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			Chapter One

			Laurence R. Fansler, the oldest partner of Darwin Darwin Erasmus and Mendel, was chatting with the next oldest partner in the firm. “Chatting” would have been Fansler’s own description of what he was doing, but the word was, in fact, inaccurate. Fansler never chatted. He either commanded or pontificated, and when these modes appeared inappropriate, he attempted a certain tone of bonhomie for which, had he but known it, he was notorious throughout the firm. It meant Fansler wanted something.

			In this case, what he wanted was consolation disguised as advice. Toby Van Dine served in all but his place on the stationery as the senior partner of the firm, the Solomon, the father confessor, the mediator, the consoler. He was a quiet man, quietly brilliant, who, unlike his senior, represented the more liberal views characteristic of his generation of lawyers. He had noted, with a certain sadness, that those who made partner these days—after eight or nine arduous years—were singly devoted to selfish interests and their own advancement. He tried not to brood about this, not even to think of it often. But occasionally, the cases the firm had fought in the old days returned to him, pristine in their principled glory. The effects of old age, no doubt. Toby Van Dine had just turned sixty, and was afraid.

			“You know these parties we always give,” Fansler was muttering. “Started years ago, and became a tradition. One can’t stop, that’s the trouble.” Toby nodded. The Fansler parties, given annually in the fall for the associates, had long since become one of the burdens of the legal life at Dar and Dar, as it was known among lawyers. First- and second-year associates were asked, together with any young professionals in other pursuits whom Fansler’s wife Janice could corral. The original idea had been Janice’s, or so Fansler claimed, and had been designed to make the young “men” feel more at home in New York, and meet people their own age. Fansler had accommodated, grumbling, to the women lawyers who had to be asked, as well as some of the “dates” brought by his very own associates. There was the year one of the young men had come with his fiancée—if there was another way to describe her, Fansler had no desire to hear it—who was a doctor, and who, on being asked, described the process of getting a catheter into the heart through the femoral artery in detail sufficiently fine and labored to ruin everyone’s appetite. But all this was in the past, and could hardly, Toby thought, be Fansler’s problem.

			“Janice thinks we should ask my sister,” Fansler said with a groan.

			“But you always ask her,” Toby said, “and she never comes.”

			“I know, I know, but this year the thought is that we should ask her husband—Amhearst, you know. He’s teaching at Columbia Law School, and the other partners don’t see why we shouldn’t cultivate someone on the faculty there, particularly if he’s a relative. Janice agrees, of course.”

			Laurence Fansler had, along with so much else in a rapidly changing world, accepted the fact that his nephews, and even one or two of his nieces, were now lawyers or doctors or working for Goldman Sachs, and had to be asked to his party. But to ask his sister seemed, to Fansler’s jaundiced eye, as though Caeser had asked Brutus to brunch.

			“I think you’re exaggerating, Larry,” Toby said. “Kate and Reed aren’t that bad. The worst you can probably say for them is that they voted for Mondale and Ferraro in 1984.”

			“Exactly,” Fansler boomed.

			“You might try to remember,” Toby said, rising to indicate that the discussion was over, “that ours is a two-party system, though you might not always notice it. Anyway, why worry? I’m sure they won’t come.”

			“There is that hope,” Fansler said, brightening.

			Janice Fansler, duly instructed by her husband, sent out the invitations, including one addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Reed Amhearst. She was perfectly aware that Kate had kept her own name, but she considered such attitudes trendy and foolish, and refused to notice them. Having sent the invitations and alerted the caterer who ran these functions for her, she put her mind to other things.

			The invitation was addressed to Reed at the Columbia Law School, and he contemplated it with a certain wry amusement. He could hear Kate now, flatly refusing to attend. The question was, should he try to persuade her to accompany him?

			Hours later, letting himself into the apartment, he decided to try. Kate, who was examining a telephone bill with the expression of bewilderment and horror characteristic of those engaged in such activities, offered him the fourteen pages of the document. “Has anyone considered carrier pigeons lately?” she asked.

			“Your brother and sister-in-law, he of Darwin Darwin et cetera, have asked us to their annual party for the firm’s associates. Might you consent to come, do you think?”

			“You’ve been drinking,” Kate said. “And before you even got home. A bad sign. Is the academic life more burdensome than the quiet, steady pace of things at the D.A.’s?”

			“They’ve invited you as Mrs. Reed Amhearst. I thought maybe you could go as Kate Fansler, and observe how the other half lives. We can see the young, Fansler and other, which is always enlivening.”

			“I would have thought you met enough of the young at law school. Do bear in mind Jane Austen’s descriptions of such parties: ‘a mixture of those who had never met before and those who met too often.’ Reed, I don’t like to sound lawyerly myself, but didn’t we agree, we might even call it a verbal contract, that we would not drag each other into our dreary social obligations? If you want to attend my brother’s party, go, my child, and the Lord be with you, though in my view it marks the sad deterioration of a noble mind.”

			“One ought not, in middle age, to get into ruts, or to maintain, unexamined, the assumptions of one’s youth. You have said it, and it’s greatly to your credit.”

			“I didn’t think you’d drag it up in connection with families. Because people are blood relations is no reason for intimacy—that was good enough for Margaret Mead, and it’s good enough for me. Reed, is there some aspect to this I’m missing?”

			“Connections between law professors and the big law firms are advantageous for all concerned when it comes to placing students and so forth.”

			“That I can see. Are these connections impossible to effect without a wife in hand?”

			“My going alone would be a statement. Your coming along will be taken for granted. Besides, you always like seeing Leo and Leighton.”

			“Do they come to these legal dos? How the mighty are fallen. I know Leo’s a lawyer, but don’t tell me Leighton has gone that way too? Surely all my nieces and nephews are not going to be lawyers, just like my brothers.”

			“All the professional young attend this. If you’d ever behaved like a proper aunt, you’d know that.”

			“Reed, I don’t mind telling you, I’m worried. You’re going to be counsel for some big firm next, and giving parties yourself.”

			“I promise not. If this party is a nightmare, furthermore, I shall not try to persuade you again. So gamble one evening against a lifetime of discussion about one’s duties to blood relations.”

			“You should go into the law,” Kate said. “You have a flair for it.”

			Kate greeted her brother and sister-in-law in the acceptable manner by allowing them to place their cheek against hers. Her greeting to Leo and Leighton was warmer: a hug and smiles of pleasure.

			“Find me a drink,” Kate ordered, in her happiest autocratic manner, “a martini, of course, and sit down and tell me what you’ve been doing with yourselves.”

			“There aren’t any martinis,” Leighton said. “It’s a Japanese feast, and you can have either Midori melon coolers or sake.”

			“To be followed,” Leo said before she could ask, “by sushi, or California rolls, and I forget what else.”

			“My God,” Kate said. “Well, see if you can find me some tomato juice. If one avoids mixed drinks of suspicious origin and soda pop, one can really find oneself sipping water at these affairs, and I haven’t gone that far. Well, plain soda water, if all else fails, will do.”

			But Reed, who felt that, having dragged her here, he should see that she at least had a real drink, had found Scotch for her and himself. “What a relief,” Kate said. “If one is going to give up drinking, one ought not to do it under this sort of pressure, don’t you agree?” Reed smiled at her gratefully. At least Kate never sulked.

			“What are you doing here, Leighton?” Kate asked. “Joined the yuppies when I wasn’t looking?”

			Leighton winced. “A yuppie is someone born after 1950 and before 1969 living in a city and earning over forty thousand dollars a year. I don’t qualify on the last count. I earn three thousand dollars a year when I’m working, and came here because the family orders me to, Leo is here, and they even said you might come, not that I believed it.”

			“Still acting?” Kate asked.

			“That’s the hope. Meanwhile, like the others in my profession, I am either a waitress or a word processor. In my case it’s word processing, for legal firms, at night. Very good pay, and leaves my days free.”

			“It’s almost worth living on three thousand dollars a year if you ask me,” Leo said. “I’m a yuppie by most common definitions, and I work all night and all day and all weekend. The only time you can be away from your desk without arousing the partners’ suspicions is on Monday to Friday between nine and five. Then you might be somewhere on business or, in a pinch, at the dentist. But you damn well better be in your office in the evening and on weekends.”

			“Never mind all that,” Leighton said, sitting down by her aunt. “Did you ever see a movie called The Lady Vanishes? Kate nodded. “There’s a wonderful piece of dialogue in it between the two cricket enthusiasts. One of them says to the other: ‘She did, you know.’ And the other says, ‘Did what?’ And the first says: ‘Vanish.’ That’s what Leo and I want to talk to you about.”

			“I have a sense of dislocation, of being out of touch,” Kate said.

			“Leighton always starts in the middle of things,” Leo said. “In medias res. It comes of having majored in Greek combined with excessive devotion to the plays of Ibsen. It’s all quite, simple and, in my opinion, uninteresting. Shall I tell it?” he asked Leighton. She nodded.

			“But,” she added, “I reserve the right to put in the dramatic details. Of which there are many.” Kate listened to them with pleasure. She often pondered the ironic rewards of having had three impossible brothers—Larry, and the next two, who had produced, respectively, Leo and Leighton. Her tiresome older siblings had certainly paid off in the next generation.

			“Toby,” Leo continued, “got Leighton a job doing word processing, after she learned how.”

			“Not Uncle Larry?” Kate asked.

			“Gimme a break,” Leighton said.

			“So,” Leo said, “Leighton would arrive at six, and get her assignment from this woman who was in charge of the firm’s word-processing room. One of those women without whom, not. You know. They’re damn important, let me tell you, these word processors. The associate’s future can depend on whether they do his or her work on time. Believe me, one keeps on the good side of the word processors, and the supervisor thereof. Partners never set foot in the Wang room, as we call it; they’re always sending associates in there with work that’s needed immediately. If an associate’s not in good with the Wang room, forget it.” Kate nodded her comprehension of all this.

			“Well,” Leo went on, “some months after Leighton started—she doesn’t work steadily, you know, some weeks on, some weeks off, unlike us better-paid minions—she noticed this woman was gone. ‘Sick,’ Leighton was told. But the fact is, the woman never came back. And—”

			“And,” Leighton said. “That was the absolute last anybody anywhere heard of her. She was a damn nice woman.”

			“Everybody happy here?” Janice said, stopping off on her hostess rounds. “Can I get anybody anything?”

			“Since you are so kind,” Kate said, “might I have some Scotch?”

			Janice looked as though she were about to mention melon coolers, but apparently she changed her mind. It occurred to Kate, not without pleasure, that she was the only person in the room who had no reason to worry about offending Janice, or brother Larry if it came to that, with her demands. Janice nodded, and went off, apparently to summon a waiter. Kate waved Leighton on.

			“I asked Toby,” Leighton said, “and he said not to worry; people are always disappearing from law firms, particularly word processors and even supervisors. Not that the partners would notice unless a client disappeared. But this woman was particularly nice to me, you see, and I wondered.”

			Kate, accepting another Scotch from a waiter, smiled encouragingly at Leighton.

			“And what, by the way, do you think her name is? Charlotte Lucas. Doesn’t it sound made up?”

			“Just because Jane Austen used it? Not necessarily,” Kate said. “Made-up names sound made up because originally they were authentic. Take Merrill Ashley, the ballet dancer. Her name was Linda Merrill. Only another dancer named Linda Rosenthal took Linda Merrill as her name. So Merrill Ashley had to find the name Merrill Ashley. But ‘Linda Merrill’ is more like ‘Charlotte Lucas’, don’t you think? Improbable?”

			Whether through the strange miracle of genes, or time spent in the company of this admired aunt, neither Leo nor Leighton responded to this analysis of nomenclature with the least bewilderment. “You’re probably right,” Leighton said. “As soon as something looks suspicious, everything looks suspicious; I’ve often noticed. Anyway, here’s the odd thing. When I decided to talk to Toby, he completely changed the subject. Instead, do you know what he told me, in strictest confidence, of course?”

			“Of course,” Kate murmured.

			“Well, I’ve only told Leo; and now you. Maybe it’ll make sense to you. Years ago, Toby made a will for a woman writer. English and famous, is all Toby would say. She died, oh, ages ago, I don’t know just when, and then another woman writer, also English and very scholarly, to whom the first woman had left everything, came to Toby and she made a will. Toby had been with another firm when he made the first will, and he brought the writer, the first one, with him when he came to Dar and Dar. Anyway, when the second one got in touch with him a short while ago, wanting to know if the will was all in order and would we be able to find the chief legatees, Toby couldn’t find her—I mean one of the two legatees mentioned in the will. He could have found the woman’s son, of course, but she knew where he was.”

			“Has this any connection with the disappearance of Charlotte Lucas ?” Kate asked.

			“Of course not,” Leo said. “What possible connection could it have? Leighton is bored by word processing, for which who could blame her, and she’s looking for excitement.”

			“Has Toby any interest in finding Charlotte Lucas?” Kate asked.

			“I haven’t talked to him about it again,” Leighton said.

			“I’ve talked to you and Leo. But I do feel we should do something.”

			“Not, I trust,” Kate said, “without consulting Toby.”

			“We thought,” Leighton said, “you might consult him.” “Whyever?”

			“Leo doesn’t feel he should talk to Toby, being a young lawyer in another firm; he oughtn’t to know about it. Etiquette, or whatever. And I don’t think, as a mere word processor, I can push any more. I mean, it will really look as though I’m trying to make a scene. But you could just say to Toby, in a casual sort of way, that you heard about this and your detective instincts were aroused. Would you, Kate?”

			“Probably not,” Kate said. “But let me think about it. I’ll let you know either way. I think I see our hostess headed this way to break up our little group. Very unpartyish, you know, having a confab.”

			“Leighton,” Janice said. “Let me introduce you to one of the new associates in Larry’s firm. From Harvard Law School. I told him you had gone to Radcliffe, and that you must have a lot in common.”

			Kate escaped before she heard Leighton’s response to this. Leighton was very pretty indeed, but unfortunately, at least from the view of most Fanslers, bored to distraction by conventional young men. “I can always talk to Leo if I want the young lawyerly point of view,” she had been known to say. Leo, in his turn, was now wafted off to be introduced elsewhere, and Kate wondered when dinner would be, and if, as Leo had threatened, it would be Japanese food, which was not one of her favorite ethnic repasts; Kate had never really come to terms with raw fish.

			She spotted a comfortable sort of chair across the room, and headed for it. Leighton and Leo had made the early part of the evening agreeable; at dinner she would be placed somewhere by her sister-in-law, and would have to make conversation, or endure it, with some lawyer who, with any luck, would not know her connection to Reed and would say all sorts of delicious things she could treasure up for him. Meanwhile, she sought a solitary interlude. But scarcely had she achieved the chair when she was accosted by her brother. Having invited her, Larry felt, no doubt, the need to be minimally courteous, after his fashion.

			“Well, Kate,” he said, perching perilously on a nearby table. “How are things with you these days?” So, many years ago, Kate recalled, in that flash of memory so characteristic of middle age, he, home from Harvard, had tried to question her, a schoolgirl. “Fine, Larry,” she had said then, and said now.

			“Glad you could come,” he added, rising to his feet and patting her on the arm. “You seem to get on with the young better than I do,” he added, making an insult of what might have been a compliment. “Well, at least the last presidential election showed they are coming to their senses. Not like that sixties generation. Quite a relief, isn’t it?”

			Kate nodded idiotically as he walked off. Somewhere, at some moment in their relationship, she had decided that Larry, that all her brothers, were not worth arguing with, a realization that filled her with sadness, and them, she did not doubt, with relief. To have realized the purposelessness of conversation was, for Kate, to have abandoned a relationship. Sometimes she wondered what, since she had no sisters, it might have been like to have a nice brother who offered her the kind of companionship she shared with Leo and Leighton. Count your blessings, she admonished herself. The young make better friends, and have the added advantage of surviving longer, so that we need not wait for their deaths to break our hearts. I knew I shouldn’t have come, she told herself. Reed, it seemed, was making those connections so essential to the world of law in which he now moved. One had to know people; one had to appear one of them, even if one was not. Only then could one operate effectively.

			But she had a pleasant surprise at dinner. She was seated next to Toby. “My manipulations, Kate,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind. I like to cheer Larry on through these capers of his for the benefit of the young, but when I heard you were coming I looked forward to tonight with more than my usual anticipation.”

			“It’s good to see you,” Kate said, “and I don’t mind saying, a great relief. I thought I would have to talk to someone from bonds, on his way to being head of development for New London: uphill work all the way.”

			“You seem well informed on the doings of lawyers.”

			“My destiny, it appears. Brothers, husbands, now the next generation. I wonder when the eager young will go back to getting doctorates in the humanities. It’s a different climate now, there’s no question of that. But if I must talk to a lawyer, and that certainly seems inevitable tonight, I’m glad it’s you.”

			Kate had met Toby when they were both youngish and still malleable, more malleable, it seemed to Kate, than the young were now. She mentioned this to Toby: “Or is that what everyone thinks as she grows old and disillusioned?”

			“No,” Toby said. “I think you’re right. We knew the world we were living in wasn’t much good, but that didn’t stop us trying to change it. These young think that ‘making it’ is all there is. Perhaps because their doubts, if they had any, would be too profound to bear. I suspect that’s it, don’t you?”

			“Probably. But they will put up with my brother for what it gets them. You put up with him out of a combination of loyalty and charity; I do think there’s a difference there. How, if it’s not too madly tactless to ask, do you put up with him?”

			But Toby was not to answer, not that evening. The woman on his other side demanded his attention, and Kate, as the result of some sort of signal inaudible to her, was simultaneously addressed by the man on her left. But before she and Toby parted at the end of dinner, they agreed to meet soon for lunch. Leighton’s worries aside, Kate thought it would be nice to talk to Toby again. She rather wondered what he had on his mind, besides the disappearance of Charlotte Lucas and some nameless English author.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Early the next week Kate was surprised to discover Leighton waiting for her at the conclusion of her office hours. “Interesting bunch,” Leighton said, as Kate let her into the office and shut the door. “I asked them what they thought of you, posing as another student. Opinions varied.”

			“Don’t you think that was dishonest?”

			“Probably. I am amoral and incurably curious. Haven’t you noticed?”

			“I’ve noticed that you’re given to extravagant statements arising, I assume, from the dissatisfactions of your professional life.”

			“How do you know it’s not the dissatisfactions of my personal life?”

			“Elementary, my dear Watson. You are unlikely to consult me about your personal life: one’s peers are the natural counselors for that, not aunts. Secondly, I very much doubt you have problems with your personal life. You might have had, had you been young when I was. These days, I’d say you are one of those fortunate persons made for the time and place in which you live.”

			“Marvelous. I’ve always thought Holmes’s deductions overrated, by the way. People who come to him always have scratched watches or ill health, or a habit of looking over their shoulders. He’d have made nothing of me. But I’m glad you mentioned Watson, because that’s why I’m here.”

			“Leighton, what good news. They’re doing a new play about Holmes, and have decided to make Watson a woman, casting you in the part. Or are you playing it in drag?”

			“Kate, you are funny. It’s not a play; I could have written a note about that. But I am about to play Watson, I hope. To your Holmes.”

			Kate stared at her niece. “My dear,” she finally said when she had found her voice, “I know one’s later twenties are a hard time of life. But many of the most accomplished people turn out, in their youths, to have had long periods of indecision. Have you read Erikson? Think of Luther, William James, Shaw, Yeats. There is no way you can cast me in the part of Holmes. We have nothing in common except height and leanness. I haven’t an aquiline nose, do not play the violin, have never tried cocaine or any other drug, drugs being the only part of modern life’s revolution of which I heartily disapprove, am not English, and can’t tell one cigarette ash from another, just for starters.”

			“You seem to know a lot about him.”

			“On the contrary, any Sherlockian would tell you I know nothing about him, except what I picked up as a child reading. Why in the world are we discussing Sherlock Holmes?”

			“You’re a woman; you’re a detective, at least from time to time. You teach between cases—all Holmes did was play the violin and shoot up. It’s not an important difference. What you lack, apart from fog, a wonderful landlady, and an ability at disguises, is Watson. Me. Now don’t say something clever, just listen. You are at the beginning of a case; I can feel it. The disappearance of Charlotte Lucas. I shall chronicle it all. And, if my account catches on, as Watson’s did, I’ll write up your past cases. Have you ever noticed how many women came to see Holmes, and how good he was about getting them their rights?”

			“Do you think Charlotte Lucas sleeps below a false vent, and is visited nightly by a dangerous snake who responds to whistles?”

			“What a memory you have.”

			“Everyone remembers that. I suggest you attend a convention of Sherlockians, or Baker Street Irregulars, or whatever they call themselves, and really learn about memory and details. I was the merest idle peruser, and that eons ago. Leighton, hadn’t we better talk about you?”

			“What’s to talk about? I appear in an occasional play, off-off-Broadway, sometimes just the work of apprentice playwrights. Have you ever wondered why the actors are always so much better than the plays? I do, all the time. As I already told you, to support myself I do word processing for legal firms. Tedium, and no fringe benefits, but the pay is good, and you can set your own schedule. I will say for the fancy law firms, they’re always glad to have you. But working in the firm with Toby is preferable to working just anywhere. He’s a nice man. I have the feeling he’s in trouble; deep trouble.”

			“I have the feeling that you’re writing a play, with Toby and me and you as the main characters. Why not run off and do it?”

			“What about Charlotte Lucas and the English author? Kate, promise to have lunch with Toby, and get him to confide in you. Then you can tell me all about it.”

			“That is a thoroughly immoral suggestion.”

			“Nonsense. He’s not going to tell you he’s murdered anyone. I only mean, let me in on the beginning of the case.”

			“Leighton, I’m tired and I’m going home. There is no case, and if there were, the last thing I need is a Watson.”

			“Everyone needs a Watson. If we each had a Watson, none of us would need a therapist, psychiatrist, or confessor. Had you thought of that?”

			“That’s probably a profound observation. As it happens, however, I need none of the above.”

			“Exactly why I chose you. Kate, do please cooperate. Let’s just start with Toby. If after you see him, you want to tell me to go away and play, I’ll go. But let’s wait till then. Okay?”

			And Kate, torn between bewilderment, annoyance, and amusement, agreed. After all, what could Toby possibly tell her?

			Toby, offering her lunch at the Harvard Club, made Kate wonder, before they were well past their appetizer, whether Leighton ought not to be Holmes. For Toby was very troubled indeed. Kate, searching for a light note of diversion, asked why the Harvard Club had the head of a dead elephant nailed to the wall of the lounge. “Not enough leather on the chairs?” she asked.

			“You haven’t seen the portraits: presidents of the United States who went to Harvard, presidents of Harvard, presidents of the Harvard Club. Is there anyone else in the world? If that had been the last head of the last elephant in the world, what better destiny than to adorn the high walls of the Harvard Club?”

			“I don’t know what to say, Toby; you’re stealing my lines.”

			“How is Reed liking his new job?”

			“Very much, I think. He says the academic life, in its higher reaches, is the most relaxed and satisfying he knows, and he was right to want to taste it before the old order changeth.”

			“The old order has changed in law firms. Even in litigation, they work for big companies warding off suits by individuals they’ve injured; not that the big corporations are wrong to defend themselves, but some of the suits like DES or asbestos are so repugnant not even the most ambitious associates want to work on them. Or the law firms are involved in one company’s taking over another company to no one else’s particular benefit, perhaps with greenmail, golden parachutes, who knows what. It just doesn’t seem worth the sixteen-hour days of marvelously intelligent men and women.”

			“My dear, you sound like Leo.”

			“Of course I do; Leo is right.”

			“Why don’t the big companies just settle the suits?”

			“Because it might encourage millions of others to make small suits of the same kind. That can run into money.”

			“Surely, Toby, this isn’t getting you down after all these years.” Kate, looking at him, was worried. Toby was one of those people who had always been around. He had been to Harvard with one of her brothers, not Larry, and somehow had stayed part of the family, rather, she thought, like that chap in Brideshead Revisited who was always present when anything happened. Kate had loved the beginning of that BBC series, and hated the end, as she had hated the end of the book. But Toby, unlike his Brideshead counterpart, had stayed attractive to the end. Perhaps, Kate thought, watching the waiter change plates, and taking one of the popovers, which were, Toby had told her, very good, he had never got over his wife’s death. She had been killed on New Year’s Eve returning from a party Toby had cut because he had the flu. She was hit by a drunken driver going eighty in the wrong lane. Kate had not known much about his marriage, had never particularly warmed to his wife; it occurred to her now that she had seen remarkably little of him in the past few years.

			“I’ve grown in the habit of talking about things that don’t matter, even with great animation,” he said. “Because it seems too long since I’ve talked to anyone about anything that mattered. I don’t mean the law, of course. And, egoist that I am, I don’t mean other people’s problems. Since the younger partners and the associates can hardly talk to Larry about anything, they tend to talk to me—I come next on the letterhead.”

			“And you’re damn good at being talked to. I know the syndrome,” Kate said. “It all comes in, and nothing goes out. And if I hadn’t Reed to talk to . . . You never thought of marrying again?”

			“Kate, that’s what I want to talk to you about. And don’t ask, ‘Why me?’ When Larry spoke to me about inviting you to his blasted party, I suddenly realized: Of course, I shall talk to Kate. Why didn’t I think of it? I used to chat with Leighton, and thought of you often, but it took Larry’s bumbling remarks to make me realize you were just what I needed. Of course I thought of marrying again. But at the moment, I’m living with Charlotte Lucas.”

			“The one who’s disappeared?”

			“The same. Except she hasn’t disappeared. That was a little plan that went awry.” Toby moved the food on his plate, and then put his fork down. “You can’t imagine what it was like after Patricia was killed. I mean, she was gone. I won’t say we had one of the great marriages in the world, if there are any great marriages, but it worked, as they say, and we jogged along. I labored long hours; she played the cello and studied languages after the children were grown. You know the sort of thing, though how you escaped it was always one of the wonders to me. Suddenly, she was gone. There was no one there when I came home. There was no one who knew who Larry was, who could make a fuss about going to a party for the associates. My God, Kate, you must know what I mean. My sons, and especially their wives, were nice enough, and kept inviting me over on Sundays, but it was perfectly clear I would have to get married again. I know it’s supposed to be very easy for men. And perhaps it is, if you’re the least bit of a swinger. I’m not. It isn’t as though, at fifty-five, I was out on the prowl for someone to go to bed with. It would have been nice to have someone in my bed on a regular basis, but what I needed was a leisurely, established relationship. I’ve found in the last year that everything takes more time, including sex, which isn’t bad. I wonder sometimes why I was always rushing, always impatient. I like to get there now, but if I get there a half-hour later, fine.”

			“You didn’t feel like playing the dating, mating game?”

			“I didn’t. And I was lonely as hell. There used to be times when Patricia was away, and I rather enjoyed them, to tell you the truth. But how long were they? A couple of weeks, at most. I hadn’t thought, of course, how much I just wanted someone being part of the place where I lived. It wasn’t, as people used to suggest, the laundry, or the dishes, or arranging things with the cleaning woman. It was calling out to say something when there was no one there to hear it.” Kate nodded.

			“Then Charlie came into the office. Charlotte Lucas, to you. She came in originally to inquire about an author whose will I made up years ago, not the one whose will I still have, though they are connected: they were friends—not the wills, the authors.” Toby smiled. “The wills were too, I guess.”

			“Toby, you’re becoming more elliptical with the years. I didn’t pause over those golden parachutes, but you’d better run the bit about how Charlotte Lucas came to the office past me once more, slowly.”

			“All Charlie’s life she has wanted to write a biography of Charlotte Stanton—the writer, you know—and the first woman whose will I drew up, years ago. Good biographers are good detectives, as Charlie says, and when she found out about that will, she came to the office to see me. She’s still working on the biography, by the way, and she’s still seeing me.”

			“Why did an English author make a will in America?”

			“Ah now you’re the detective at work. Not worrying about my sad love life; on to a clue.”

			“It is a rather obvious question,” Kate said.

			“With a rather obvious answer: she was in America, lecturing, and learned she was ill. She didn’t want to chance dying here, leaving only the will she had made a long time ago. May I go on with the story of my love life?”

			Kate smiled. “I can see,” Toby said, “you’re still pondering the will, but I’ll come back to it, I promise. It’s part of why I wanted to see you, in fact, but only part. And as far as I’m concerned, we’re talking about me, or I am, and that hasn’t happened for a very long time. I was thinking of hiring someone to listen as I told my story. Not a psychiatrist or anything, just another human being. But one who might understand. That’s when I thought of you. Look duly flattered. Anyway, Charlie and I went out to dinner to continue talking about her author, and it was the first time I’d been relaxed with a woman who really seemed to want to talk about a subject, and not take part in a mating dance whose steps I had forgotten. Oh, there are very attractive women lawyers at Dar and Dar. But they’re part of the firm, and I felt too senior for that. I did think of cultivating some woman lawyer in another firm, but I hadn’t got around to it. Charlie came along. Are you in a hurry? We could have some coffee in the lounge, under the elephant’s head.”

			Once in the lounge, Kate sank into a deep leather chair; had she been an inch shorter, she thought, her legs would not have reached the ground unless she sat forward. She pictured generations of women guests, on the rare occasions when they were welcomed in the old days, perched on the edge of huge chairs, regarding a stuffed elephant head. “Go on,” she said.

			“I’ll skip the author part, for the moment. We’d taken to going out and talking, about authors and other things, and then Charlie said she needed a job to make money. I was gallant enough to suggest living on me; I made enough money for two. But being independent was very important to her. As it happened, the woman who had been supervising our Wang room left, and Charlie told me she’d supported herself by office work for years, and would I mind if she interviewed for the job. To be frank, I didn’t think for a moment the partners would hire Charlie, simply because she was a writer in my eyes, and because she seemed so young to me; she’s in her thirties. But she had a good track record and makes a very good impression, and she got the job. Why didn’t we tell people at the firm we were, as they used to say, going together? God knows. The remnants of gentlemanly discretion? A natural bent for secrecy on both our parts? When we decided to live together, we didn’t tell anyone either, not even my sons. They’re of the generation that thinks it perfectly natural we were living together, but my being, as you will have understood with your great detective instincts, a basically old-fashioned guy, I didn’t want to have our relationship bruited about the office, especially since Charlie was planning to leave before too long to work on her biography. She was saving up to support her research, as she put it.”

			“Toby. Are you happy with her? Was deciding to live with her secretly a good idea? You don’t look happy, and I want you to be happy. If you’re miserable, say so please.”

			“Charlie has made me very happy. Odd, isn’t it, that I didn’t make that clear. I’m already taking her . . . it . . . our relationship, for granted, which is the best of all. Like health, you want it so you don’t have to think about it. I rather wish your niece hadn’t started all this business about Charlie’s disappearing. I used, when young, to have a great-aunt who called all children she liked “bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,” and I remember thinking if she said that I again, I would go out and find a bushy tail and swat her with it, but that’s how Leighton was: bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. The only comfort is, so far no one knows but you, and Leighton, and Leo.”

			“True enough; but we may have to let Leighton play Watson to keep her from making more trouble. Leighton is responsible, when trusted: I do feel confident of that. But if I say, ‘I can’t tell you anything,’ in pompous tones, she will probably go on investigating, and who is to blame her? On the other hand, we can hardly tell her what we’re investigating when we don’t know what it is. Or do we?”

			“Do I sense a bargain? If I let Leighton play Watson, you’ll at least listen to me? But do use discretion with Leighton. She must either do her word processing in another office or pretend she doesn’t know me. I can’t live much longer with these deep looks from underneath her long lashes.”

			“You seem better already, Toby. It must be the vibes from the elephant’s head. Why do I assume that he was a male elephant?”

			“Because they didn’t let women into the Harvard Club except under the most stringent rules. They certainly didn’t pin them to the walls. Kate, will you come and talk to Charlie and me together? We wish to hire you as a private detective in a case on which we are engaged. And I can’t say anything more; one is forbidden to do business at the Harvard Club. As everyone knows, these clubs are purely for social purposes.”

			“I’d love to meet Charlie,” Kate said. “May I tell Reed you’re living together?”

			“I seem to be relying rather heavily on all your relatives,” Toby said. “All right. But for God’s sake don’t tell Larry.”

			“I haven’t told Larry anything since I was five years old,” Kate said. “Why would I?”

			Kate did not hear from Toby about a meeting with him and Charlie. Just as she was beginning to decide that Toby had regretted his confidences—in her experience, a not uncommon result of uncharacteristic intimacy—she found Charlie waiting for her, as Leighton had done, at the end of her office hours.

			Charlie introduced herself. “Toby and I thought it would be better if we started by letting you see the documents,” she said, after she had seated herself, and the proper amenities had been observed. “I decided, in order not to take any more advantage of you than absolutely necessary, to come during your office hour and wait at the end of the line.”

			“Did you ask the students what they thought of me?”

			“God, no,” Charlie said. “Should I have?”

			“Hardly. I just wanted to reassure myself that there are certain impulses one outgrows. You’ve met my niece, Leighton, of course. She too waited one day outside my office door. Has Toby grown shy again?”

			“Not really,” Charlie said. “Well, maybe, a bit. But the truth is, when he and I started going over this whole thing, we realized that the documents were all here. Enough of them, that is, to get you started on the problem, at least, to enable you to understand what the problem is. We did hire a private detective, by the way, a man who’s given up on the job. But he’s a nice man, and he said he’d be glad to tell you what he found: mostly negatives, I think, but that’s worth something.”

			“If he failed, why on earth should I succeed? I have less time, less experience, and probably fewer contacts in the world of investigations.”

			“True. Toby and I discussed all that thoroughly. He even went to England, this chap, and can tell you all about his investigations there. We’ll have to pay him his hourly rate to talk to you, but it will be worth it. We think that someone who understands the sort of woman Winifred was, and someone who is herself a woman, might do better. You do seem to have a sort of flair for this sort of thing.”

			“Who is Winifred?”

			“Winifred Ashby is the honorary niece of Charlotte Stanton, who was a famous author and principal of an Oxford college.”

			“Of course,” Kate said. “She wrote all those immensely popular novels about ancient Greece, Ariadne and Hippolyta.”

			“The very same. No, I shan’t say any more. I’ll simply leave all these things, if you feel up to it. I just happened to bring them with me.”

			Kate smiled. Charlie was a woman who might, by now, be nearing forty, pleasant-looking, immediately likable. She had short, wavy red hair, and was plump with a “this is how I am, and aren’t I pleasant to be with” air. It was not hard, Kate thought, to sense her attractions for Toby. His wife had been meticulously turned out always, with a certain rigidity of manner and an edge to her voice that was no easier to listen to because it was probably unconscious. She and Toby had worked out, as do most couples, a modus vivendi: they got along, they got by. But with Charlie, Kate guessed, things were easier, more unexpected, more fun, but also more dangerous.

			“I thought we’d just leave you these. Then, when you’ve read them, we can have a long consultation, you and me and Toby.” She placed on the desk before Kate one of those heavy paper folders, full. “What you have here is Winifred’s journal, or at least the piece of it that was later found on the farm. In addition to Winifred’s journal, there are all the letters I wrote to Toby from Massachusetts and while I was in England with Winifred. They’re only slightly edited to delete matters having nothing to do with the case. I think they give you a pretty good idea of what was going on. Later, I can fill in any mysterious gaps; I don’t think there are many.”

			Charlie rose. “These are copies, by the way. We’ve kept all the originals, so you needn’t worry about these—except, of course, that they’re frightfully confidential. So you won’t mention any of this to Leighton, will you? At least, not yet. Toby told me about that problem, and I do understand; I like Leighton. But just for now, in case you want to say ‘Forget it,’ or ‘I think this is a case for the police,’ or something, I’d rather you didn’t discuss it all with anyone.”

			Kate sat for a while after Charlie had left. She could, by now, recognize the last moment when she might, with decency, turn back, not go forward. Well, she thought, I’ll read the stuff. Then, gathering up her new folder, her old briefcase, her purse, and her general sense of end-of-day confusion, she headed for home.
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