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On that fateful early morning, Emily Ryder was doing her best to end the call from her mother on a positive note.


At the moment, her mother was on a short trip on her own to compare notes with other B&B owners and had just crossed into Vermont. She did so at the end of every summer in preparation for the fall influx of leaf-peepers to their village of Lydfield, a gateway to New England’s famed Berkshires. This year, however, was more problematic, with rumors circling about an encroaching developer with an eye on the high meadow adjacent to her mother’s property.


Ensconced in the guest cottage behind her mother’s B&B where she stayed whenever she was in town, Emily continued to reassure her mother over the phone. She was hoping to quickly ease her way back to putting the final touches on another guided tour across the pond to Lydfield’s sister village, Lydfield-in-the-Moor, a quaint historic village nestled close to storied Dartmoor in the United Kingdom. In point of fact, both her mother’s B&B and the lure of moorland attractions had been marketable ventures for years. Until just recently, that is, when everything seemed up the air.


“Mom, it’s going to be okay,” said Emily, trying a little harder to keep things on an even keel. “Matter of fact, Will, that new handyman, is off this very minute.”


“Doing what?” her mother replied in that skittish way of hers.


“Making your B&B the envy of New England. Plus acting as sentinel along with Oliver, his frisky golden retriever, while you and I are both away for the next few weeks.”


“Well . . . I still just don’t know.”


“The dog will help keep away any of those pesky realty people who are after your property. Will and Oliver, the dynamic duo. Think of it that way.”


It wasn’t the greatest of arguments, but it was the best Emily could come up with.


After a bit more reluctance on her mother’s part, she finally agreed to try to worry a bit less as long as she was kept apprised of the latest goings-on.


“Absolutely,” Emily said. “You’ve got it.”


This was followed by her mother’s sigh and the usual small talk about the plight of those in the tourist trade until they said their goodbyes.


All things being equal, it could be said it was all simply a matter of two tour businesses.


But all things weren’t equal, and Emily found herself experiencing a growing sense of unease.


She padded over to the desk in the little living room that afforded a cozy view of the yard and rear entrance of the B&B. She pulled up a chair, caught sight of the gunmetal hue of the sky hovering overhead like a premonition, and couldn’t help noting the change in the weather. And, once again, she couldn’t help considering the realities.


 There was the actual state of her mom’s B&B, which was in somewhat disrepair and in need of renovation. There were the rumors emanating from the village Planning Commission with Chris Cooper, her longtime mentor and family friend, at the head. These innuendos centered on the Gordon Development Corporation, who apparently had their eye on the adjacent property. Not to mention her own struggles with the way her tour guide business was going.


In short, it was getting harder to be intrepid Emily, fit and trim, coolheaded, and able to handle whatever came her way. Of course, she knew full well how much her mother depended on her ever since Emily’s dad left them in the lurch when Emily was just a little girl. Over the years, given the state of her mother’s nerves, it had become a tenuous balancing act for herself and Chris Cooper to keep everything afloat.


She closed her eyes and took a minute to center herself. Then, with a barely audible “Okay . . . right,” she returned to the task at hand.


As a specialist in exploring captivating places in England, she had a pressing to-do list. An incurable rambler, she loved the job she’d created for herself exploring hidden worlds in the west country of England. She’d already confirmed reservations in Bath and Devon, staying in the sister village close by the wilds of Dartmoor, then continuing on to Fowey and St. Ives on the Cornish coast.


Which brought her thoughts back to her clients, the Curtises. As it happens, they lived just over the rise of the adjacent high meadow, and she had worked one summer for Silas, the eccentric brother of the equally eccentric spinsters, helping out with his mail-order antiques. All three thought it was such a big deal to be invited to take part in the Twinning portion of the annual fete in Lydfield-in-the-moor—the Twinning alluding to the on-again, off-again exchange between the “twin” villages. Harriet was in charge of this year’s flower show; Silas, the historical aspects of the Twinning; and Pru, the stepsister, incorporating bits of her storytelling.


Emily never quite understood why Harriet, the eldest, was at odds with Silas and Pru. Emily simply put it down as a dysfunctional trio. What it would be like saddled with all three only added to her list of concerns. But the way business was going lately, she had to make do. Perhaps after she got through with this episode, things would pick up again.


Undaunted, she segued to the next item on her agenda—checking the specific route in the latest UK road map since her last foray. The plan was to meet the Curtises in Bath the day after tomorrow, rent a car to take them to the fete (the holiday festival), stay a few days, and then continue on to those other enticing points. This called for Emily to fly to London the next day, spend the night, take a train, hook up with the car rental agency, and so forth. She told herself, So far so good. She was on schedule; she was busy.


She was fully engaged studying the map when it all began.


It started with the squawks of wild turkeys above the trail and then a slew of loud obscenities that seemed to be coming from the same direction. She caught a glimpse of Oliver as he burst through the doggie door of the B&B and raced into the darkening Connecticut morning.


Emily tried to ignore the ruckus. She focused on some new details in her map as the noise level picked up another notch.


Getting flustered, she put the map to one side and peered out over the yard at the back steps on the off-chance Will was around. The dog would scamper back, the racket would cease, and she could go on with her work.


But no such luck. No sign of Will or his approaching pickup; no muscular, pale-yellow canine bounding back down the slope to the spot where he belonged. Just his incessant barking. Not only that, it was starting to drizzle. Oliver was young, still in his rambunctious puppy stage, and she couldn’t just turn a blind eye and let him get into all kinds of mischief. He might even run off like he did once before.


Rising up from the desk, she slipped on her windbreaker, left the cottage, and was soon clambering past the sprawling roots of maple trees. With each passing second, her thoughts drifted past Oliver and began to center again on the possible machinations of the Gordon Development Corporation and its alleged dealings with the village Planning Commission.


Emily heard more shouts coupled with echoing barks and squawks as she gained on the verge through the soggy leaves and tangled underbrush. The surging bedrock, maples, and spindly birch finally gave way to the half-mile-square expanse of high meadow.


As she crested the rise, she caught the tail end of the melee about twenty yards away. A hurled branch flew through the air. Three or four wild turkeys refusing to give up ground lingered and squawked, their jutting beaks and flapping wings at the ready. Then they suddenly retreated, ashen wingspans fully displayed, a few hops and a takeoff, swooping close to the ground and away like tattered gliders. All of this fused with Oliver playfully darting around in pursuit of more hurled sticks as the man’s curses dissolved to an obscene gesture.


Then it grew still, save for Oliver’s sniffing survey of the spoils left by the turkeys.


Brushing himself off in the soupy mist, a stocky figure with a thick neck, pasty face, sagging raincoat, and dark, baggy trousers yelled out to no one in particular, “Hey, what is this? Can’t a guy even walk around for Pete sake?”


She could have told him the turkeys were foraging and he’d overreacted. But she didn’t want to get into any drawn-out discussion about the ways of the wild. All she was after was a clue to what the guy was up to, getting hold of Oliver, and returning to her agenda.


The second he noticed her, the man changed his tone. “Oh, how you doing? This your dog, I take it?”


Through the drizzle, Emily spotted a glittering, gold GDC emblem under his lapel.


“No,” said Emily. “He’s Will Farrow’s retriever.”


“Will Farrow? Right, you mean the fix-it guy, staying at the B&B while he patches it up?”


Though he was trying hard to be friendly, his voice had a raspy, cynical edge, and Emily didn’t appreciate the way he was looking her up and down. Judging from his cropped gray hair and the deep creases in his face, she assumed he was in his early fifties. She also took him to be a point man for the development company. Otherwise, why would he be scouring around on his own, seemingly taking note of everything, checking out the lay of the land?


Stepping back onto higher ground, apparently self-conscious that Emily was a good two or three inches taller, the man reached into an inside pocket and took out a few printouts. In turn, Emily unfastened the collar of her windbreaker and pulled the hood over her head. All the while, Oliver looped around, sat and nuzzled his blocky head against Emily’s thigh, and looped around again.


“Ah.” The point man jabbed his finger at the top of one of the pages. “I got you covered. You’re the B&B owner’s daughter, used to play college soccer, but now you’re some kinda tour guide. Carting a few locals around spots overseas. How am I doing?”


Emily shot him a wary glance, but he went on unfazed. “So good, so maybe you could be of some use, seeing how your ol’ lady is off on some kinda busman’s holiday. And her place is in need of lots of maintenance, right? But in this market and as far as the fall-foliage thing goes, what can I say about it all going down the drain?”


“How do you know all this?”


“I just do, all right? So, for openers, we got mom holing up somewheres in the boonies and not something to bank on.”


“So, for openers, what are you driving at?”


Pocketing the printouts, he said, “Are you kidding me? Nailing down a right-of-way, what else? For the construction site, right where we’re standing. The name so far is Lydfield Woods. Get it? Lydfield, Connecticut—Lydfield Woods. Hey, as long as we’re at it, I would appreciate your take on this.”


“My take is, you’re wasting your time. You’d better go back to the drawing board.”


“Obstacles, right. Exactly what I’ve been saying. Which brings us back to how far this thing is gonna have to go.”


The exchange broke off as Oliver dashed away into the mist. Seconds later, he returned with a gnarled branch gripped in his teeth. The point man ignored him, but Oliver went straight up to him and pawed at his trousers. The point man flung the stick far back into the woods in the opposite direction. Oliver’s ears perked up as he dashed off again.


“Right,” he said. “Something I should know before I make my move?”


“Meaning?”


“Come on, will ya? Cut the tap dance. I’m talking Chris Cooper, head of planning, who’s gonna cast the deciding vote. I’m talking the old roofer guy and conservationist. I’m talking the number one issue. What’s he trying to pull? What’s he suddenly got up his sleeve?”


Emily pulled back. This was a veiled threat aimed not at the Planning Commission per se, but at her mentor. Her surrogate father since her real dad skipped out. In a word, he was after her best friend.


“I’m talking blowing the whistle, okay? Is that plain enough for you?”


Emily readjusted her hood and brushed her damp hair away from her eyes. “Go on.”


 Just then, Oliver returned with a new stick. Just as quickly, the man yanked it out of Oliver’s mouth and pitched it out of sight. The fog hung a tad lower, cloaking everything in the near distance. Clueless, Oliver took off, this time heading south toward the far reaches of the meadow where the ground sloped down again, falling away to the Village Green.


The point man’s eyes hardened as more droplets ran down his face. “Look, I appreciate how you’re jerking me around and how you don’t back down even though we’re alone up here. So seeing you’re about to go futzing off to England and we’re both pressed for time, how about getting off it while I maybe do something for you?”


Oliver returned stick-less as the drizzle picked up.


Tired of this game, Emily said, “Okay, mister, let’s have it.”


“Okay. We’re talking here about ratcheting the grand list—lower taxes, new fire trucks, snow plows, and all the infrastructure la-di-da. So talk to me. Give me the skinny on this Cooper guy before things get outta hand.”


Getting testier by the minute, Emily gave him nothing.


“What do you think, I got nothing better to do? Here, you want my card? Will that do it for you?” He no sooner reached for his wallet when a cell phone jangled. He put the wallet away, pulled his cell out of his outer pocket, and turned his back.


The man’s raspy voice cut off the protests at the other end. “Okay, okay, I hear you. Yeah, yeah, I’ll take care of it. I set it up, didn’t I?”


Muffling his voice, he walked further away. The only other words Emily could make out were, “All right, already. I gotcha. Right away.”


“Great reception up here,” he said, returning. “Another plus. Think about it. A hundred and twenty townhouses that can’t miss no matter what. Toss in a clubhouse, pools, recreation facilities, and whatever.” Fumbling inside his raincoat, he pulled out a brochure. “Twenty-two exterior looks, and that’s for openers. They got lawyers, experts, and an eye to grab up enough land to keep ’em going for the next twenty years.”


“I’m still waiting for an answer. What exactly are you up to?”


His cocky grin slid away. “Well, I ain’t waiting no more.” With that, he turned on his heels and scurried across the waist-high grass that could accommodate anything the GDC could come up with.


“Hold it,” Emily said.


“Look, I’m under the gun, gotta step on it. Besides, I’ve had it up to here with the wet and the turkeys and the attitude. Enough already.”


“And what’s your name anyway?”


The raspy voice called back as it tailed off in the gauzy whiteness. “Doc! Okay? Just make it Doc!”


Emily held still. As her old soccer coach used to point out, one of her failings was confusing motion with action. But how could she ignore his threatening words in that harsh, Lower East Side tone? Before I make my move . . . things get out of hand . . . I’ll take care of it right away . . . I set it up, didn’t I?




There was something else, come to think of it. A few days ago, when she’d returned from her latest tour, apparently a hot plate had been left on that almost burned down Chris’s greenhouse. Something bothersome about the incident, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. All she knew was that something was wrong.


Emily headed back to the crest of the trail with Oliver in tow. She worked her way down, dodging the glistening roots, tightening her hood as the water dripped from the overarching branches. She reached the bottom just as Will’s red pickup pulled into the driveway. The second his lanky form appeared out of the cab, Oliver leaped up and smeared Will’s Levi’s jacket with his muddy paws, spun around, and smashed through the hinged flap of the back door.


As laid-back as ever, even though the rain was pelting his face, Will said, “What was that all about? On, no, don’t tell me. Did he take off again?”


Emily ducked under the overhang of the cottage. “Sorry, I’ve got something I’ve got to look into.”


Will shrugged and ambled over to the B&B. Calling across the yard, he asked, “Sure you don’t want some hot coffee and an omelet? I can do it with chili or asparagus.”


At any other time, she would have liked nothing better than to take a break and find out how his work was going. She’d only known him for a short while, dropped in for coffee once or twice, and he couldn’t be that much older, maybe in his mid-thirties, and you never know. But at this moment, that was out of the question.


“Tea? Supper?”


“Maybe. But right now I’ve got to—”


“Around five or so?”


 “I guess . . . sure, fine.”


“Then you can tell me exactly what Oliver’s been up to.”


“I will. Later, okay?”


Stepping inside the cottage, Emily made straight for the kitchenette. All other issues were secondary now given the way her thoughts were running. Rambling and moving on was her primary modus operandi. But her encounter with this Doc guy meant there was no way she could shrug this off.


She snatched up the handset and punched in the numbers.


The familiar gravelly voice that went with the elongated weathered face picked up almost immediately. “Yes?”


“Chris, I met a guy just now on the high meadow who’s got to be from New York. He seems to be—”


“Emily, can this wait? I’ve got a by-me to take care of.”


“By-me” was their code for “by my own hand, I am responsible.” The alternatives were “to-me,” or “everything happens to me,” and “through-me,” meaning “let it go, let it pass.” When Emily’s dad ran out on her and her mother, Chris pushed the “through-me” tack. All things being equal, through-me looks like your best bet, kiddo.




“Look, Emmy,” Chris went on, “it’s a by-me ’cause I just got a phone message that I botched a job on North Lake Road. As if I didn’t know my business, didn’t know how to weather-tight a slate roof. So I’m off to see what’s going on.”


“Now? In the rain?”


“When else? Claims there’s a bad leak, all my fault. Anyone who knows me knows that is bogus.”


 “Chris, listen to me.”


“Whatever it is, whatever you want to discuss, I’m sure it’ll keep,” Chris said, obviously in a rush. “Let me see to this. We’ll kick back later and you can tell me all about it.”


“Will you please wait a minute? This is not a good idea.”


But it was no use. Chris offered his quick apologies and hung up. Hitting the redial brought her nothing but his answering machine.


She replaced the handset and thought it over. Was she jumping to conclusions? Was she, once again, about to confuse motion with action? Shouldn’t she at least think it through?


But she couldn’t just stand there.


Unable to contain herself a moment longer, she left the cottage and hurried down the drive, past Will’s pickup and the clapboard siding of the B&B and the front lawn. She slipped behind the wheel of her old Camry, had a few more second thoughts, hit the ignition, and headed down the hill.


As she passed the expanse of wetlands and uplands, it didn’t register that the tract the GDC coveted was bracketed by her mother’s property and the Curtises’ ramshackle colonial at the foot of the hill. Nothing registered except a need to talk Chris out of climbing up onto that slate roof.


He was over seventy but refused to admit he was no longer agile and had had a few recent close calls. Steadfast to a fault, thinking only of his artisanship. Unless she missed her guess, he would be going up to the Tudor house on North Lake Road if she didn’t intercept and get him to change his mind. The vacant McMansion was owned by the UK’s own Miranda Shaw, a pampered guest who had stayed at the B&B while her McMansion was under construction. Who may or may not have made the call that set Chris off. After all, Miranda was currently in far-off Bovey Tracey, on the outskirts of the moors.


Driving on, everything receded, including the stately elms and the file of Federal style homes on both sides of North Street with their low-pitched roofs, flat façades, and black, louvered shutters. So did the white congregational church on the Green with its Christopher Wren steeple dissolving instantly as she turned right onto West Street and whisked by the old brick shops, Village Restaurant, and the town hall and state trooper’s office.


Picking up speed, she passed the rows of Victorian houses with their pilastered front porches and attached shutters in homage to last century’s Colonial Revival. She’d grown up here, always lived here except for college and her transatlantic jaunts. But at this moment, her village might as well be a scattering of old photos.


Before she knew it, the rain was beating down harder, her wiper blades barely able to keep up. Among the nagging questions flitting through her mind was how could Miranda Shaw have suddenly gotten wind of her leaking roof? Or did somebody just put her up to it, to get Chris rushing pellmell in the rain so he would . . .


Emily eased her foot off the pedal, barely able to see through the downpour. She switched the wipers on high and kept her eyes on the road, intent on avoiding an accident.


Minutes later, she pulled into Miranda Shaw’s place at a slow but steady crawl. As she reached the circular drive, straining her eyes through the thwacking blades, she peered up two stories above the stone archway.


There she caught sight of the familiar gangly figure climbing higher toward the peak of an eight-sided turret. At a point where the grayish-blue slate, copper flashing, and a mullioned window merged, the figure suddenly became a shuddering blur.


Emily honked her horn, blasting as loud as she could. But it was too late. The figure flopped over and slid down the turret, glanced off the aluminum ladder, and toppled like a broken doll until the cobblestones broke its fall.
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“Just think about it,” said Emily.


“I have,” said Trooper Dave Roberts.


“Not hardly at all.”


“I listened and now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”


“Terrific, Dave. That’s just terrific.”


It was close to noon on that same rainy Monday. Emily was down in the basement of the old fire station in a gray-paneled office that suited Dave Roberts perfectly. The room matched his uniform, standard-issue features, crew cut, and build. Despite Dave’s attempt to brush her off, Emily remained rooted in front of his desk.


Dave started rifling through a file cabinet, pulled out some papers, plunked himself down on his swivel chair, and began to read. After a few moments of strained silence, he looked up.


“Come on, Em. It was an accident. How many times has he rolled off a roof and broken something? This time it happens to be worse.”


Emily continued to wait him out.


“Okay,” Dave went on, “I know. I heard. Looks like it’s touch and go, iffy vital signs, and they’re not giving out details. But that doesn’t change a thing.”


“Except . . .”


“Except what?”


“If I’d gotten there sooner or been more insistent over the phone—”


“And if the dog hadn’t gotten loose or the sun was shining or Cooper had used some common sense . . .”


Holding her temper, Emily went at it again. “Okay, I can’t prove it. But I’m telling you somebody was counting on him shimmying up that turret. Counting on him to—”


“What? Lose his footing? Be totally out of it so his Planning Commission alternate, slick Brian Forbes, bank vice president, would rubber-stamp the GDC’s application for site development? All by the hand of some Doc character you ran into up on the proposed site? Is that what you really think?”


“Maybe.”


Tossing the papers aside, Dave stood up again. “Face it, will you? You saw something that shook you up. You’re antsy. And you’re stuck with your clients, the wacko Curtises, and this stupid twin thing you were working on just before this happened.”


“Twinning. It’s called a Twinning—twin villages, a twin exchange.”


“Right. Like when we still had a soccer field, and the Brits came over every couple of years and we’d do our thing with sports and go over there for their fete or what-you-call-it. And our village council wanted to keep it going until finally there was no real point. But now, you’re trying to maintain some last ditch thing with the Curtises, of all people. Hanging by a thread. Like Cooper scrambling on a soaking-wet slate roof trying to hang on to his reputation. Same reason—trying to hang on. And for what?”


“Open space, for your information.”


“Open space? Where are we now? How many circles do you want to go around? First it’s what you call a suspicious accident, and then it’s some environmental issue. In case you haven’t noticed, I am actually trying to accomplish something.”


“Right. Wonderful. Thanks for your time, Dave.”


Dave Roberts plopped down on his swivel chair and went back to his paperwork.


Emily walked away and stopped at the doorway. “Tell me, what would it take?”


“For what?”


“To get your head out of that folder and do your job?”


Dave sprang back up, brandishing the sheaf of papers like a warrant.


“You see this? It’s full of tangibles. One: The glass front door of Lydfield regional fourteen high school was smashed. Two: The alarm system was tampered with. Three: Library books were ripped and flung all over the place. Plus honors plaques broken and school bus tires slashed. Conclusion: It’s an inside job. Bottom line? One of those kids who flunked out will supply us with a lead or incriminate himself. No lame conspiracy theories about an old guy falling off Miranda Shaw’s roof while she’s off in jolly old England.”


 “Is that what you think of Chris? Some old guy who fell off a roof?”


Dave cast his gaze up at the fluorescent lights as though searching for an exit line. Then, looking directly at her, he said, “All right, Emily. Let’s play Clue. What I would need is for something to cast a shadow.”


“Go on.”


“Say Miranda Shaw is in touch with some busybody neighbor and asks her to watch out for prowlers. The busybody spots some stranger trespassing or an alarm’s been tripped or tampered with on the premises. Perhaps Cooper’s housekeeper signs a statement that Cooper’s been harassed by this Doc guy you ran into.”


“If he had a housekeeper. If he wasn’t a bachelor who lives alone.”


“You see? That’s what comes of concocting stuff way out in left field. But take you, for instance, alone in the cottage.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“That Will Farrow, the handyman nobody knows anything about, is all by his lonesome in the main house. What guy could resist that perky, trim bod? Not many females with those qualifications around these parts. So, if something happens to you, we’ve got probable cause.”


“Get off it, Dave.”


“And you get off it. You wanted to play, we played. Game’s over.”


“No way. You haven’t even checked it out.”


“Come again?”


 “Drive up to Miranda’s place and look it over. Won’t take you more than twenty minutes.”


Dropping the papers on his desk, Dave spread his hands in mock surrender. “Is that it? Will that do it for you?”


“It would be something.”


“Fine, I’ll take a look-see. But the price is negotiable.”


Emily slipped out before he had a chance to name his price. But he did manage to tack on, “You know, Em, I still think we’d make a good team.”
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Famished, Emily crossed the Green, settled into a front booth at the Village Restaurant and waited impatiently for a salmon-cake platter and a cup of hot tea. Now almost two in the afternoon, Emily was still mulling over the cursory report that Dave Roberts had run by her back at his office. His “look-see” had turned up nothing except the obvious. There was an aluminum extension ladder skewered to the side of the stone archway and Chris Cooper’s bag of tools was sitting up high next to one of the chimneys.


Making matters worse, Dave had come up with his price for humoring her and wasting police time. He had found out that the proposed development was geared for retirees with disposable income. A strip mall with a multiplex was in the works, slated for the old soccer field grounds—anything that would draw well-off buyers. Coinciding with what he called Emily’s obvious need for a career change, he told her that all she had to do was get hold of a limousine, hire herself out, and take the bored condo owners into New York for shows, up to the Berkshires for the summer music festivals, and be on hand to chauffeur them back and forth to the airport. After Emily returned from her trip, Dave would have it all outlined for her, over dinner.


He left her with the prediction that as soon as this “twin thing” tanked, she wouldn’t have to think it over. She’d been at it now for over seven years and the handwriting was on the wall. She’d have to come around.


His remarks only added to her frustration. There was nothing she could do for Chris at the moment. He was in the intensive care unit of the Sharon hospital miles away. Visitors were not allowed and he still hadn’t regained consciousness. Just obtaining that bit of information had taken a lot of finagling. If Emily hadn’t gotten hold of a duty nurse she’d dealt with the last time he broke his leg, she would’ve been completely in the dark. At a loss, she had a bouquet of cut flowers delivered anyway.


Now, still waiting for her order, she was filled with a twisty feeling in the pit of her stomach coupled with the same abiding guilt over not interceding in time.


To deflect for a moment, she turned her thoughts to her business. Dave was right. Prospects were not looking good. Continued job losses, people dipping into their 401Ks and postponing retirement, and the fear of terrorism aloft or in terminals and what-have-you overseas had resulted in a number of recent cancellations.


She’d heard the same excuses: “Sorry, Emily, love to but perhaps we can do it in the spring . . .” and “Can we take a rain check?”


 Continuing to deflect, she reassessed her website and a typical testimonial she knew by heart:




“If you want to get off the beaten path and leave the tour buses behind, you can’t do better than a personalized jaunt with Emily Ryder. Always enterprising, at the ready to make adjustments, there is nothing like her incomparable rambles. Take it from us, log onto ‘Hidden Britain.’”


—Fred and Mary Showalter


New Milford, Connecticut





She thought of the photos on the site. Perhaps they could use some revising. Like the one of her deep in the moor, leaning up against the jutting ancient rock. Echoes of all those times in the wilds, scurrying around the stone circles and the shifty weather patterns. The critical difference between the peat beds with heavy, firm grass around the edges and the featherbed of sphagnum moss that sucked you down and covered you over. Perhaps she should cut even the remotest allusion to anything of that sort.


It was only a short while ago that she was tramping around on a misty, rainy morning not unlike today, pointing out the dangers to the Showalters. It was that same thin line between jeopardy and adventure she was so drawn to. Underscoring the sense of light and dark, ups and downs, then it was back to the nearby confines of Lydfield-in-the-Moor, dinner at the old Elizabethan Castle Pub, and the rest of the cozy amenities.


All of which, in conjunction with today’s events—misty, raining, then dreadfully dark—only exacerbated that twisty feeling and sent her thoughts reeling back to Chris’s plight.


Pulling herself together as the food was set in front of her, she remembered that she had a meeting at the rickety Curtis colonial at four to go over last-minute details. She’d continue to check on Chris’s condition and, in the interim, return to her maps and last-minute preparations.


She had taken a sip of her chamomile tea when Harriet Curtis burst through the door.


“Ah, there you are!”


Framed against the green-and-white-striped wallpaper of the empty restaurant, Harriet was a sight, even for those who knew her, with her ill-fitting charcoal blouse and skirt, stoop-shouldered figure, and lank white hair.


“Listen,” Harriet said sharply, juggling a pile of slick catalogues and envelopes under her arm while grappling with an open shoulder bag. “There’s been a change of plans.”


“No, Harriet. Sorry, not at this late date.” Thrown for a loop but holding on to a sense of professionalism, Emily added, “I’m sure you recall my cancellation policy.”


“Don’t interrupt me. My mind is made up and I don’t have time to mince words.”


It was Harriet at her worst. The domineering head of the library board and Historical Society, and chair of the local League of Women Voters and Lydfield Beautification and Garden Society, Harriet was a perfect contrast to her distracted brother, Silas, and her pixilated stepsister, Pru. Though Emily was in no position to lose a client and would have liked nothing more than to call off taxiing all three Curtises around the west of England, there was no way she was going to let Harriet push her around. Especially not today.


“Now listen carefully,” said Harriet, still attempting to keep the assortment of slippery catalogues from squirting out of her grasp. “I’m taking a late flight tonight and—”


“Wait a minute. The inn in Bath isn’t booked until the day after tomorrow.”


“Nevertheless. I shall stay at the Windermere near Victoria Station, take the train to Bath the next day as we planned, and go over my concerns with the organizers of the fair.”


“Fete.”


“Fete, fair, Twinning—what’s the difference?”


“The Twinning is just a segment,” Emily said, trying to keep the newfound edginess in her voice in check. “Let’s stay calm and keep everything in proportion.”


“Oh, will you please stop interrupting me, Emily?” Rattled, Harriet clutched harder at her slipping catalogues. “Now where was I? Ah, yes. As I was saying, I shall see to matters with the organizers by phone and then await your arrival the day after tomorrow. We shall rendezvous in Bath, where you will transport me via rental car to the moor and the sister village as planned.”


“Why do you suddenly have to leave a day early? And what about Silas and Pru?”


“What about them? Are they judging the flower show? Do they have a major part to play at the festival? Anyway, I don’t wish to discuss it.”


“Harriet, make sense. Are you trying to run off and ditch your siblings?”


 “I need time. I need space. I can’t be boxed in like this —under the gun, as it were. I’m sure you can think of something to keep them at arm’s length. Keep everything at arm’s length.”


Deflecting, Harriet started jabbering about the need to do some extra research about English floral varieties, including Michaelmas daisies, montbretia, and certain amaryllis hybrids. Then, pitching her flinty voice a bit higher, she said, “I have spent the last few hours making these arrangements and have my confirmation numbers right here, if you like.” To drive her point home, Harriet reached into her open straw bag but lost control of the catalogues and whatnot, scattering them all over the plank floor.


Reluctantly coming to Harriet’s aid, Emily slipped out of the booth and gathered up most of the pile. She placed the envelopes on top while Harriet contended with her bag and crumpled e-mails.


Snatching the stack out of Emily’s hands, Harriet said, “I would greatly appreciate it if you would deal with Silas and Pru.”


“Harriet, this is ridiculous. Arrangements have been made. I’ve scheduled everything for all three of you. We have a contract. I am a professional, in case you’ve forgotten. I don’t work this way.”


“Can’t be helped. Come by at four as planned. We’ll finalize whatever needs be and I’ll be on my way. Right now, I have some banking business to attend to.”


Before Emily could say another word, Harriet scuttled out the door.


 Emily finished her lunch, left a tip, and asked the waitress if she could use the phone by the kitchen. She reached Will on the third ring and, as a matter of courtesy, asked if she could postpone the tea he’d offered until around five-thirty. He said that would be no problem.


She made another call to the Sharon hospital. No word about Chris except that he was still in critical condition.


Emily left the restaurant and stood motionless under the overcast sky. She glanced across the street to the corner of West and North where the bank sat conspicuously across the Green and catty-corner to the congregational church. Presently, she began to sense a hazy thread tying together the events of this morning with Harriet’s unexpected day-early escape route. A thread linked somehow to the long business envelope she’d scooped up in Harriet’s wake, addressed to Harriet Curtis, marked Confidential. The return address was embossed with a gold GDC logo. The envelope might very well contain a check that Harriet assumed was still in her possession.




[image: ]


Emily watched and waited under a spreading elm at the edge of the Green as the late summer sunlight filtered through the cloud cover. All along she’d wondered where the money for this excursion was coming from, especially considering the Curtises’ sparse lifestyle, the shape their home was in, and the fact they didn’t even own a car. From all indications, the answer was still hidden in the envelope tucked in Emily’s jacket.


Soon enough, Harriet hurried out of the bank, passed through the white colonnades and stopped short. From her vantage point, Emily could see that Harriet continued to struggle with her slip-sliding mail. As she fumbled around, Chuck, the balding security guard, came to the rescue with a clear, plastic shopping bag. No surprise on that score. Predictably, Chuck was eager to please, delighted to have something to do besides open doors. But expectedly, Brian Forbes, second in line at the Planning Commission, head of the Business Association, and bank vice president, quickly exited the bank and shooed Chuck inside.


Conscious of his image as if always on camera, Brian offered Harriet a chivalrous hand. His outfit consisted of a tailored, light-blue blazer, a matching tie, and crisp, white slacks.


What Emily had been looking for was some sign of panic on Harriet’s part over her missing check. But Harriet brushed aside Brian’s proffered hand and made her way down the marble steps. Then she spun around and shouted, “You’re the cause, Brian, if you think about it! It started with you, and now look at me!” With those parting words, Harriet scuttled away, leaving Brian standing there looking bewildered.


Emily crossed the street and caught Brian’s attention as he reached for the burnished doorknob of the bank. “Brian, have you got a second?”


“I’m in a little bit of a rush,” said Brian, flashing his studied smile. “You know, it’s one of those typical Mondays.”


Before he could slip back into the foyer, Emily bounded up the steps and said, “It’s about Harriet. Couldn’t help overhearing what she said, and I need you to clear something up.”


Brian stepped away from the door and moved well out of earshot of bank customers and employees as Emily joined him.


A glint of sunshine radiated across the colonnades. Emily reached for the envelope.


“Harriet dropped this in the restaurant after announcing she was taking a last-minute flight to London. Which, as you know, must cost a bundle, not to mention checking into a decent hotel.”


“So?”


“So, given Harriet’s circumstances, doesn’t that strike you as odd? Unless there’s a nice fat check in here,” she added, pointing out the GDC logo. Emily knew she was pushing it, responding to Harriet’s outburst about it all being Brian’s fault, but at the moment she was unable to contain herself about this direct link with the GDC.


“Losing it, depending on this juicy sweetener to see her through, plus whatever set her off just now, including her plans to dump her brother and step-sister, is compromising my tour. Not to mention raising all kinds of questions.”


Brian gingerly took the envelope out of Emily’s hand. Just as hesitantly, he said, “Thanks, she’ll be greatly relieved. I’ll give her a quick call.”


“Brian, I think you’re dodging the issue.”


“Ah, you mean her sudden departure. I’m sure it’s all a misunderstanding.”


As he attempted to turn away again, Emily said, “But that’s not all. This is not a typical Monday, as you just said. I’m sure you’ve heard about Chris Cooper’s fall during the downpour this morning. And not just an accident. He’s barely hanging on! As if you, of all people, weren’t on top of things that concern you directly.”


Brian modified his fixed grin before coming out with, “Now, Emily, since when are you interested in politics?”


“We’re not just talking about politics.”


Brian adjusted his tie nervously and came up with a lame retort. “Of course. And I understand that you and your mom are worried about the effect of the new GDC project on property values and the B&B. Well, my advice is, best to ask Martha. Not only is she my better half, she, as you well know, is the principal realtor in town.”


 Before Brian could offer any more non sequiturs, an elderly couple approached the marble steps. And before Chuck had a chance to step back out, Brian gave the couple his best Iron Bank welcome, held one of the looming doors open for them, glanced back at Emily, and said, “Too bad you’re off again. Love to have had you at the hearing. You could’ve learned all about the wheels of progress.”


As the couple entered the bank, Emily pressed harder.


“Wait a minute. Harriet’s payment from the GDC aside, are you really telling me you know nothing about Chris? Or the fact he was up on Miranda Shaw’s roof when it happened?”


At the mention of Miranda Shaw’s name, Brian’s fixed smile wavered.


Again, Emily knew she was pushing it by assuming Brian knew full well about what happened to Chris this morning and was obviously brushing her off.


“You know, Miranda Shaw’s overpriced, fake English Tudor. The one Martha has failed to unload.”


There was a long silence as Brian continued to look out at nothing in particular.


“I don’t get it, Brian. Why can’t we communicate? You, your wife, Miranda Shaw, and the scene of Chris’s dreadful fall. There is an obvious connection.”


Just then, Martha Forbes came sauntering into view and abruptly halted. Brian altered his gaze in her direction. They were no more than twenty yards apart but neither of them spoke. For a time, they simply regarded each other. Brian fluttered a few fingers in a tentative wave, planted the smile back on his face, and raised his voice.


 “Well, Emily, you’re in luck. Here’s Martha now. And if I don’t see you beforehand, have a good trip.”


“Right, Brian. Just keep ignoring me.”


“Yes, there she is.” Brian’s smile switched off completely as he clutched the envelope. “She’s the realtor, I’m the banker, and we each have our separate roles to play.”


Emily let it go, doing her best to file all of this in the back of her mind. She ambled down the steps and started back toward the Green and her Camry, realizing she and Martha would cross paths and have to exchange pleasantries. Unless Emily wanted to delve further, which would only overload the circuit even more.


“Hi, Martha,” Emily said, pausing on the walkway as an act of courtesy.
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