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			For my daughter Melissa, whose life is as calm and serene as Bernard and Melody’s, but with more children.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?
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			Chapter 1: Friday Morning, July 14, 2017

			 

			 

			It was like…

			It was like…

			He didn’t know what it was like.

			Wait. Yes, he did. It was like a deep pool slumbering in the recesses of a cavern, its dark, glassy surface reflecting his image, a smoky mirror in which, if he looked long and hard enough, his future might be revealed.

			The cherry surface of the vintage Jasper secretary glowed, reflecting Bernard Earls and the crisp outline of his dark blue pinstripe suit. So clear was his image, he could almost tie his tie by it. Said tie was already perfectly knotted at his throat, but he adjusted it anyway, just because he could, and for good measure smoothed his dark, wavy hair although it waved perfectly over the crown of his head. He indeed looked dashing, as always, but the wood’s red grain lent him an extra dose of devilish charm.

			He wanted it.

			In fact, he wanted everything here. The room was crammed to the hilt with beautifully crafted, beautifully cared for, museum-quality furniture. Rich cabinetry, rich desks, rich chairs with richly upholstered seats, rich bookcases stuffed with tomes antique and modern. The place reeked of expensive wood polish. 

			A stiff butler had deposited Bernard here to wait for his host, one Alexander Hamilton Plaskett, who Bernard’s research revealed had fistfuls of old money. The Plasketts didn’t seem to actually do anything with their wealth aside from retain lawyers to sue each other, but he assumed they had serious investments. How else could they keep their litigation war raging decade after decade? Bernard liked that in an employer. Money, that is. He couldn’t care less about the family dynamics. But why would such a man need his services, and more to the point, how had his name come to Plaskett’s attention? That part was a bit troubling.

			Apparently, Bernard didn’t rank high enough to warrant a quick reception. He wandered for half an hour among the furnishings, inspecting himself in every glass panel and shiny wood surface, surreptitiously checking walls, ceilings, and every possible hidey hole for security cameras. Evidence of security proved entirely lacking. Odd, that. He studied the titles of at least a hundred books, too, books ranging from classics to polemics to schlock. He pulled an occasional volume from its shelf, paged carefully through it, and replaced it. Some of the bindings were old, but obscure works didn’t interest him. He couldn’t possibly estimate their value on the fly.

			Then one particular title caught Bernard’s eye. He casually surveyed the room to make sure he was still alone and the door still closed, then he gently slid it from the shelf and opened it. A first edition of Edgar Allen Poe’s Tales, published in 1845. He didn’t know the title, but he sure knew the author. This had to be worth a grand, at least.

			After another casual look around, Bernard gently pulled aside the left panel of his suit coat and slipped the volume into one of the larger pockets secreted beneath. He then smoothed the fabric, strolled easily to the glassed-in front of another bookcase, and checked his image for unsightly bulges. The book didn’t give itself away. Satisfied, he spent the remaining ten minutes of his wait browsing other titles but found nothing worth nabbing. Just as well. He only had so many pockets.

			“Mr. Earls.”

			Bernard started, not having heard the door open. He might have started anyway, as the voice behind him was thin, old, and cranky. When he turned, he found the man emitting it to be fat, old, and cranky. His white hair and wrinkled face and trembling hands signaled his age, while his scrunched-up mouth and narrowed eyes broadcast severe crankiness.

			“Mr. Plaskett,” Bernard acknowledged.

			Plaskett didn’t offer a handshake. Instead, he lumbered forward and rounded the mahogany desk near the great window that looked out upon a lightly wooded hill. He scowled at Bernard and tugged his cream polo shirt into better position, then lowered himself into a well-leathered chair. “Sit,” he said. He might have been commanding a dog.

			Unfazed, Bernard took the dark leather chair opposite him and gazed serenely across the desk. 

			“I can’t believe I’ve sunk to such depths.” Plaskett sucked in a long breath and spewed it out again. “You probably think I’m desperate, calling in someone like you.”

			Rule number one, Bernard reminded himself. Never irritate a potential client. This fellow sounded plenty irritated right off the bat, and all Bernard had said was hello. He donned a serious face, nodded, and waited.

			Plaskett seemed to be chewing on his own tongue. “All right. I’ll admit that I am, but don’t you dare tell anyone.”

			“Discretion is my middle name,” Bernard assured him.

			The grouch hardly looked assured. “My older brother, having bartered his soul in exchange for the services of Lucifer’s personal lawyer, has been granted by the court possession of a certain family heirloom. It has little intrinsic worth, but its sentimental value is astronomical.”

			Bernard inclined his head in sympathy and waited for the details.

			Plaskett, however, had finished, and when nothing more than sympathy materialized, he snapped, “Well?”

			“What is it, where is it, and how much is its restoration to its rightful owner worth?” He could have said “stealing it,” but he never overlooked the importance of proper phrasing, especially during negotiations.

			Bernard wasn’t sure how, but Plaskett’s irritation intensified. “I might have expected that appalling suggestion from you.” He rose slowly and tugged his polo shirt again. “You’ve offended me. Don’t speak with me again. Don’t speak with anyone in my household.” He passed by Bernard, leaning a hand on the desk as though he might fall. “In fact, once family and staff learn of this meeting, I’ll wager only that infernal scoundrel Ruggles would tolerate your presence.” He lumbered to the door while Bernard scowled at the window. 

			“Who’s Ruggles?” 

			“My butler.”

			Bernard got it. Plaskett had not uttered an incriminating syllable. If the heirloom was stolen, he hadn’t suggested it. Ruggles and Bernard might be on the hook, but not Alexander Hamilton Plaskett.

			“By the way, Mr. Earls. My family relies on sophisticated surveillance technology to protect their valuables.”

			Bernard could hear Plaskett’s eyebrows arch significantly. Obviously, the cameras were well-hidden. With an inward sigh, he pulled back his jacket, removed the Poe, and set it gently on the desk. “I had to be sure,” he explained as though it were the most sensible thing in the world. “Tight security complicates matters. In its absence, simplicity is best.”

			Whether or not Plaskett believed him hardly mattered. The door closed with a gentle click. Bernard gazed longingly at the book. He reached out a hand and stroked the leather spine. He opened it with his fingertips and leafed through a few pages, mesmerized by the print. “A beautiful piece of work,” he pronounced as he closed it. 

			While he considered how to fake restoring it to the shelf, the door sighed open. Someone new stood behind him, silent, waiting.

			Bernard sat back, resigned to leaving Poeless. “So,” he guessed without looking. “You must be Ruggles.”

			 

			 

			A small crowd jostled each other at the counter of the coffee shop huddled in the corner of the Papyrus World bookstore. When the server called out number sixty-three, Melody Earls rose up on the tips of her elegant white open-toe heels and waved her ticket as though she’d just won the lottery. “Here!” she cried. “Over here!” The lake of people parted for her, smiling, and she clip-clopped up to get her latte. They kept on smiling while she warmly thanked the server and smiled after her as she clip-clopped back to one of the little round tables by the storefront window.

			She got that a lot and liked it. She knew from personal experience in front of a mirror that it was hard not to smile at her. Five eight, elegantly sculpted, elegantly dressed, auburn hair and blue eyes, enthusiastic about everything—when you saw her, you just knew she loved life and life loved her right back. How could you not smile?

			Reaching the table, she slipped into a green padded chair and shoved it close to the other person sitting there, a geeky college man surrounded by textbooks and electronics. He smiled at her, too, probably not because he was in love with her—not quite, anyway—but because out of all the young men in this place, this drop-dead gorgeous woman he’d never met before had chosen to sit with him and talk to him and maybe even—

			Yeah, well, if that’s what he was thinking, he’d gotten way ahead of the game. Besides, she was a married woman. She just wanted to talk. She’d never seen so many gizmos and gadgets at one table before: a laptop computer, a tablet computer, a cell phone, noise-cancelling headphones, one of those things you wore on your wrist to measure your heart rate and breathing and blood pressure and maybe how much of your brain you were using at any given moment. A quick glance at the wrist device told her the man’s heartbeat had soared since she returned to the table.

			And one other device, which he cradled in his left hand. “So, Shawn,” she said, tapping the unit, “tell me again how this works.” She leaned close to him so she could see the screen.

			Shawn swallowed and tugged at his collar as though feeling too warm in spite of the air conditioning. Outside, the temperature had soared to ninety-eight, but in here Melody found it a bit chilly. 

			“It’s an e-reader. You buy e-books on the store’s website. They download to the reader, and then you can read them. See?” He paged through the list of titles he had stashed. She didn’t recognize any of them, but she rather liked some of the covers. She could well imagine herself as one of those female warriors, wearing a chain mail bikini and brandishing a sword or laser or whatever. She did have to wonder about the utility of armor that left so much uncovered, though. Wasn’t that dangerous? 

			“You can store over a thousand books and take them with you wherever you go,” Shawn added.

			“A thousand books,” she breathed. “That’s amazing. A thousand books in your pocket or purse.”

			He breathed, too, like something was amazing, but maybe not the thousand books. He had to swallow again before he could speak. “Yeah, your whole library whenever you want it.”

			“No wonder they call it an eager reader.”

			Shawn blinked then laughed. “E-reader.”

			“Oh.” She tried to imagine holding a whole library in the palm of her hand. Books, magazines, movies, stacks, reference librarians, everything. She almost got it. But then she realized the impracticality of this scheme. It couldn’t possibly work, unless—

			“Does it read them for you?”

			“Some have text to voice,” Shawn replied, “but not this one.”

			“No,” Melody said. “I mean text to brain.”

			His eyes widened.

			“Can they beam books right into your brain?”

			“Er, no, I don’t think so. Why?”

			“Well, you certainly can’t read a thousand books just like that. I can barely read one book every few months. A thousand of them…“ Her face scrunched up in concentration as she worked it out. “That would take me two hundred fifty years! What’s the point of carrying around all those books if I’ll die before I can read even half of them?”

			Shawn blinked at her.

			Shawn blinked at his e-reader.

			Shawn’s mouth opened and “Um,” came out. He lifted his coffee cup to his lips, but nothing came out of that. He shook it. Empty. “I need another drink,” he mumbled. He handed the e-reader to Melody. “Here, give it a try.”

			Melody smiled her thanks as, still in a daze, he rose and made his way toward the crowded coffee counter. With some affection, Melody watched him go, then she gently set the reader on the table. She pushed back her chair, quietly collected her latte and Shawn’s tablet computer, and sauntered out into the mid-day heat before he had decided what to order.

			 

			 

			Compared to the Plaskett mansion, their apartment had all the charm of a dog kennel. Oh, the furnishings were okay. You could get comfortable on the plush tan sofa, plenty of reading material huddled in the Swedish assemble-it-yourself bookcases, and the big flat screen TV hanging on the wall shoved the picture close enough to your face. But the sheer ordinariness of the place got Bernard down. No first-edition Poe slumbered among the books, certainly, nor could he admire his suave form reflected in the kitchen table’s surface. 

			In fact, he couldn’t even see the kitchen table’s surface. It was covered in sale flyers, computer printouts, and the detritus of this morning’s breakfast, including cereal boxes, used cups and bowls and spoons, and an open box of sugar cubes. In the midst of it all, their Persian cat Fifi  lay curled into a slumbering mass of hair. Why had Melody left this mess? She was usually so neat.

			He took off his suit coat and slung it over the back of one of the wooden chairs, then undid his tie. Head cocked at an uncomfortable angle, he tried to read some of the papers. They proved to be lists of laptop computers and tablet computers and e-readers and other gizmos peddled by discount retailers, each device boasting a price tag he didn’t want to think about, discounted or no. Some of the items had been circled. That puzzled him. He already had a laptop, ancient though it might be, and Melody could barely operate the TV remote. Why would she be shopping for this stuff?

			Fifi opened her eyes and gazed at Bernard. Apparently, she couldn’t answer his question, either, so she stretched and shoved some of the papers off the edge. They flapped to the floor. Yawning to display her impressive carnivore dentition, she rolled over, curled up again, and closed her eyes. Bernard carefully picked her up and deposited her on the floor. While he gathered up the spilled papers, Fifi rubbed a healthy supply of fur into his pant legs. Once he was properly insulated, she circled him, jumped back up on the table, and balled herself up.

			“You’re useless,” he grumped, but he scratched her behind the ears anyway.

			Better clean up, he decided. He cleared away the used dishes, stashed the breakfast items in the kitchen cupboard, and stacked the papers sufficiently far from feline paws to keep them safe. Or so he hoped. One could never tell. Cats must be made of rubber, given the impossible lengths to which they could stretch. 

			That done, he went to the corner of the living room and opened his rolltop desk. It wasn’t a Plaskett rolltop of fine mahogany polished to a sheen, but Bernard had fallen in love with it the moment he saw it at the cut-rate furniture store. He could at least pretend it was eighteenth century veneered particle board. 

			He rolled up the top and pulled forward his laptop. He had just powered it on when keys rattled in the apartment door’s lock, the door swung open, and Melody bounced in, radiating happiness. “You home, Bernie?” she called. “Look what I got!”

			Oh God, he thought and braced himself for the worst. “How much did it cost?” 

			“I didn’t buy it yet. This nice young guy let me borrow it. I want to be sure it’s right for me before I spend money.”

			With a heavy sigh, Bernard swiveled around in his chair. Melody practically skipped across the living room and shoved the tablet into his face. “What do you think?” Before he could answer, she turned it over a couple of times and rendered her own opinion. “Boring color, mostly black. But the screen size is good, yeah?” She handed it to him and chewed her bottom lip while waiting his assessment.

			Bernard switched the device on. The manufacturer’s logo paraded around the screen while cheery chimes signaled what a great time the user was about to have. Then the password screen came up.

			“It’s useless.”

			“What! Come on, Bernie, Shawn showed me everything. Email, photos, videos, all kinds of cool stuff. It’s great!”

			“Shawn, huh? Well, I imagine Shawn knows his own password.”

			Melody snatched the tablet back, her cute little mouth scrunched up in cute little puzzlement. Then inspiration struck. “Oh, that’s easy.” She tapped out something. “There.” 

			When she returned the gizmo to Bernard, it was unlocked and ready for action. What the hell? he demanded of himself. How did she do that?

			His face must have broadcast the question. “There’s this girl, see. Her name’s Felicity. She doesn’t know Shawn exists, but he really wants her to be his girlfriend. So Felicity has this dog named Groucho. She calls him that because he’s mostly white but has this black spot on his muzzle that looks like a mustache. I’m not sure why that makes her think he’s a grouch, but whatever. Anyway, Groucho really likes Shawn because Shawn feeds him bits of cheeseburger. The thing is, Groucho prefers his burgers on sesame seed buns. If Shawn has a burger on a ciabatta roll or a pretzel roll or something, Groucho won’t touch it. Isn’t that weird? You’d think he’d at least eat the beef, but no. It’s awkward, because Shawn really does prefer pretzel rolls, but he also likes to feed Groucho. Anyway—“

			Bernard put up a hand. “Wait a minute. How is it you know Shawn’s entire life story?”

			“He showed me his pictures on the tablet. Here, give me that.” She took it back and fiddled with it. “This is Felicity. Nice looking girl, yeah? No wonder he likes her. And here’s Felicity with Groucho. Cute doggie! And here’s Groucho playing with a pull toy. Shawn’s holding the other end. That’s his fingers. And here’s—“

			Bernard gently took her hand to stop her from flicking from picture to picture. “You said Felicity didn’t know Shawn existed. What’s he doing feeding her dog?”

			Melody rolled her eyes. “Obviously she knows he exists, but she doesn’t know he exists. Not in any romantic sense. They live off-campus in the same apartment building and have some classes together. He helps her study math because she’s no good at it and he is. But she’s never asked him to spend the night, and he’s too afraid to ask her. I think the most she’s done is bake him a pan of brownies, which are good but not—well, you know. You’re a guy. You can figure it out.”

			That was the last thing Bernard felt like figuring out. He had a heist to plan, and Melody’s little escapade stood in his way. “So what’s his password?”

			“Open sesame.”

			Some days, Bernard felt the whole world had lost its mind. Maybe most days. But it didn’t matter. “Great. Now that you’re in, I suppose you’ll want me to erase all his stuff and get it set up for you.” He tried to take the tablet from her, but she yanked it back.

			“Don’t you dare! This is Shawn’s!”

			“Really. I suppose he gave it to you.”

			“Of course not. He lost it, and I found it.”

			“So it’s yours now.”

			She hugged the device to her chest like a baby. “Bernie, I’m surprised at you. This isn’t just a computer thingie. It’s Shawn’s whole life. His pictures, his videos, his memories. You can’t erase a person’s whole life.”

			Bernard gave up. When Melody was in one of these moods, there was no reasoning with her. Often there was no reasoning with her anyway. “So you’re going to give it back?”

			“I sure am.”

			“Without getting caught.”

			“That’s right. Don’t you worry. I’ll handle it.”

			That much he could believe. Melody’s luck bordered on divine. Why the Almighty would look with such favor on a kleptomaniac he didn’t know, but in truth Melody never got caught. If one of them landed in a jam, it would be him. “Fine. Meanwhile, I have work to do.”

			“Oh!” She abandoned her electronic baby on the bookcase and perched on the edge of the sofa. “Mr. Plaskett hired us!”

			“He did.”

			“So?” She bounced a little in her excitement.

			Like everyone else in the world, Bernard couldn’t help but smile at her. For all the aggravation she caused him, he couldn’t resist her enthusiasm. He leaned forward and spoke as though sharing a confidence, which of course he was, even though nobody else was there to hear. “There are five Plaskett siblings. In order of seniority, we have Paul Revere Plaskett, Alexander Hamilton Plaskett, Betsy Ross Plaskett, James Madison Plaskett, and Dolley Madison Plaskett.”

			“Sounds like a distinguished family,” Melody said with no trace of sarcasm.

			 Bernard nodded. “And cuckoo to boot. Our Plaskett is Alexander, the second oldest. The family originally hailed from England. They were already filthy rich when they got to the U.S in the nineteenth century. None of them has ever done an honest day’s work.”

			“Not like us,” Melody said seriously.

			“Nothing at all like us. They’d make Shawn grovel for his pictures, and then they’d sneer as they deleted them.”

			Disgusted, she muttered, “Terrible. Just terrible. I almost wish they hadn’t hired us.”

			“Think of the money, love.”

			She beamed at him, so she must have thought of it. “So what do we steal?”

			“The Plasketts have a family heirloom,” Bernard told her. “It’s a sterling silver statue of a pine marten. It’s supposed to belong--”

			Melody’s beam morphed into puzzlement. “What’s a pine marten?” 

			“It’s a kind of weasel that lives in England. Here, I’ll show you.” Bernard turned to his computer and in a moment had a photo of the creature on display. Rich brown, tending toward black on underbelly and legs, it bore a cream tuxedo, a slender face with a pointy nose, and large, pale ears. It gazed from the screen with dark, intelligent eyes.

			“Aw,” Melody purred. “He’s cute!” She reached out as though she might pet the little darling. 

			“He’s a weasel,” Bernard reminded her. “Like the rest of the Plaskett family. I’m not surprised this is their mascot. As I was saying, the metallic version is supposed to belong to the head of the family.”

			“That would be Paul, right?” Melody asked. “He’s the oldest.”

			“Except their father threatened to cut Paul out of his will. I think daddy died before talking to his lawyer, but the rest of them refuse to accept that Paul has any right to the marten.”

			“So it does belong to Alexander.”

			Bernard shrugged. “Except Alexander has no children, and the others say it should belong to someone who can pass it to the next generation.”

			Melody put a finger to her lips and thought. “That makes sense. Betsy? A woman is better suited to take care of the silver anyway, I’d think.”

			“Except Betsy married a destitute divorcé. She made him sign a prenuptial agreement that prevents him or his descendants from his first marriage inheriting any Plaskett money, but the document’s wording contains a glitch. He may be able to inherit non-cash property. The rest of the family flies into hysterics when they think of the marten in his hands.”

			“There sure are a lot of exceptions here,” Melody said. “What about James?”

			“Drunkard. Nobody wants him to get it.”

			“Dolley?”

			“Former hippie. Supports legalization of recreational drugs. Nobody wants her getting her hands on the marten. God only knows what would happen to it if she did.”

			“Wow.”

			Bernard nodded sagely. “The Plasketts have sued each other back and forth over this marten, among other things, for decades. Lawsuits are a hobby for them. At one time or another, they’ve each found a judge willing to hand it over to them. Alexander kept it until a month ago when Paul won his latest suit and took possession.”

			Melody giggled.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“All that for a glittery weasel?”

			Put that way, it sounded more ridiculous than even Bernard had realized. He couldn’t help but laugh with her.

			“That must be one special critter,” she said. “So how do we get it?”

			“Good question. All the Plaskett mansions have solid security.” He’d found that out the hard way but figured it might be best not to mention the Poe incident. “Alexander employs a company called Fitzroy Fortresses. I noticed their name and logo on a sign outside the front door and on the security system keypad inside.”

			“We don’t know them, do we?”

			“Not that I recall. I was about to look them up when you came in.”

			“I’ll let you get to it. How much will Plaskett pay?” Melody stood and retrieved the tablet from the bookcase. Once she had it in her hands, she had eyes only for it.

			“He won’t admit to paying anything, but I got Ruggles up to seven thousand, plus expenses. That’s more than the weasel is worth. The marten, I mean. Plaskett’s worth is disgustingly high.”

			“Mmmm,” Melody said, but Bernard wasn’t sure she meant the money. “Who’s Ruggles?”

			“The butler.”

			She giggled again. “The butler did it.”

			Bernard tweaked her ear. She smiled and stroked the tablet. “Tell you what,” he said. “Once this job is done, I’ll buy you a tablet of your very own.”

			For that promise, he got a bit more than a tweak in return.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Saturday Morning, July 15, 2017

			 

			 

			Puttering along in his fourteen-year-old Lincoln Zephyr, Bernard felt conspicuous. Late-model Ferraris and Jaguars and other exalted vehicles populated the byways and driveways of Bear Trap Falls, Maryland. These people were rich. Seriously rich. Multimillion-dollar homes on acres of manicured land rich. He could scarce imagine that degree of richness. He felt the urge to scrunch down behind the wheel so nobody would see Bernard Earls driving a junker.

			The sensation doubly disconcerted him because the Zephyr should have given him an air of wealth. It was a Lincoln, for God’s sake. Okay, a small, ancient Lincoln, but a Lincoln. He kept its powder blue body shined so at the grocery store or mall he stepped out of it rich and slipped into it richer. People near his abode in Aschimos, Maryland admired it with envy. Although not the extreme socioeconomic opposite of Bear Trap Falls, Aschimos harbored few Zephyrs.

			Here, though, he feared he might be towed away as an eyesore while still in motion. Or residents might suspect he was casing the mansions and call the police, which would be awful because he was casing the mansions. Or one mansion, anyway, once he found it. Somewhere around here stood the palatial home of Paul Revere Plaskett, current holder of one seriously glittery weasel.

			He rounded a sweeping curve lined with majestic spruce and oak. The mid-morning sun sparkled in pools of water dotting the meticulously groomed grounds. The air smelled of pine needles and cedar mulch. He peered down each stretch of asphalt driveway, hoping for a glimpse of the house reposing in the distance behind the thick crowns of trees and the roses, daffodils, and lilacs. Unmarked driveways afforded the only glimpse of the largely concealed homes. No numbers, not even names. People this rich ought to have named houses. Lucre Cottage. Maybe Cash Cow Hall. He could see the signboards swaying gently in the breeze. How did the mail carrier know where to deliver the Plaskett siblings their invitations to each other’s lawsuits? Fortunately, Bernard had GPS and an address supplied by Ruggles the butler, so he couldn’t go too far wrong.

			He hoped.

			Right on cue, the device delivered. “Your destination is on the right in one quarter mile.”

			A stand of arbor vitae lined the road for at least the next quarter mile, but just at that point he saw the break in it and, coming upon it, turned up the drive. 

			“Recalculating,” the GPS said, aggrieved.

			“You said it was coming up!” 

			He continued up the drive, which flung itself into a huge circle before a mansion that might have been airlifted from the Southwest. All stucco and red tile and arched doors and windows, the building gleamed in the late morning light. Bernard didn’t wear sunglasses, but right now he could have used a pair. 

			“Make a U-turn,” the GPS commanded. “In six hundred feet, turn right on Willow Boulevard.”

			He pulled around the drive, slowly. It took half a lifetime, the place was so big. The mansion stood three stories tall in the middle, with one-story wings spread wide on either side. Probably every one of them was alarmed. Near the front door, nearly hidden in a clump of dwarf spruce trees, Bernard spotted a little sign cut in the shape of a castle. “Fitzroy Fortresses,” it read in Gothic letters, and below that in a smaller, more threatening script, “Don’t even think it.” 

			He looked up as he passed dead center and saw a curtain flutter in an upper window. A human figure raised a cell phone to its ear.

			Great.

			Bernard maintained a steady creep around the circle.

			“In two hundred feet, turn right on Willow Boulevard.”

			“You said that already.” Maintaining his crawl, he made for the road, then turned.

			“Your destination will be on the right in eight hundred feet.”

			“Why should I trust you?”

			Six hundred feet up the road, a cop car cruised by in the opposite direction. No sooner had Bernard passed than it swung around in the middle of the road and pursued. He kept his speed steady, exactly at the limit of twenty-five. 

			“Your destination is on the right.”

			Another drive peeked through the line of trees. He signaled, slowed, and turned. So did the cop. He took his time mounting the slightly uphill drive toward the house. He made it most of the way before the red lights flared to life.

			Bernard stopped. He put his car in park, lowered the window, and waited, hands on top of the steering wheel to keep his adversary calm. The cop took his time running the license plate and sauntering up to his victim.

			“Good morning, sir.”

			Bernard offered a friendly smile. “Indeed it is, officer. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

			The cop stood six foot three in his sunglasses. His belt bristled with the paraphernalia of his trade. “Just a routine check. You don’t look like you’re from around here.” He gave the car a once-over.

			“I’m not. I’m here on business.” Bernard definitely believed honesty was the best policy, if one could get away with it.

			“Well isn’t that a coincidence. So am I.” The cop smiled a cool smile. Clearly, he enjoyed his work. “Can I see your license and registration?”

			“My pleasure.” Bernard moved slowly and deliberately, announcing his purpose as he retrieved his license from his wallet in his back pocket and his registration from the glove compartment. “Here you go, sir.”

			“Thank you, sir. If you’ll be so kind as to wait, I won’t be a moment.”

			As if I had any choice, Bernard didn’t say.

			While the cop returned to his car and performed his electronic duties, Bernard studied the façade of Paul Revere Plaskett’s house. An understated Georgian design, it resembled nothing so much as a huge red brick sitting atop a hill.  Three stories tall, five separate chimneys erupted from its black roof. A white semicircular portico dead center marked the main entrance. Next to it, nearly hidden in a clump of daffodils, a Fitzroy Fortresses sign warned, “Don’t even think it,” but Bernard would not be dissuaded. A breezeway connected the house to a detached garage with five huge bay doors. Perched along the edges of the roof, clearly visible security cameras surveyed the house and its outbuildings. A camera even crowned a birdhouse that stood atop a twenty-foot pole. Curiously, the birdhouse looked just like the mansion. 

			Bernard shook his head. Rich people. 

			The cop returned and handed back his documents. “Looks like you once spent some time as a guest of the Free State, Bernard. How was the food?”

			“Passable, but personally I prefer a good local crab house.”

			“I don’t blame you. So tell me, what business does someone of your background have in a locale such as this?” The cop swept his hand around the area.

			Bernard mimicked the motion but indicated the house. “I’ve been retained by the brother of the gentleman who lives here.”

			“You don’t say. Not the woman who lives over there?” The cop pointed in the general direction of the house Bernard had accidentally cased. Neither of them could see the house for the hills and trees, but neither doubted it was there.

			“A wrong turn, officer. I’m sure you’ve made the same mistake once or twice.” 

			The cop shook his head. “I never get lost. I have a map in my head.” He tapped the top of his hat.

			“That must be convenient.”

			“You mind telling me the name of your client?”

			“Alexander Hamilton Plaskett. His brother Paul Revere Plaskett lives here.”

			The cop stared at Bernard. Bernard couldn’t blame him. “You’re joking.”

			“No, sir. There are three other siblings as well: Betsy Ross Plaskett, James Madison Plaskett, and Dolley Madison Plaskett.”

			The stare stared on. “Don’t get funny with me, Bernard.”

			“Those are their names, sir. I imagine it’s a family with a distinguished history.”

			“I hope James and Dolley aren’t married. That would be an incestuous union.”

			Bernard wondered what that had to do with anything, but he merely shrugged.

			The cop hitched up his belt—the one bristling with the paraphernalia of his trade—and took a step back. “Step out of the car, please.”

			With a sigh, Bernard complied. No doubt the cop figured he had probable cause for some form of minor harassment. 

			“Come with me. We’re going to knock on that door.”

			“What?”

			The cop pointed to the mansion. “Let’s investigate these names you just made up.”

			“I didn’t make up—“

			The cop shot him a glance, which was better than shooting him in some other manner.

			“Okay.”

			Together they trudged up the driveway, past the Fitzroy Fortresses sign, up the portico steps, between the slender white portico columns, to the massive oak door. “If you please,” the cop said, gesturing to the doorbell.

			Bernard rang the bell and folded his hands neatly before him.

			“You think George Washington ever slept here?” the cop asked while they waited.

			“This house can’t be that old.”

			“Maybe there’s a George Washington Plaskett, though.”

			The door opened before Bernard could think of a reply. Actually, that wasn’t true. He’d thought of one, all right, but fortunately had no chance to voice it. 

			Standing at attention in the doorway, a slender young man in casual dress peered with distaste at Bernard and, especially, the cop. “May I help you?”

			The cop motioned Bernard to speak, so speak he did. “Is this the residence of Mr. Paul Revere Plaskett?”

			Before replying, the man gave the cop another once-over. “Are you here in an official capacity, sir?”

			“Naturally,” the cop told him. He pulled out his warrant card and handed it over.

			The man studied the card carefully before handing it back. He nodded to Bernard. “Yes, sir, this is Mr. Plaskett’s residence. But he is unable to receive guests at the moment.”

			“Pity,” Bernard replied. A small lie, but an unavoidable one. “I’d hoped to speak with him. His brother Alexander retained me to…” Bernard hadn’t figured out what brother Alexander had retained him to do, but thankfully the point was rendered moot.

			“Mr. Plaskett wishes no further dealings with any of his brothers or sisters. He is presently occupied with plans for his fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration and has no time for scoundrels. Good day, sirs.” The man closed the door slowly, quietly, and definitively.

			Bernard shrugged. “Well, sir, I guess my business is concluded. May I go?”

			The cop stared at the door, befuddled.

			“Thank you, sir,” Bernard acknowledged. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

			The cop remained at the door, scratching his cap, or maybe the map in his head, as Bernard circled by on his way out, once more driving at sedate speed.

			 

			 

			Choices made life more exciting, but sometimes, Melody thought, people just gave you too many. Sitting cross-legged on her bed, she puzzled over the collection of bottles cluttering the top of her fake walnut dresser: bouquets of reds and pinks; a flower garden of oranges and yellows; meadows of greens; skyscapes of blues and indigos and violets. Where to start?

			She smoothed her little black dress and frowned. The dress was the real problem. Had she slipped into a green dress or a red dress or a blue dress, she could narrow down the choices. But any shade of nail polish went with a black dress, and you needed a black dress to look really formal, and you needed to look really, really formal to get invited to rich people’s parties, and if you absolutely had to look that formal then you’d waste hours choosing the right nail polish instead of getting yourself invited much of anywhere.

			A little voice deep inside insisted that the dress hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Her dilemma stemmed from owning so many bottles of nail polish in the first place. 

			Okay, but that voice just didn’t understand. A woman had to be prepared for any occasion. Besides, whenever a new color dazzled her eyes—and her eyes were easily dazzled—it drew her like a butterfly to nectar. She couldn’t help but pick up the bottle. Having picked it up, she couldn’t help but wander the store looking for clothes to match. Having wandered sufficiently far, she couldn’t help but take a matching dress into the dressing room and try it on, and of course she couldn’t hold the bottle while changing, so into her purse it had to go, whether she bought the matching dress or not. Usually she didn’t. Chances were, she already had a matching dress.

			Like the little black one.

			The voice got one thing right, though: the dress hadn’t caused this trouble. Bernard had. She picked up her phone and looked at the text message he’d sent her not half an hour earlier. Paul Revere Plaskett would soon celebrate his fiftieth wedding anniversary. That probably meant a big party, and Bernard figured the flesh-and-blood weasel wouldn’t miss an opportunity to trot out the precious metal weasel as a gloat. He wanted Melody to get them invited so they could get a firsthand look at the critter. Thus the little black dress and the agonizing over nail polish.

			She dropped the phone back on the bed and sighed. Just pick a color. Any color will do. She closed her eyes, extended her right arm, and curled up every finger except her index finger. She slowly waved her hand from side to side, pointing blind, once around, twice around, three times around. Three was supposed to be the charm. She stopped and opened her eyes. Her finger pointed into the heart of the oranges. 

			Oh no, not that. That’s too autumn. 

			She closed her eyes and fluttered her hand around again, three more times. Violet.

			Nooooo, too dark for high summer.

			Third time’s a charm. She closed her eyes, fluttered thrice more, and stopped on red.

			Rising from the bed, she puttered among the reds for a minute before settling on a bright cherry. It occurred to her that she could dispense with the whole business by using a bit of each shade to paint little rainbows on her fingernails and toenails. A neat idea, but the last time she tried it Bernard had made the most god-awful face.

			She carried the bottle to the bed and began a careful application.  After all twenty nails looked good enough to eat and were dry enough to touch, she capped the bottle and replaced it. She inspected herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door, turning this way and twisting that, smoothed a few wrinkles, fussed a bit with her hair until it had just enough devil-may-care to intrigue, and pronounced herself ready for the expedition.

			She passed down the hall, snagging her little black purse from the back of her dining room chair, then set course for the parking lot. Unlike Bernard, she drove a sporty little thing, a cherry red Corvette that, just by chance, matched her nail polish. Only two years younger than Bernard’s Zephyr, it looked every bit as good even if it wasn’t a Lincoln. And she’d never been anywhere near Bear Trap Falls, so she had never felt out of place driving it.

			Today’s destination, however, hovered on the fringes of that exalted locale. Melody had a cousin who had a friend who had an aunt who ran a beauty shop in Bethesda that catered to wealthy women. By virtue of this close connection, Melody was welcome there anytime, the status of her investments notwithstanding. Not that anybody actually knew her net worth. The owner, an elegant black woman in her fifties named Chrissy Christopher, just loved Melody to death—well who wouldn’t?—and gave her a big discount whenever she dropped by. In addition to top-notch makeovers, the shop afforded its patrons superb opportunity to catch up on all the gossip circling the socioeconomic empyrean. If Melody wanted an invitation to a Plaskett party, Chrissy’s was the place to be.

			She parked her Corvette on the street half a block from the shop and bounced her way along the sidewalk, trailing a parade of wide eyes and silly smiles. Bursting into Chrissy’s, she took in the gathering of rich and fabulous women and their equally fabulous if not so rich stylists, waved at the whole place in a single, exuberant motion, and said, “Hi!” A chorus of delighted greetings responded.

			“Melody!”

			“Hi, there!”

			“What a surprise!”

			“Hey there, Melody!”

			“You look gorgeous, girl!”

			Melody scurried about, greeting everyone with handshakes and hugs whether she knew them or not. Chrissy herself clopped out of the back at faster than the maximum safe speed for her high heels, tugging at her shimmering gold dress to ensure its proper arrangement on her tall, slender body. “Melody! Wow!” She embraced her visitor, then stepped back for a head-to-toe-to-head scrutiny. “Why, you don’t need a thing done to you, lady. You’re as perfect as an ocean sunset.”

			Melody loved Chrissy’s Virginia accent. She simultaneously smiled at the sound and blushed at the complement. “Oh, Chrissy.” But she didn’t object further, since Chrissy was always right. Of course she was. She knew her business better than anyone. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop in and say hello.”

			“Well sit down and give us all the latest. Which of them glamour magazines is after you this week?”

			Melody squirmed into a chair along the window. None of these fine ladies had ever seen Melody’s picture in a fashion magazine, but they all believed wholeheartedly that her face and body had been liberally splashed about the nation’s newsstands. Melody enjoyed spinning tales of her faux career as a supermodel. She loved the glamour of the fantasy, and her friends loved knowing such a famous woman. Some might call her tales lies, but Melody regarded herself as a walking public service. Chrissy and staff and customers needed her to be a supermodel. She could hardly let them down, and she wouldn’t. On the drive over, she had concocted a new tale for them, a tale with a wicked little start they’d love and an ending they’d admire. She couldn’t wait to tell them.

			“My agent says Sports Illustrated wants me for the swimsuit issue.”

			Squeals and whoops filled the shop, underscored by waving hands beating away the sudden heat. 

			“Guys will get to know you real well, won’t they?” a stylist named Claire giggled.

			“You don’t know the half of it,” Melody giggled back.

			“Oh! Do you get to wear an extra-skimpy swimsuit?”

			“Oh my, yes. You should see this thing, Claire. It’s not even a swimsuit. Nobody could ever swim in it. It would fall right off! It’s just a string with a teeny bit of spandex that looks like a mint leaf.”

			The whooping nearly brought the walls down. Claire pretended to swoon.

			“And nothing at all on top except my hands. How could anyone swim like that?” 

			They had all about passed out from the steam by now. Melody let them savor the naughtiness for just a few seconds before bringing them back to reality, or some semblance of it. “But honestly, I don’t think I’m going to take that contract.”

			Chrissy gaped. “What? Are you nuts, lady? You’re throwing away a fortune!”

			“I know, I know. But it’s not about the money. I don’t think it’s right, parading around in front of the whole world in nothing but a skimpy leaf while groping myself. Only Bernie gets to see me that way.”

			The whoops returned for half a minute more on that lucky Bernie’s behalf, until Chrissy waved everyone to silence. “You are not only beautiful, Melody, you are one classy lady.”

			Melody scrunched up her shoulders and smiled in embarrassment. “Oh, you’d all do the same, I’m sure.” She gazed around for confirmation. She didn’t exactly see it. Most of them probably wished for the opportunity to at least find out what they’d do. But enough of that. Time to get to work. “So, ladies, what’s the news on the social circuit? Any good parties? Bernie and I could use a night out, you know?”

			“Not a night in?” Claire asked, all giggly.

			Melody set a finger to her lips to shush her and smiled behind it.

			“The summer party scene is heating up as much as your job offers,” an older customer named Abigail said. “Let’s see…” As soon as she mentioned one event, everyone else chimed in. They all knew of upcoming shindigs and had solid opinions on which were the most fun, which attracted the best people, and which didn’t merit attention. Sooner or later, the one Melody cared about had to surface, and sure enough it did, crawling out from the bottom of the pile.

			“You couldn’t pay me to go there,” Abigail said in response to its mention. She shuddered to signal the depth of her disgust. “Those people are horrible.”

			“What people?” Melody asked.

			“Those Plasketts. Selfish, bratty, horrid people. They only throw parties to show off.”

			“That’s terrible.”

			“Beyond terrible. Paul and Priscilla claim they’re celebrating fifty years of wedded bliss tomorrow, but all he wants to do is rub his family’s nose in the fact that the court gave him ownership of that ridiculous silver monstrosity. To him, his wife is just a decoration on the wall.”

			Bernard’s description of the Plaskett siblings had left Melody cold, but now she completely loathed them, especially Paul Revere Plaskett. How dare he hang his wife on the wall as a decoration? “Somebody should teach him a lesson,” she said, full of righteous indignation. “Maybe I should give him a piece of my mind.”

			The others found the idea wonderfully hysterical: a Plaskett publicly punctured and deflated by their very own supermodel.

			“I mean it,” Melody insisted. “How do I get invited to this so-called party?”

			“I can get you in,” Abigail told her. “My husband and I aren’t setting foot in that place. I’ll call with my alleged regrets and suggest they add you and Bernie to the guest list in our place.” 

			“Bernard,” Melody told her. “I’m the only one he lets call him Bernie.”

			Abigail smiled. “You two are really close, aren’t you? How long have you been together?”

			Her mind on the party, Melody almost thought she meant Paul Revere Plaskett but figured it out in time. “Twelve years. We met in the mall one day. I was just twenty and he was twenty-four. We ran into each other when…“ 

			Oops. She’d better not tell that part, since the stolen merchandise secreted on both their persons had spilled all over the floor, which brought security guards running, which led to some really imaginative storytelling before they were let go. Thank God those guards had taken to Melody like, well, like everyone else in the world. 

			“… when we looked into each other’s eyes and fell in love,” she finished with a happy sigh. Having already romped on the wicked side with her supermodel story, she embellished a little. “Although Bernie might have been looking a few other places, too.”

			Everyone giggled along with her.

			“That’s beautiful,” Abigail said. “And you’re still together and still just as much in love?”

			“We sure are.”

			Everyone sighed as happily as Melody had.

			Abigail put on her seriously determined face. She snatched her purse from the floor and rummaged until she found her invitation. “Here, take this. It has all the information you’ll need.” She handed it to Melody. “I’ll get you into that party. And I hope you really stick it to that moron!”

			Her mind on that wonderful, crazy, terrifying, wonderful day at the mall, Melody almost thought she meant Bernard but figured it out in time. “I’ll do my best,” she promised.

			 

			 

			The deliriously happy couple reunited in their apartment shortly after noon. By the time Bernard arrived, Melody had spread an elegant luncheon on the kitchen table for her wonderful man. He came through the front door fiddling with his cell phone, caught a whiff of the meal, and made straight for it. “Oh good. You got food.” He pulled out his chair. It felt heavier than usual, which meant Fifi had curled up on the seat for a nap. He tipped it until the furball slid semi-gracefully off. After plopping to the floor, Fifi glared at him, then slunk away to sulk.

			Melody motioned Bernard to sit and slid a paper-wrapped cheeseburger and cardboard holster of fries toward him. “How did it go?” She positioned a storebrand ketchup bottle between them, popped the lid, and licked the resulting splatter of red from her fingers.

			“Just great. My GPS got me lost, a cop harassed me, and I found cameras all over Paul Plaskett’s place. Even on the birdhouse.”

			“Why would he need cameras on the birdhouse? Nobody goes in there but the birds.”

			“You got me.” Famished, Bernard dropped his phone on the table and tore into his cheeseburger.

			Melody took a long, elegant sip from her soda cup straw. “Maybe they’re rare birds.”
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