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	Chapter One

	 

	Bookends was prettier than a picture.

	I slowed the glide of my Honda Civic up the estate’s driveway to admire the splendor of the three-story home. Illuminated by small spotlights hidden among the azalea bushes that bordered the flagstone path to the door, the house dazzled with a wreath on the front door and over every window, clear lights on the giant spruce tree in the center of the lawn, and a peek at the three Christmas trees in the windows on opposite ends of the first floor.

	“Wow.” My whispered awe applied not only to my appreciation of the elegant residence, but also to my amazement that I had this up-close view of the century-old home after a lifetime of sneaking glances through the gate whenever I passed on Sunrise Lane. I’d made it past the security guard at that gate. I had arrived and was delighted by both my literal presence and its symbolism.

	I pulled onto a wide parking pad to the left of the driveway, grabbed my camera equipment bag from the backseat, pressed the remote to lock the car doors, and trotted across the driveway for another moment of marvel and reflection.

	Four years ago, I was a self-employed accountant indulging my creative side by taking portraits of high school seniors for their yearbooks and family photographs for holiday cards. My accounting business was well-established, but now I also had a thriving photography career in my hometown of Garland, New York and was ending my best year with a contract with one of the leading businesses in the community and this job at Bookends photographing Natalie Hoffmann’s annual holiday party.

	I’d been hired after Natalie’s event photographer moved to Philadelphia two months earlier. Natalie, who was the president and CEO of the publishing house founded by her grandfather, could have chosen from a Manhattan pool of photographers; she instead chose to support a local photographer.

	Me. Robyn Cavanagh.

	“Thank you,” I whispered to the house and heaven.

	I walked up the driveway, passed three catering vans, and entered the house through a side door. I stepped into a short hallway that opened into the kitchen and hung my coat on a wall-mounted rack. I slipped into the half-bath to the left of the door and did a final check in the mirror. My green eyes glistened with excitement. I pulled a comb through my hair, which I’d had professionally dyed to my natural black and trimmed into my usual bob style three days earlier. I returned to the hall after a quick check of my lipstick.

	A ten-foot island topped with black granite stood between the oak table in the dining area and the cooking space that featured white cabinets with glass doors and a long expanse of black granite counters. The fingerprint-free, stainless-steel appliances—including two dishwashers and two ovens—sparkled. Behind the island, two caterers completed the final stage of warming and arranging the hor d’oeuvres meal they’d prepared in their facility under the watchful eye of Audrey Larkin, Natalie’s housekeeper.

	Audrey and I exchanged greetings, and I asked the caterers if I might photograph them. With their ready agreement, I snapped a few photos of the women in action. I then stepped out of the kitchen into the hall that connected the kitchen to the living room and took a right turn into the center hallway.

	Julia Kerr, Natalie’s assistant, stood before the seven-foot Fraser fir in the circular foyer. Rather than enjoying the quiet moment before the stunning Christmas tree that was trimmed with hundreds of clear lights and gold, red, and green ornaments, Julia’s gaze was fixed on her cell phone’s screen. My entry into the foyer caught her attention and she welcomed me with, “Welcome back to Bookends, Robyn. It looks like you’ve started snapping.” She gestured to my camera with manicured fingers painted a deep red shade.

	“I took a few action shots of the caterers and Audrey in the kitchen.” I glanced around the foyer and its dazzling decorations. “This is magnificent. Thank goodness I don’t have to describe what I see with words.”

	Julia laughed. “It’s impossible to do. Why don’t you start in here, then photograph the library; the living room; the music room, which has been turned into the dining room for the evening; and then take exterior shots. And it’s okay if a guest asks you to take their photo and send it to them. Make sure you get their contact info and, of course, don’t agree to send any photos they are not in or the shot you take of them with Natalie in the reception line.”

	Julia left me alone to set up my light diffuser and photograph the glittering tree and the ring of red and white poinsettia plants beneath it; the balsam wreath, accessorized with small pinecones and red and white berries that hung on the front door; the staircase’s garland-and-gold-ribbon entwined balustrade that stretched to the second-floor’s overlook; and the charming red sleigh that sat on a table beside the door. In the sleigh sat a Santa figurine that had a fluffy white beard that reached his belly and was garbed in a red velvet robe with plush white trim, matching cap, and black boots.

	The enchanting setting worked its charms on me, delighting my inner child and stoking my holiday anticipation.

	I next photographed the library, where one of the trees I’d seen through the front windows stood majestic in its gold trimmings. A twin to the front door’s wreath hung over the fireplace. A garland embellished with red and gold berries draped over the mantel scented the air. The hundreds of books that lined the shelves of the floor-to-ceiling bookcases built into the three inside walls were the most impressive feature of the room. Oh, how I wanted to peruse the book titles, but all I had time to do was snap photos of the vast literary collection arranged behind the garlands that lined each shelf.

	When I finished in the library, I joined Julia in the living room, where the second of the trees I’d glimpsed from the driveway was decked out in silver baubles and a brilliance of lights.

	The room offered another visual feast of splendor. At the back of the room French doors opened to the terrace and lawn. White and red poinsettia plants displayed in gold and silver-toned pots stood on a table to each side of the doors. A wreath matching those in the foyer and library filled the space over the fireplace along with a mantel covered by a garland of white pine.

	A set of Queen Anne chairs flanked the mantel, and in one sat a man scrolling through messages on his phone. He stood, slipped the phone into his pocket, and buttoned his suit jacket.

	“Russell, this is Robyn Cavanagh, our photographer for the evening. Robyn, this is Russell Nowak.”

	One of Manhattan’s most prominent businessmen, Russell was a developer who built office buildings, condominiums, and commercial space throughout the city and in Westchester County, western Long Island, and the northern New Jersey suburbs. He offered his hand. “Good to meet you, Robyn.”

	“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Nowak.”

	I did a more discreet study of Natalie’s companion than the head-to-toe sweeping glance he gave me over his lingering handshake. A dip of his head revealed a bald spot surrounded by thinning dark hair streaked with silver. A black suit that held a faint tobacco odor had been tailored to his average height and thickset frame. A red silk tie gave his attire a festive pop.

	“Call me Russell. You’re a woman of many reputations, Robyn Cavanagh. All of them excellent.”

	I eased my hand from his grip. “Oh?”

	“Accountant. Photographer. Detective. I may not live in Garland, but I spend a lot of time here, and I read the Gazette. How do you find the time to walk your dog?” His smile displayed two rows of teeth stained by age and the tobacco that scented his suit.

	“My dog walks me in exchange for room and board. He also does the laundry and cooks dinner three nights a week.”

	Russell’s hearty laugh drowned out Julia’s demure giggle. “That’s a good dog,” she said. She rested her hand on the long sleeve of my black dress. “We need to let Robyn get on with her work.”

	Russell gave a slight bow. “I’ll make myself scarce.” He left the room through the back hall.

	Julia excused herself and went into the foyer. I positioned my light diffuser and continued work, moving the equipment around the room as I photographed each decorative touch. Several times the catering staff, occupied with their own duties, passed through the room carrying supplies from the kitchen into the room where the guests would dine.

	After I finished with the living room, I stepped into that temporary dining area through one of the two archways between the rooms.

	Arranged across the hardwood floor were twelve round tables covered with white clothes, white linen napkins, white candles in silver sticks, and centerpieces of red and white roses surrounded by stems of evergreen. The crystal glasses and silverware gleamed in the glow from the two identical crystal and bronze chandeliers. A wreath hung on the inside wall behind three six-foot tables upon which the buffet would be served and Bookends’ third Christmas tree filled the corner opposite the entry from the living room. Paned windows stretched the length of the three outside walls and reflected the glitter of the interior wonderland.

	A grand piano stood in the back corner, its lid closed and covered with a scarlet runner and vase overflowing with red and white roses. Along the wall between the piano and tree were two portable bar tables.

	Baker Patti St. Fort fussed over the two four-tier red velvet cakes displayed on a table set before the bank of windows that looked out to the front lawn. Wreaths made of sprigs of rosemary and sugared cranberries encircled each tier and were an appealing contrast to the cream cheese frosting.

	“Robyn!” Patti’s bow-shaped lips curled into a smile that matched the brilliance of our surroundings. The grin was not only a warm welcome to me but also an expression of pride, satisfaction, and relief that she had transported the cakes the four miles from her kitchen at the Belle Patti-sserie to Bookends’ elegant dining room.

	“One last photo for the official record.” At Julia’s request, I’d photographed Patti and the cakes as she assembled and frosted the layers.

	Patti offered my camera an even wider smile, and I snapped a shot of the happy baker and her gorgeous creations. “You outdid yourself on this one.”

	“Hmmm…” Patti pressed her hand against her brown cheek studied the cake. “I hope you get a taste of it later and aren’t too busy photographing the guests enjoying it.”

	“If I’m busy, I’ll sneak a piece out in my equipment bag.”

	“I’m thrilled Natalie hired you. Goodbye, my beauties,” she said to her cakes, adding, “Don’t get involved in any food fights, stuck in anyone’s teeth, or smeared across anyone’s lips.”

	“I’ll keep an eye on them.”

	Patti left to close her bakery for the evening, and I photographed the room. Julia then walked with me to the kitchen.

	“Take a set of photos of the guests when they enter the dining room, go through the buffet, and sit for the meal. But no up-close shots! Natalie doesn’t want any shots of her guests eating.”

	“Got it.”

	I put my coat on and went out to the back lawn to photograph the house and grounds. In each corner of the terrace stood a potted fir strung with clear lights. A spruce to the right of the terrace glowed with lights and in the back corner on the left was a semicircle of azalea bushes around a patio that created a sweet spot for private conversation.

	Or smoking. A whiff of cigar smoke drew my attention through a gap in the bushes to Russell, who again was checking his cell phone. This time he reclined in one of the Adirondack chairs arranged around a fire pit in the center of the patio. He clenched a cigar between his teeth.

	I left him to his solitude and enjoyed a lingering glance at the river and across to Dutchess County. The lights dotting the opposite bank tickled my imagination.

	How many people are gazing across at Bookends and its sparkle?

	After another moment of admiration, I reminded myself I was there to work. I took a dozen photographs and then retraced my footsteps across the lawn.

	“You’re doing a thorough job, Robyn.” Russell called. “Mind if I observe?”

	“Not at all.”

	I waited until Russell caught up and we walked along the side of the house, past the garage, and to the front lawn. “You must be working sixty hours a week these days.” He paused to take a puff on his cigar. “Fourth quarter accounting and Christmas portraits of every family in Garland.”

	“Not quite every family.” I laughed. “And Christmas photo-taking season happens during Halloween and apple-picking time.”

	“And now holiday greetings featuring your work are making their way through the postal system. Hundreds of cards to all fifty states and across oceans to who knows how many countries.”

	“I’m glad to play a part in spreading holiday cheer.” I moved onto the grass and selected a position a few feet from the wall that shielded Bookends from the view of passersby on Sunrise Lane.

	Russell was silent for a minute, watching as I adjusted my camera’s settings, snapped a photo, checked it on the screen, and then took several more shots of Bookends’ façade.

	“I admire your work ethic.” Russell’s close proximity startled me. I’d become absorbed in my work and hadn’t heard him move closer. “It’s impressive how successful you’ve been with two businesses.”

	I accepted his praise and took a few more photographs before crossing to the driveway.

	I took several photos from that vantage point and then walked up the path and took close-up shots of the front door and of the interior Christmas trees through the windows.

	“It would be wise to open a proper office to conduct work for both of your businesses,” Russell said on the walk to the kitchen door.

	“Thanks, but I’m doing well working from home.” And I have no interest in commuting to Manhattan again. Been there, done that for more than twenty years.

	Russell stepped in front of me, blocking the path to the door. “This job tonight will open doors for you. You’ll earn a lot more money photographing a different class of people. I can introduce you to future clients, beginning tonight. Clients for both your accounting and photography businesses.” Russell took a step closer and grinned. The light over the kitchen door wasn’t bright enough for me to detect a hint of Russell’s intent in his gray eyes.

	The below-forty temperature and Russell’s proposal slowed my response. “I’ll consider it. Thank you, Mr. Nowak.” I moved to step around him, but his motion of taking his wallet from his jacket pocket stopped me.

	He removed a business card from the leather folder and pressed it into my hand. “Russell. Think about it and you’ll realize I’m right. Call me in January. We’ll talk.”

	He stepped aside and followed me into the hall, charging past me when I stopped to hang my coat. I shoved his business card into my coat pocket and continued to the foyer, where Russell had joined Julia and Natalie Hoffmann, my boss for the evening and Bookends’ esteemed resident.

	I’d met the CEO and president of Hoffmann Publishing when Julia had interviewed me for the job and had been put at ease by Natalie’s down-to-earth nature. In that meeting, the executive was all-business in a wool navy-blue pantsuit and stylish black-rimmed eyeglasses. Tonight, Natalie exuded grace and matched the beauty of her home in a sequined shell and chiffon pant suit, both a deep shade of green, with a flowing jacket that fell below her hips. Her chestnut hair was swept into a chignon, a perfect style to display the earrings and necklace that glittered with emeralds and diamonds and complemented her green eyes.

	I hope I look half as fabulous when I’m in my sixties.

	Natalie welcomed me. “I’d love for you to take a few photographs before the guests arrive. One of Russell and me and photos with my two right hands, Julia and Audrey.”

	Julia gestured for the photos to be taken by the foyer Christmas tree. I set my light diffuser in place and acknowledged I was ready with a nod toward Julia.

	My nervous energy could have powered all four Christmas trees in the house and every light on the lawn’s spruces. Butterflies didn’t dance in my stomach; Santa’s team of reindeer plus a team of elves stampeded through my nervous system.

	“You stink of cigars.” Natalie tweaked Russell’s tie and smoothed his lapels.

	“But your house doesn’t.” Russell winked and gave the tip of her nose a gentle press.

	“Don’t mess up my makeup.” Natalie laughed and gave him a playful push toward the tree. He put his arm around her waist, pulled her close, and planted his hand on her hip.

	“Ahem.”

	At Natalie’s prim response, Russell moved his hand out of view.

	I took three shots of the couple, another three of Natalie solo by the tree and on the staircase, three each of her with Julia and Audrey, and finished with shots of the four together.

	While I moved my diffuser to the living room and positioned it for the reception line photographs, the catering staff finished their preparation in the dining room, and Audrey made sure the bartenders and wait staff were ready to serve beverages and hors d’oeuvres.

	A faint jingle from her phone alerted Julia to the first arrival. “The Grahams are here.”

	The four shared a laugh.

	“The Grahams are always the first to arrive,” Julia explained.

	Audrey opened the front door, and Natalie moved into the center of the foyer to welcome her guests. The annual Bookends’ Christmas party had begun.

	And I was its official photographer.

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	Guests arrived at a steady pace in a parade of local politicians, prominent members of the business community, and other local luminaries. I knew a few by sight—the town supervisor and five councilmembers—and several who were friends. Noreen Linden squeezed my hand, and her husband, Hank, lay a cool kiss on my cheek. Jack and Holly Redmond offered me a Merry Christmas, and Alana Karras, owner of the Candy Gal, whispered close to my ear, “I don’t have lipstick on my teeth or a smudge of mascara under my eye, do I?”

	Like the sharp foreground and blurred background of a photograph, I saw nothing around me, my focus locked on what I saw in my camera’s frame: Natalie and Russell with each solo guest or couple standing with them before the resplendent tree. Intent on getting a perfect shot every time, the “small talk” Natalie and Russell exchanged with the guests reached my ears but left little impression. Russell especially enjoyed his role of host.

	“Congratulations on your long service to Garland,” Russell said to the town supervisor, who’d recently announced that he wouldn’t run for re-election the next year. “Your retirement is well-deserved.”

	“How sparkling you are after a day of slogging in the Hoffmann salt mines,” he said to a woman in a red sheath dress that showed off her trim figure.

	The woman laughed, threw her arms around his neck, and air kissed his cheek.

	And to the head of a local environmental group Russell gave an earnest “Leah, how beautiful you look in green.”

	 

	After two rounds through the rooms, I went to the back hall for a few minutes rest and a glance over the photos. A man in his early fifties with salt-and-pepper hair sat on the third step of the staircase, looking at his phone.

	“Excuse me.” I made a move toward the pantry to give him privacy.

	“Don’t flee on my account.” The man tucked the phone into the inside pocket of his dark gray jacket and stood. “I was taking a short break. A quiet moment away from the festive din. Dennis Lin. COO at Hoffmann.”

	I shook his offered hand. “Robyn Cavanagh.” I held up the Olympus. “Photographer.”

	“Self-taught, Natalie told me. Very impressive.”

	“Not quite self-taught. I’ve taken a few classes—”

	“I mean you don’t have a fancy degree in photography or studied under a master photographer. Maybe I should say self-made. That’s admirable.”

	“Thank you.”

	“What inspired you to launch a career in photography?” Dennis’s golden-brown eyes conveyed genuine interest.

	“It started a few years ago with a digital camera I got for Christmas and the male cardinal that perched outside my kitchen window the next morning.”

	Dennis seemed charmed by my brief account of how I’d snapped more than one hundred photos of the cardinal on a snow-covered tree branch and discovered a creative outlet from my daily work on accounting ledgers.

	“What a wonderful story! The contrast of the cardinal’s brilliant red color against the white snow opened your eyes as an artist.” Dennis crossed one arm over his chest, leaned his elbow on it, and pressed his knuckles against his chin.

	I’d never thought of my creative discovery in such profound terms. All I saw was a handsome bird outside my window and an opportunity to play with my new camera.

	“I should be thankful it had snowed. A bird on a bare branch wouldn’t have sparked an ounce of inspiration.”

	Dennis dropped his pose and laughed at my quip. “It was the second day of Christmas. It was divine inspiration.”

	“I like that perspective. That’s what I’ll call it from now on.”

	“A re-birth inspired by a gift on the Nativity.”

	I wouldn’t go that far. “Sure.”

	He chuckled. “The spirit of the season has made me hyperbolic. Or, more likely, it was a spirit from the bar.”

	“Whatever the spirit, it’s made you happy.”

	“Yes!”

	That brought our conversation to a pleasant end, I thought. The merry atmosphere, however, hadn’t only made Dennis hyperbolic but hyper-verbal too.

	“You had a beautiful model in Garland to hone your photographic talent. The river, the woods, Hudson Road. All are excellent locations to photograph. And Linden Acres is one of your clients. The farm is one of my favorite spots in Garland.”

	“Do you live in Garland or are you one of our frequent visitors?” I asked.

	“Resident for the last four years. My house overlooks the river but is much smaller than Bookends.”

	I shared his laugh. “But just as lovely, I’m sure.”

	“It is, yes.” Dennis smiled, pleased.

	The woman whom Russell had teased about working in the Hoffmann salt mines padded barefoot down the stairs.

	“Oh, hey.” She brushed a stray lock of her reddish-brown hair away from her eye. “The bathrooms down here were all occupied, and I really needed to pay a visit.”

	“You don’t have to explain to us. Robyn, this is my colleague, Tess Jorgensen.”

	“Nice to meet you, Robyn.” Tess leaned on the stair railing and slipped into her four-inch heeled designer sandals. “My feet are killing me.” She gave Dennis and me a fleeing glance and charged down the hall.

	Dennis appeared bemused. “It was a pleasure chatting with you, Robyn.”

	We walked down the center hall to the foyer. I paused by the tree and considered my next move. Dennis joined two men in conversation.

	Were the trio and the several other guests in the foyer so occupied in conversation that I was the only one who saw Russell descend the main staircase with a bounce in his step and his hands busy straightening his red tie?

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Natalie invited her guests into the dining room with a melodious ring of a crystal bell. “Please join me in the music room for a delicious meal and wonderful conversation.”

	I stood by the fireplace in the living room and observed the procession to the buffet while Natalie stood in the doorway and welcomed her guests to the feast.

	“Good evening.” A member of the catering staff approached me and reached for an empty champagne flute on the mantel.

	The young woman, whose bright red hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, moved around the room collecting discarded drinking glasses and bits of hors d’oeuvres left on cocktail napkins. She carried her full tray into the back hall.

	Neil Reynolds, a local realtor who’d been my agent when I bought my house, stood alone by the tree, his attention more on the lights and ornaments than the buffet line. I scooted around the few guests waiting to enter the dining room, my approach unnoticed by Neil. His gaze at the tree was more forlorn than whimsical. He appeared deep in contemplation, more a pondering of a worry than a reflection of Christmases past.

	“Hello, Neil,” I said.

	His shoulders twitched and his demeanor flipped to his usual gregarious disposition. “Robyn! Fancy meeting you here.” His loud chuckle produced a whiff of the whiskey that had filled the now empty glass in his hand. “Seriously, I’m proud and impressed that you got this gig. Long way from when you bought your house and didn’t have your own business. Good for you!”

	“Thanks, Neil.”

	“I keep saying to Kim, we need to get Robyn Cavanagh to take our family portrait for our Christmas card. But she’s an amateur photographer and likes to take the photo herself.”

	“Those can be the best photos. But don’t tell anyone I said that.”

	Neil laughed again and a glimmer returned to his hazel eyes. “My lips are sealed.”

	He stood with his back to the foyer. A brisk movement drew my glance over his shoulder; Tess had burst from the library and flitted across the foyer like a bird fleeing its nest. Dennis followed a few paces behind her. She marched into the living room, her sullen gaze landing on me for a second, and swept around the two women standing in the dining room entrance, awaiting their turn in the buffet line. With a shy grin, Dennis acknowledged me with a nod and joined the dinner queue.

	“The aroma from the buffet is divine,” I said. “You should join the line and fill a plate.”

	“Yeah.” Neil glanced at his empty glass.

	“I’ll take your glass to the kitchen.”

	“Thanks.” He handed me the tumbler but didn’t make a move toward the dining room. He wasn’t a big guy, maybe three or four inches taller than my sixty-four-inch height. If he’d imbibed a few alcoholic beverages, he might not be able to handle it.

	“Are you okay, Neil?” Please don’t be so unsteady on your feet that I’ll have to escort you to your table!

	“Yeah, yeah. I’m great. I just needed a moment. I hope you get some of that food. You don’t have to eat a baloney sandwich in the kitchen, do you?”

	“I don’t think so, but if I do, I won’t complain.”

	“It’d probably be the tastiest, most expensive baloney sandwich in Garland,” Neil said with a wink.

	He finally joined the buffet line and I brought his glass to the butler’s pantry, where the young woman was aligning the cocktail glasses she’d collected in a neat row on the counter. I added mine to the lineup of sparkling crystal and returned to the dining room.

	 

	Per Julia’s instructions, I did a circuit around the dining room while the guests went through the buffet and found their seating assignments. I then sat with Julia and Audrey in the smaller dining room and enjoyed a meal from the buffet. Julia and I lingered at the table a few minutes after Audrey left with her empty plate. We talked about working in the city, her job at Hoffmann, and the twenty years I spent at another publishing house in Manhattan. After we brought our plates into the kitchen, Julia and I stood in the music room’s doorway. Most of the guests had finished their meals, and several had gotten up and formed small conversation groups around the room.

	Russell joined us. “Did you ladies enjoy your dinner?” After Julia and I declared we had, he said, “You did your usual terrific job, Julia. Everyone’s having a wonderful time.”

	“Thanks, Russell.”

	He went into the living room, and Julia approached Natalie’s table to chat with her boss. I lingered in the doorway and imagined past parties in the room. Who sat here and enjoyed the Hoffmann’s hospitality? I pictured F. Scott Fitzgerald, Dorothy Parker, Gertrude Stein, and Edith Wharton among the luminaries, though none had been Hoffmann authors, and there was no record of any of the literary giants ever visiting Bookends. I liked the fantasy, however, that I stood in the same space they’d once occupied.

	A couple in their thirties approached me. “Would you mind taking our photo by the tree?” The man held up his phone.

	“My pleasure.”

	The couple posed by the music room’s Christmas tree. I took two photos with his phone and then offered to take a shot with my camera. I took the picture and also a shot of the man’s business card so I could email him the photo.

	Other guests followed and asked me to take their photos by the tree. After about fifteen or twenty minutes, I had over twenty shots of business cards to go with the photos I’d taken.

	“One more photo, please,” Dennis said from behind me.

	Tess, her cheeks flushed, stood beside him. He put his arm around her shoulder; she stroked her bare arm before encircling it around Dennis’s waist.

	After I took a shot of the pair, I went back to the dining room and took photos of the head of the catering staff slicing and plating Patti’s cakes.

	Julia came over and watched the woman’s moves. “I can’t wait to dig into a slice. Have you seen Russell in the last few minutes?”

	“No. Not since we spoke with him.”

	“I bet he’s outside smoking.”

	We walked to the kitchen and while Julia went outside, I used the bathroom off the kitchen and then was standing at the island and chatting with Audrey when Julia returned.

	The side door opened with a swoosh and bang, and she stumbled into the hall. Without closing the door, she rushed to the island.

	“I think Russell is dead!”

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	“Dead?” I asked, dumbstruck.

	Julia’s body gave a powerful shiver and her pale blue eyes were dark with fear. “I don’t know! Maybe! He’s lying on the patio by the fire pit. The fire poker… He didn’t move when I touched him.”

	I dashed to the door, Julia close behind me. In silence we rushed across the lawn to the patio.

	Russell lay on his stomach a few feet from the fire pit. His outstretched left arm reached for the cigar that was an inch from his grasp. A fire poker protruded from his backside.

	I checked for and found no pulse. “Let’s go inside.”

	“Is he dead?”

	“Yes.”

	Julia stifled a scream, turned on her heels, and hustled back to the house. I took a deliberate glance around the patio area. Everything was in place except the fire pit’s tool stand, which lay on the ground beside one of the Adirondack chairs.

	Audrey met me at the door. “Is he…?”

	“Yes.”

	A retching sound came from behind the closed bathroom door.

	“What happened? Was it a heart attack?” Audrey asked.

	“No.” I tapped on the door. “Are you okay, Julia?”

	“Yeah.”

	Audrey and I moved into the kitchen. A few moments later, Julia, still quaking in shock, joined us. In a self-comforting move, she patted her sandy hair with a trembling hand.

	“Audrey, please make Julia a cup of tea. I’m going to find Chief Shaw.”

	More guests had gathered in the living room. I slipped through the crowd, on the lookout for Chief Shaw, and into the music room. The chief stood to the side of the dessert table, talking with councilmember Vicki Read.

	“Excuse me.” I struggled to keep my expression neutral and voice steady. “May I speak with you for a moment, Chief?”

	Vicki smiled. “Don’t keep Chief too long, Robyn. Someone might swipe his dessert.”

	I forced a laugh and, with a glance at Natalie, who chatted with three guests at the opposite end of the room, recommended to the chief that we “go someplace private.” With my heart pounding into my throat and my mind stamped with the image of Russell and the poker in his butt, I led Chief Shaw to Natalie’s office, which was off the back hallway.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked the moment I closed the door. “Did someone steal your camera?”

	“No. Russell Nowak is dead.” I took a steadying breath and related the details to the dumbstruck chief.

	“Show me.” Chief Shaw, all trace of bewilderment gone, strode to the door. He twisted the doorknob and stepped back for me to lead him to the kitchen.

	Julia sat at the table, hunched over a steaming mug of tea. Audrey sat across from her, fidgeting with her clenched hands.

	Without breaking stride, the chief said to the women, “Remain here and don’t speak to anyone about this matter.”

	I carried my coat outside and slipped my arms into its sleeves as the chief took over the lead and charged past me.

	He was a few yards from the patio and several feet in front of me when he made a blocking motion with his arm. “Don’t go any farther.”

	Relieved that I wouldn’t have to look at Russell’s lifeless form again, I turned toward the house. No one was on the terrace, and the view of anyone standing at the windows in the music room was obstructed by the high marble balustrade around the terrace.

	Thank goodness. I’d hate for someone to ask Natalie what the photographer and police chief were doing out on the lawn. That’d be a terrible way for her to learn about Russell.

	I returned my attention to the chief, who was crouched beside Russell and checking for a pulse. Standing, he studied the patio area and several yards around the bushes and then walked over to me. “Was there anyone on the lawn or terrace when Julia brought you out here?”

	“I didn’t notice anyone on the lawn. I’m not sure about the terrace. I didn’t hear anyone.”

	“How was Julia’s demeanor when she came into the house and told you she’d found Russell?”

	“She was stunned. Trembling. She could hardly say the words. She got sick when we went back inside.”

	“Uh-huh.” Chief’s glance swept over the lawn and settled on me. “Anything unusual happen this evening that you noticed?”

	Russell and Tess upstairs. Is that mere gossip or significant? Am I making the wrong assumption about the pair?

	“Not that I noticed.”

	The chief’s head bobbed. “You’ll need to give a statement, you know. And I want a copy of every photo you took this evening.” He pulled his cell from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and headed back to the house. “I will call nine-one-one and alert security at the gate.” When we reached the kitchen door, he told me to go inside. “I’ll return in a minute and inform Natalie. Please make sure Julia and Audrey remain in the kitchen and don’t talk with anyone.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	He charged down the driveway, his phone pressed to his ear. His first words to the 911 dispatcher were caught up in a sudden swirl of wind. I clutched the collar of my coat against my throat, took a final glance at the patio, and returned to the kitchen.

	“Chief Shaw asked me for a copy of the party photos.”

	Julia, her still-trembling hands wrapped around her tea mug, nodded.

	Good.

	Julia could insist that the chief secure a warrant for the photographs, a prerogative that would waste time and create tension between Bookends and the police department, with me in the middle, a jumble of nerves.

	Glad I always carried several flash drives in my equipment bag, I asked Julia if I could use a laptop to copy the photographs. I grabbed the bag from the bench under the coat rack and my camera on the table.

	“Yeah. Umm, my laptop is in Natalie’s office.” Julia carried her mug to the sink and poured what looked like a full cup of tea down the drain.

	“The chief asked that we not discuss Russell with anyone until he returns and for you to stay in here,” I whispered to Audrey before following Julia to the office.

	Julia opened her laptop and typed in her password. After a few more swipes on the touchpad and taps on the keyboard, she moved aside so that I could sit at the desk. “Can you also put a copy in the folder with today’s date?” She pointed to an icon on the screen.

	“Of course.”

	Julia sat on a loveseat on the wall opposite the desk while I connected my camera to the laptop. She was in her late twenties, but she appeared to be a timid young girl in the way she shrunk into herself.

	“Are you all right?”

	Julia snatched a tissue from a box on the table next to the loveseat. “Yeah. I think so.”

	I let her be and transferred the photos to the computer and then to a flash drive.

	Chief Shaw appeared before the transfer was complete. “Julia, will you bring Natalie here? I’ll inform her of Russell’s passing.”

	Julia left the office, and I hurried to unplug my equipment and make myself scarce before Julia escorted Natalie to her own office. I skirted the desk and handed the chief the flash drive.

	“Thanks.” He tucked the small device in his jacket pocket. “Detective Murphy and officers from the station and sheriff’s department will be here soon. You’ll give one of them your statement. Thank you for your help, Robyn.”

	I declined Audrey’s offer of tea or coffee and sat with her at the kitchen table.

	“How can this happen at Bookends? It’s barbaric!”

	“Were you in the kitchen from the time Julia and I brought in our plates to when Julia went outside to look for Russell?”

	“No, I wasn’t. I did a sweep through the library and living room to make sure the staff had gathered all the drinking glasses and refuse from the cocktail hour. I found a couple and brought them to the pantry. Then I went upstairs for a few minutes—I wanted to leave the first-floor bathrooms open for guests—and then came down to the pantry and loaded the glasses into the dishwasher.”
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