew it was illogical to feel this way, even as there was nothing I could do to shake it. I needed to call for Lionel, to let him know there had been a death on the property. We would have to notify Bergmann's family and call the police and the hospital to pick up the body—or was that the coroner?

	Part of me wanted to do nothing more than lock myself in the bathroom. That part of me was my bladder, screaming for attention at the moment. But I ignored it.

	I looked away from Bergmann and tried to take a deep breath—unsteady and shallow, but better than nothing. Then I focused on the scene before me.

	Something was very wrong. The position Bergmann's body was in—it did not look like he had been dealing with any kind of chest pain. His hands were on his protruding belly, but judging from his posture, his agony at the point of death had not been due to a mere stomach cramp. Furthermore, stomach upset rarely causes foaming at the mouth. 

	Paying close attention to the details…he looked as if he had been poisoned.



	
Chapter 10

	Collateral Damage

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"It's beginning, Willem," Charles hissed, the muscles in his face pulled taut, his tone earnest, on the verge of desperation.

	He had taken me aside as soon as he and the others had returned from their tour. Of course, all were shocked by the news of Horst Bergmann's sudden death—all but Auguste, whose subdued expression may have exhibited a thinly masked pleasure. I could not tell for certain, because I had not been afforded the opportunity to study him more closely. Charles had whisked me away to the library across the hall and shut the door while the family doctor examined the body, and the police–a detective and two uniformed officers—kept a sharp eye on everyone. We were instructed not to leave the property and to make ourselves available for interviews the detective would be conducting, meeting with us individually at a moment's notice.

	"What is beginning?" I frowned, not clear on what he meant, and disturbed by his demeanor. He had seemed deeply troubled last night; now he looked afraid.

	He exhaled in a feverish sort of way and turned, running one hand through his hair. He stared at the floor, his eyes wide and darting. 

	"I knew he would make his move once we were all together." Charles was thinking out loud, as if he were alone in the library, surrounded by four walls of books. "Why Horst? Why target him first? Though I suppose there was Lex's car. The tacks. The first move, really. But why kill Horst?"

	"Why indeed," I said, hoping to remind him that I was still there. Of course, I had no clue what he was going on about. But I could follow a few of the details. "The tacks—you believe they were left intentionally? That your fiancée's car was the target? And that whoever wanted her to suffer a flat tire, for whatever reason, is the same person who may have been involved in Mr. Bergmann's…death?"

	He faced me suddenly. "Forgive me, Willem. I haven't explained."

	"You told me to share my insights with you, about your friends—"

	"That can wait." He met my gaze, and in his eyes festered a fear of some unknown terror. "Someone wishes me dead." 

	My reply was instant and stupid, but it was the first question that popped into my head: "Who?"

	"That's just it: I don't know!" His hands began to gesticulate wildly, something they used to do whenever he was confounded by some seemingly insurmountable obstacle. "All I've received are anonymous telegrams and muffled telephone calls, a disguised voice. Threatening my life, Lex's life. The coward never gives away who he is!"

	I responded with a pensive nod, scratching my chin. "So it is a man, then."

	"Or a woman with a very deep voice. Perhaps a hermaphrodite. Who knows!"

	"How long has this been going on?"

	"Since I inherited this property, as soon as I began living here. Only a month or so, but it's been long enough!" He started shaking his head, and did not seem able to stop. "I quit my practice and sold my flat, and as soon as I stepped through the front doors of this wretched place, it began. Every day, every night. Never at the same time. I'm on pins and needles every second. I can't relax. I can't sleep. It's a nightmare."

	"Do you suspect anyone in particular of being behind these threats?"

	"Yes." He froze in place, his expression cold and grim. Nodding slowly, he said, "Everyone I invited here for the weekend."

	That included me. 

	I cleared my throat and forced a chuckle into my tone, which made me sound like I was a bit off my rocker. "Surely you don't suspect—"

	"Not you, Willem." He almost smiled; a flicker, and then it was gone. "Of course not. That's why I'm confiding in you, obviously."

	"Right." It was rather obvious, now that he mentioned it.

	"You're the only one I can trust."

	This struck me as strange, even as I felt honored by the statement. "But we have been apart for so long…"

	"Exactly. That's why I can trust you." He clapped me on the back. "You remember me as I was. Headstrong, chock-full of ideals. You don't know me as the man I am today. You bear no prejudices against Charles Sullivan, esquire. You didn't know anything about my inheritance, not until I sent you that telegram inviting you up here."

	I frowned. "You believe that to be the cause of these threats? Someone does not want you to enjoy your inherited station in life."

	"Mo' money, mo' problems." 

	"What now?" His peculiar turn of phrase had startled me. 

	"I can't help but wonder if my grandfather sired someone out of wedlock, and this person believes himself to be the rightful heir—instead of me, the only living grandchild. Both of my cousins were lost in the war..." He nodded, his expression indicating that his mind had returned to a very dark place. "And I may soon be joining them."

	His strange demeanor made perfect sense to me now. He had been on edge for weeks, unable to trust anyone. He suspected his own friends of threatening his life. I only wished he had told me sooner. Then again, I suppose he thought I would have figured out some things for myself by now, considering my penchant for solving mysteries. It was time to step up my game.

	"How certain are you that these threats are genuine, and not some sort of ill-conceived prank? Have you been given any cause to believe them?"

	"Not until today, I suppose. But I believed them anyway. Now I have proof."

	"Because you think Mr. Bergmann's death is connected in some way."

	"Of course it is! Whatever it was that killed Horst was originally intended for me. I'm sure of it." He stared across the library for a moment at nothing in particular. "Was the pitcher of water sitting there last night, when we were in that room together?"

	I honestly could not say, one way or the other. I had been nearly comatose after dinner. "Is it not equally likely that the intended victim was Mr. Bergmann all along, and that the threats made against you were for the sole purpose of subterfuge?"

	"Muddying the waters…" He nodded, almost ready to concede the point. But then his expression darkened again. "Horst was collateral damage. He won't miss next time!"

	I assumed Charles was referring to the murderer and not a dead man. My bladder ached, but I forced myself to remain right where I stood, doing my best to wrap my head around this bizarre situation. "You asked me to help you. How may I?"

	He seemed to be concentrating on another matter now. "Just continue to watch everybody. They're all suspects. Every single one." Sudden tears pooled in his eyes. He sniffed and blinked, getting himself under control in an instant. "The killer is among us, Willem. It's only a matter of time before he strikes again."

	Sometimes I truly wished I could time travel. That I could go back and see who had poisoned the water pitcher—if in fact that was how the German had died. That I could keep myself from pouring him that glass. The murder weapon, in my hand. Had the pitcher been in the sitting room the night before? Was it there, in my memory?

	The library door creaked open, interrupting my thoughts, and the detective leaned in. "Mr. Broekstein? A moment of your time, please."



	
Chapter 11

	The Interview

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I am no stranger to death. Both of my parents passed away during my senior year at Yale, and I will never forget meeting with the mortician to decide what they should wear at the funeral. The service was closed casket, but I had seen them both shortly after the car accident that claimed their lives. I identified them for the police. 

	So no, Horst Bergmann's was not the first dead body I had ever seen.

	Due to health reasons, I was not permitted to participate in the war. I remained in Hamden and worked on the home front, helping with various drives, from rubber to scrap metal, and serving as an air raid warden. I still have the steel helmet, whistle, and armband to prove it. But I never saw a man killed in battle, and while I had seen crime scene photos, I had never seen the victim of a murder in the flesh—until Horst Bergmann. Perhaps if I had been a soldier, it would not have upset me so.

	Charles expected me to help him discover which one, out of the people he had introduced me to, could possibly want him dead. I was to act as both observer and confidant. But I knew nothing of the other guests, besides what I had been told. How was I to determine which one was threatening him—and had committed murder in this very house? 

	I could not help but feel that I, a mere quality control inspector, was not suited for such a monumental task.

	"Mr. Broekstein?" The detective had been speaking, perhaps even asking me pertinent questions, but my mind had wandered off.

	"Yes." I sat across from him at the elegant table in the dining hall.

	"How did you know the victim?" He was ten years younger than I, if I had to guess, medium height and build, clean-shaven with dark hair he combed back and held in place with a generous dollop of pomade. His eyes were sharp, his manner quick and to the point. He spoke with the snappy cadence of policemen in radio dramas and films; either he mimicked them, or he considered himself to be the original. He wore a grey pinstripe suit with a revolver holstered under his left arm and kept his hat on indoors. 

	I had once seen a film where the maid asked the detective why he wore his hat inside—insinuating that such behavior was uncouth. The detective had replied smartly, "When we're dealing with a murder, toots, we keep both hands free, see?"

	"Perhaps we should start over. My name is Detective Boomsma, Berkshire County police. You are Willem Broekstein from Hamden, Connecticut. I just need to ask you a few questions about the deceased: Horst Bergmann. Shouldn't take long at all."

	"Boomsma." I almost smiled. "Always a pleasure to meet a fellow Dutchman, particularly here in New England."

	"I'm an American, Broekstein. My only heritage is red, white, and blue. Fought for Uncle Sam, and I've got the scars to prove it. Now. Back to the matter at hand." He cleared his throat and leaned forward. "Tell me how you knew the deceased."

	"I only met him today. He arrived late—later than the other guests."

	"So that's who you people are? Guests of Mr. Sullivan?"

	"That is correct. He invited us to stay over for the weekend."

	"He do that often? Organize sleepovers?"

	"I…" I had no idea. "This is my first time here."

	"So you've never met the deceased before? Never seen him in passing?"

	I shook my head. "As you said, I am from Hamden—although not originally. Hamden by way of Kalamazoo."

	His dark eyebrows shot upward. "Ah, a fellow Michigander. Grew up in Grand Rapids, myself. First city to put fluoride in the drinking water. Never had a cavity in my life, so go figure. Kalamazoo, eh? What brought you out to this edge of the country?"

	"Yale." I shrugged. "Then I just…stayed."

	"And what is it you do down there in Hamden, Mr. Broekstein?"

	"I am an inspector—"

	"A fellow lawman, to boot? Well, I had no idea the boys in Hamden were sending an inspector into my neck of the woods. Hope you don't plan on investigating this case yourself. Because you're in my jurisdiction now, bub."

	"No, I…" I cleared my throat and winced. My bladder was very full and unhappy at the moment. "I am a quality control inspector for Sudsy Disinfectant Solutions."

	Detective Boomsma blinked. "A soap man? Alright then. Won't have to worry about you stepping on my toes." He half-smiled and stood. "That'll be all. Order still stands. Don't leave the house until you get my say-so." He nodded, dismissing me.

	"Thank you." I stood and bowed slightly for some reason, and then hastened straight to the bathroom. While I relieved my bladder, I took a moment to piece together what I knew so far, and what I had observed. 

	No, Detective Boomsma, I would not be investigating this case in an official capacity. But amateur sleuth that I was, I could not help turning the mystery over in my mind and looking at it from every conceivable angle.

	Charles was receiving death threats. He had invited six friends, fiancée included, to spend the weekend at Sullivan Manor. Adding Lionel and the staff, that meant up to ten people could be inside the house at any given time. One had died suddenly, giving every indication of having been poisoned; the doctor would know for certain. That left nine people staying here now, eight of which could have been the one threatening Charles. If I were to rule out the fiancée, the butler, the staff, and myself, of course, I would be left with only three potential suspects: Estelle, Auguste, and Templeton.

	I knew nothing about Templeton, other than the fact that he worked at Charles's old law office—the job he had quit upon receiving his inheritance. Charles had mentioned in passing that Templeton might not be a very talented lawyer, but any sort of rivalry between them did not present itself as serious. 

	Estelle, while a bit obnoxious, had not given any indication of possessing malicious intent toward anyone, least of all Charles. Auguste's demeanor, on the other hand, had been quite clear in regard to the German's presence. And he alone, of all the guests, had looked the least unsettled by Bergmann's death. If anything, he appeared somewhat pleased by it.

	As I left the bathroom a liter lighter, I heard Alexis gasp from the sitting room.

	"Murder?" Her bright, sapphire-blue eyes were wide as I walked in. "But how can that be? He was having some trouble out on the path, looked like it was maybe a heart attack or something. Indigestion, trouble breathing."

	"No. He was poisoned. That much is obvious." Matter-of-fact, the wiry old doctor snapped his leather valise shut and nodded to the uniformed officer. "You may transport the body to the morgue. Dr. Spiegel will take care of the autopsy." He approached Charles and squeezed his arm. "I'm sorry this had to happen on the property, Charlie. It's a shame. Nothing like this has ever occurred at Sullivan Manor. But I suppose there's a first time for everything." With a grim nod in farewell, he took his leave.

	"Poisoned?" Templeton shook his head with a scowl. "How? Why? By who?"

	"That's for Detective Boomsma to figure out," the policeman snapped, eyeing each of us suspiciously. "Truth is, the doc shouldn't have let that particular cat out of the bag. But what's done is done. None of you people are going anywhere, so sit tight."



	
Chapter 12

	Heated Accusations

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	With a curt nod, the uniformed officer and his partner marched us out of the sitting room, both of them presumably headed for the front doors. There they would stand guard, like sentries posted at the gates of a prison. As for the rest of us, we were instructed to gather in the library, where there was ample seating, plenty to read to pass the time, and no dead body sitting in one of the chairs waiting for its ride to the morgue.

	The six of us stood about awkwardly, confused and dismayed, each rotating in his or her own orbit. For now, all were silent as everyone but I waited for Detective Boomsma to summon them to their interviews.

	Charles and Alexis stood close, hands clasped together, their eyes on the floor. Templeton stood alone in a corner with his arms crossed, scowling at the floor globe. Estelle and Auguste, as was their way, stood close enough to seem like they were together, but far enough apart to make one wonder if they were truly a couple. Both of their faces were devoid of expression. 

	I found my gaze returning to the window and the driveway out front, even as my thoughts were not far from the chair in the sitting room where the body of Horst Bergmann sat with broken glass and a puddle of water at his feet. Even though we were now across the hall from where the murder had occurred, the cold sense of death permeated this room, uncanny in its scrabbling reach.

	"How does that country doctor know it's murder, anyway?" Templeton broke the silence. "Who's to say it wasn't suicide? A cyanide pill, like in one of those spy pictures."

	I watched him, wondering if he could be the murderer. What would have been his motive? How would he have even pulled it off while taking a tour of the grounds?

	"Did that overweight fellow really strike you as a spy?" Estelle scoffed.

	"But that's what it's like in real life," Templeton insisted. "Spies aren't the dashing hero types. They're the sort of people most of us would simply overlook."

	I wondered where he had gotten his information. Probably in a book.

	"Another dead German?" Auguste grunted. "I'd say it's a good start."

	Charles's eyes kindled with fury as he turned on him. "That's the kind of talk that could send you straight to the electric chair, my friend."

	The Frenchman had shown obvious dislike for Bergmann, yet, as with Templeton, what opportunity would he have had to poison the water pitcher? Or had the arsenic or cyanide been left on the rim of the glass itself? Did that make any difference?

	"As far as I know, we live in a free country," Auguste countered. "My tongue is free. It speaks what is in the heart!"

	"And if there's murder in that heart?" Charles glared at the Frenchman.

	Auguste clenched his fists down at his sides and stood as rigid as a statue. "Do you think I am a killer, my friend?" he grated out. "Do you truly think I have it in me to take another man's life—no matter how detestable he may be?" 

	I wondered how well Charles knew any of these people, his fiancée included.

	The confrontation would have likely come to blows next, if allowed to escalate any further. Already Alexis and Estelle were tugging at the men's sleeves as if to warn them of the precipice on which they stood. Friendships have ended over much less.

	Against my better judgment, I stepped in as mediator.

	"Shall we pause and take a deep breath? This is quite an ordeal for all of us—definitely not something we were expecting this weekend, to say the least. And the last thing we should do is start fighting among ourselves."

	"Stay out of this, Soap Man." Auguste scowled not at me but at Charles. "Your honor has not been impugned by our gracious host."

	"I'm sorry—soap?" Alexis looked confused.

	"Yes, didn't you know? Our dear Mr. Broekstein is an inspector. Of soap," Estelle said with a laugh. "He works for Sudsy Something or Other, in one of their factories."

	"Blue collar," Templeton mused aloud. "I can respect that."

	"Did you tell the detective that you were an inspector?" Estelle asked me. "Perhaps the two of you can solve this little murder case together!" She nudged Auguste. "Unless the killer made a clean getaway."

	He glanced at her, his expression softening. Apparently, the man liked puns.

	"Say," Estelle continued with a sparkle in her eye, "could that have been what did in poor Mr. Bergmann? Could someone have put soap in his water, Inspector Broekstein?" She leaned toward me. "Can soap actually kill?"

	"It can give you diarrhea," I replied, holding her gaze.

	"My goodness! What a mouth on this one." She clucked her tongue. "I hope you don't speak that way at the Sudsy factory, Inspector." Another amusing thought came to her. "Are dirty jokes allowed on the line?"

	"They are verboden." I saw what she was doing, though it was at my expense, to some extent. She had succeeded in distracting Charles and Auguste for the time being.

	"Verboden," she repeated with a nod. "Another Dutch word, I take it?"

	"Sounds almost identical to the German form," Auguste said. "Although, if I am not mistaken, that would be with a t instead of a d."

	Charles cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. He had taken a step back from Auguste and turned toward Alexis on his arm. "I'm sorry about all of this. I wish you didn't have to be trapped here while this detective takes his sweet time interviewing us. I know I don't need to say it, because it's what we're already thinking: Each of us is a suspect. So we need to control ourselves—control our thoughts and our words—while we wait for our respective interviews."

	"And refrain from rash accusations," Auguste added, glancing pointedly at our host. 

	Charles nodded without expression, and the Frenchman visibly relaxed a smidgen.

	"You were the first to meet with that detective, weren't you, Broekstein?" Templeton said with a curious frown. "The only one so far, by my count. Why was that?"

	I was at a loss to explain it, or why Detective Boomsma had not invited anyone else into the dining hall after speaking with me. Had he already identified the culprit?

	"Well, you were here with him, Willem," Alexis said, as if it made perfect sense. "You were the last one to see Horst alive."

	"I handed him the glass of water," I said, and a pained expression crossed Charles's face for just an instant.

	"Yes, you see? I speak only words, and you think I am the killer, but he—" Auguste jabbed an index finger at me. "—administered the bloody poison to the victim! And I am the one receiving accusations?" So much for him being relaxed.

	Taking Estelle by the arm, he stormed out of the library with her in tow, which, judging by the startled expression on her face, was not something she was accustomed to. 

	Templeton muttered, "There's the French for you," and lowered his lanky frame into an armchair, a thoughtful scowl ensconced on his brow. 

	Alexis spoke quietly to Charles, and he rubbed her back as they made their way over to a comfortable-looking loveseat. 

	I remained standing by the door, hands clasped behind my back, and in my mind, I traveled back through time, seeing as if for the first time the fateful pitcher of water left on that end table in the sitting room. 

	



	
Chapter 13

	Crazy Hunch

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Whoever had poisoned either the water pitcher or the drinking glass could not have had a single victim in mind. No matter how hard I racked my brain, I failed to remember any color or odor in the water, or any grainy substance in the glass. Perhaps my attention had been elsewhere at the time, on trying to make Mr. Bergmann feel comfortable when he so obviously was not. 

	Regardless, I did not believe that he was the intended target. Two of us had been in that room. I could have just as easily poured the glass for myself.

	The poison would have had to be colorless, odorless, and lethal as soon as it was swallowed. I recalled a story in the paper of a murder in which strychnine had been used; it was both colorless and odorless but tasted horribly bitter, and lethal only in large doses. The amount necessary to have poisoned the entire pitcher would have been too noticeable. But poisoning only the glass, with just enough of the crystals to pose a lethal threat, could have been inconspicuously accomplished.

	Only a single drinking glass had been left with the pitcher in the sitting room. As far as I knew, the pitcher remained right where I had left it. Detective Boomsma was in the dining hall consulting his notes or taking a nap, for all I knew, and the pair of uniformed policemen were guarding the front of the mansion. 
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