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This, too, is Robert’s


One

AT 7:58 A.M. ON A wet Monday morning, twenty-seven hours after givng up cigarettes and a green-eyed disc jockey, I was not in a mood to socialize. Facing myself in the bathroom mirror had exhausted my conviviality. Choosing a sweater and skirt had used up my intellectual reserve.

Nonetheless, the doorbell rang. I wasn’t expecting any deliveries. The Philadelphia Inquirer had already arrived, hurled at the house with such vengeance its front page was gashed. So much for scheduled guests.

The only unexpected deliveries I receive are Nice Young Men sent C.O.D. by relatives who cannot bear the stigma of a thirty-year-old spinster schoolmarm in the family. I have tried to end their shipments by sending them clippings, statistics on delayed marriage and child-bearing. I’ve tried to convince them that it’s un-American, not to mention unfashionable, to rush into anything except high-tech careers.

They respond by sending more Nice Young Men. But the N.Y.M. don’t arrive in the mornings, anyway.

I shuffled to the front door and stared through the peephole. The act was a formality. The peephole tilted upward, like a telescope. With it I could sight the Big Dipper at appropriate times of the year, but that was all.

“Mandy? Open up! Please! It’s me, Liza.”

“Liza who?”

“Liza Nichols.”

Surprised and puzzled, I opened the door onto Liza and the monsoon season. I was willing to lose a little of a rushed morning to find out why a near stranger would visit at this hour. Liza bolted past me, then slowed down, dribbling a damp trail around the room that serves as my kitchen, dining, and living room. She tossed her raincoat over my suede chair, shaking her black hair like a puppy. She was of the perfect-featured, small sort men treat like children or dolls, but at the moment she looked pasty instead of porcelain skinned.

“Thank God you’re here!” she exclaimed. “Don’t know what I’d have done otherwise.”

I discreetly removed the raincoat and brushed off the chair. I am not a fanatic housekeeper, but suede is impractical at best, and sopping raincoats are definitely off-limits. And now that I’d given up the disc jockey—and maybe more important, cigarettes—the chair was my only impractical and unwise love object.

I waited for a clue as to why Liza was in my living room at this ungodly hour. She shouldn’t have appeared in my life until shortly after two o’clock, and then it should have been in my classroom. Liza was a co-worker, not a friend. She was a part-time teacher of creative dramatics. She was a very good actress, onstage and off, although she was about to take early retirement from playing other people’s scripts when she married in three weeks. Along with all the rest of the English faculty, I had been at her engagement party a few weeks earlier, a joyless affair that was easy to confuse with a press conference. But perhaps I am unfair. Or jealous. Liza was marrying one of the most proper and wealthy of Philadelphians, a candidate—and likely winner—for state senator, and after that, judging by his demeanor, King of America.

“I’m exhausted,” she said in her stagy manner. “Got off the bus and walked for hours. I didn’t know where to go. If I hadn’t remembered you lived on Litton, if your house hadn’t been right here…” She collapsed extravagantly onto my sofa and leaned back against the cushions.

“What bus? From where? Why?”

She waved away my logical questions in an irritating queen-bee manner.

I put her coat on the radiator, discounted most of what she’d said—she was, as I said, fond of dramatic overstatement—and dared one more inhospitable question. “Liza, what brings you here?” I picked up my coffee cup and sipped the lukewarm brew.

“I need time,” she said between a sneeze and a yawn. “Have to think. Can’t go home. My mother’s impossible. Always was, but she’s worse since the engagement. Worried that I’ll blow it. Wants me to regain my virginity before the wedding. Anyway, this is a good place. I always tell her I’m here when I’m going to be out all night.”

I put down my coffee cup. “You tell her what?”

“You don’t mind, do you?” she asked, with no real interest in how I might feel about it. “See, my mother—”

But, as if it had heard the maternal password, the telephone rang. “Coffee, Liza?” I finally asked, because she was eyeing my cup, looking like a hungry, wet poodle. Besides, the question delayed answering the call, and I knew, in the damp center of my bones, who it had to be.

My mother always seems surprised that I answer my own phone, although I live alone. “Amanda?” she asks, terrified that a man might answer and she’d have to decide whether she was outraged or delighted. She was unsure enough to have gone through a person-to-person phase, but while that protected her innocence, it was too expensive. She switched to a discount service with horrible reception.

My mother calls because she thinks that if she pounds the word “marriage” on my head, repeats her basic message—“Get Married!”—enough times, and emphasizes the time requirement—“Get Married Soon!”—I’ll buckle under. And she has chosen early Monday mornings, she says, because I’m too hard to reach other times. I say it’s because she figures that with my resistance low anyway at the start of another week of spoiled and dull-witted adolescents (“other people’s children,” as she subtly calls them), I’ll be receptive to her message. And then she’ll have one of her sisters ship over another Nice Young Man.

“I’d love some,” Liza said, and I was hard pressed to remember what she meant until she added, “coffee.”

I nodded. My mother chirruped greetings from Florida. She had been up all night with insomnia.

“All I really need is to talk to somebody,” Liza said from the couch. My mother had the same need, and she took precedence. She began cataloging the condition of her various body parts. I held the phone on my shoulder, set out another coffee cup, and waited for the water to boil. Mama progressed from sciatica to hemorrhoids. I opened a can of cat food and put its contents in a bowl on the floor.

“Milk?” I whispered in Liza’s direction. Unfortunately, my mother’s ears are not one of her afflicted parts, and she cut short her analysis of hot flashes to question me about the milk drinker.

“A friend from school, Mother. Female.” I don’t know whether my answer disappointed or relieved her. “Liza,” I added, “the one I told you about. Who’s marrying Hayden Cole, remember?” Mother made impressed coos. I had won a few points by being in the same room with a person who believed in marriage.

“You know how sometimes you think you’re so smart?” Liza said, more or less to herself. She nodded her head, then shook it. “Then you find out you’re a stupid…” Perhaps she had rushed to me after flunking an all-night IQ test. She nervously tapped her nails against her bottom teeth, fiddled with a locket at her neck, and twisted her engagement ring. “And the two of them…”

I held up a finger, trying to signal Liza to wait for true confessions until I was finished with Mama. Liza sighed and seemed to shrink. She lit a cigarette.

I tried to inhale whatever smoke drifted my way. I certainly missed cigarettes more than the disc jockey. But then, I’d quit smoking cold turkey, and quit him only after whatever we’d had was long since dead.

“Sugar?” I whispered. Liza held up two fingers. Her metabolism worked overtime. I dumped a pack of carcinogenic sweetener in my own cup.

Since my coffee partner was not a prospective husband, my mother reminded me that I wasn’t getting any younger. I listened, meanwhile filling the cups with brown powder and boiling water.

My mother informed me that it was a sunny eighty-four degrees down there.

Liza sneezed.

I resent my parents’ metamorphosis into leathery sybarites. When they sold their house up here, they sold out, donating their boots, loyalty, and Puritan ethics to Goodwill. Florida had frizzed their brains, made them forget that weather is to be endured, not enjoyed.

Too sweetly, my mother asked me for a local report. She knew about April in Philadelphia. Had anyone ever written a song about it?

A sheet of windblown rain slid down the front window, breaking into fine patterns on the many panes. “It’s a little humid here, Mom,” I said. “And Mom? I have to go now. Time to leave for work.”

My mother remained unperturbed. She asked if I’d ever considered a dating service. She had heard about an actual matchmaker, very modernized, complete with computers. Since I seemed unable to end the conversation, I tried to be a good hostess. I “ummed” while Mama told me not to knock something before I tried it. I squeezed the receiver between my shoulder and ear and walked over to the sofa with Liza’s coffee.

The coffee made it, some of it even inside the cup. But the telephone cord lassoed the milk carton, the sugar bowl, and my coffee on the kitchen counter. I heard the crash and returned to find everything in a new and dismaying pattern on the kitchen floor, slopping over the cat food.

I would like to think I’ll eventually outgrow the gawky stage.

My mother let me get on with my life. After all, if I wasn’t going to move South or find a husband, I’d better hang on to my job.

“Don’t clean it up,” Liza said as I replaced the receiver. “I’ll do it.”

“That’s okay. No problem.” I picked up the dripping milk carton.

“Please, Amanda? Please?” The urgency in her voice startled me. “Talk to me instead.” She lit a second cigarette. “I’m so mixed up, and you’re so together, so self-sufficient. You know what you want, what to do….”

Liza was not an ace at judging character, but I didn’t contradict her. I stepped over the slop and went into the living room.

“I really look up to you,” she said.

“That’s because I’m taller.”

“My mother’s no help.”

I didn’t like being categorized with the previous generation. I’m older than Liza, but only chronologically. If half her anecdotes were true, she’d lived her quarter-century double-time.

I hid my annoyance by putting on lipstick, a darker shade than normal. I’m aware that I’ve been given a fair share by nature, and I basically like myself. I like being tall. I like my hair, although I sometimes wish it would decide whether it’s red or brown. I’ve also got great knees, but that doesn’t count for much. As for the rest of me, even on my worst days I know that I’m not likely to turn any viewers into stone.

But when I’m around Liza’s miniaturized voluptuousness, her shiny black hair and smooth white skin, I feel oversized and drab. Even today, when she was at her worst.

So I boosted my color quotient with extra makeup. When I can afford analysis, I’ll work out the deeper meaning of these ego problems. In the meantime, blusher is cheap.

Liza exhaled great gusts of smoke. Every time she filled the air with that comforting old stench, I had problems remembering what I was trying to prove by quitting. “I’d do what I want,” she said abruptly, “if I knew what it was. If everybody would lay off, stop offering advice. Everybody has answers, but I don’t know if they’re my answers. How do you know?”

“Me? I don’t. But I know what you mean. I just broke up with somebody who kept telling me what I wanted and who I was, and—”

“Jesus, what a number she did! What did I ever do to her? And then he—I mean what if it’s a lie? How do I know if she—?”

It sounded like one of my mother’s bad connections. Either I was hearing every third word or Liza was less than coherent. In any case, my nerve endings and professional pride couldn’t withstand her indefinite pronouns.

“Liza, who? Who is he? And for that matter, who is she? Your mother?”

“My mother?” She looked startled and bemused. “What does my mother have to do with…? Oh, Lord, do I sound nuts? I’m just tired. More than tired, I’m…” She looked close to tears. Then she shrugged. “Tired. That’s all. Forget it. You’ll be late for work.”

“I have a few minutes.”

“Thanks, anyway.” Her bright smile looked pasted on. “It isn’t really anything I can discuss. I guess I got flustered in the rain and dark, but I’ll handle it. If you’ll let me stay, I’ll nap, and my head will straighten out. That’s all I need.” She continued beaming beatifically, but her nervous fingers worked on her damp hair, her neck, her green T-shirt.

I did have to get to work. Still, I put on my raincoat reluctantly. It was not yet 9:00 A.M., and I had already failed at something.

She pulled the afghan around her and stretched out on the sofa. “You’ll be at the two o’clock class, won’t you?” I asked, needing reassurance.

“Sure. I won’t stand you up this time.” Then she grinned. “But I’ll stand up. Properly. Complete with bra.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Last time I was in, the office witch gave me a memo about undergarments. Teachers, even part-time, are not allowed to have nipples.” She grinned. “Get going,” she insisted. “I have to sleep. Forget my mood. I have.”

I locked up with the uneasy feeling that her smile and her great drowsiness were masks she’d remove the moment I left her alone.

*

BY ONE O’CLOCK, MY MONDAY LUNCH HOUR, MY STOMACH walls were huddled together, praying for something to digest. I tried to bribe them with the polyethylene soufflé of the day, but after a few bites, I decided to fast.

“I’m going upstairs to mark papers,” I said.

“The food’s not that bad,” Gus Winston answered. “Kind of tickles when it bounces around inside. Anyway, keep me company.”

He smiled. I love his face, a mobile, slightly eroded sand sculpture. I looked at my dog-eared stack of ungraded compositions, knowing that as soon as they were marked, double their numbers would spring up in their place. “Maybe I’ll get some of it done next period while Liza teaches.”

“In that case, work now. Never rely on Liza. For anything.” Gus was the resident Liza expert. They worked together at a semiprofessional repertory theater. They had done other things together, very briefly, but that history had left him with more scars than Vietnam had.

“She promised.”

“She always does, doesn’t she? That’s easy for her. It’s harder remembering the promise a whole week later.”

“But this was this morning. In my own living room.”

Gus put down his fork. “I didn’t think you had coffee klatches at dawn. Or was it the morning after a pajama party?”

“I don’t know what it was. The rain washed her in this morning.”

Gus chewed the last of his soufflé meditatively. Vietnam had ruined his left leg, scarred his face, and narrowed his acting ambitions, but it obviously hadn’t touched his digestive tract. “Is she still at your house?” he asked.

“Probably. She wanted to nap. Why?”

“We—I have to talk to her. Tried to last night, after the show, but she was having one of her tantrums.”

“She was odd this morning, too. What’s up?”

“You tell me. I don’t understand a goddamn thing about Liza Nichols. Hasn’t she told you that? She’s told everybody else.” He stabbed his red square of Jell-O and watched it shudder before pushing it away, his fork sinking in its heart. “I hear she’s being coached on how to fit into Hayden Cole’s once-and-future life. How to dress, talk, change her style. Senators can be prima donnas, but their wives are supposed to serve tea and smile on the sidelines.”

“Patience, Gus. She isn’t a wife yet. And he isn’t a senator, either.”

“Details. She’ll be his missus in three weeks, and he’ll either win the state or buy it, just as he already bought Liza.”

There was nothing for me to say. Gus hadn’t gotten what he expected from life or Liza Nichols, and I couldn’t do a thing about either situation.

He muttered in semitheatrical fashion. Too softly to be understood and too loudly to be ignored.

“Speak up or shut up, Gus. All I hear is smidgies, and it’s making me crazy—sissies and stupids? Sounds like preschool.”

“Sissie Bellinger. Remember her? Skinny blonde who was at the engagement party. It’s all her fault. It was her idea to have a benefit show for Hayden Cole, to drag in half the Main Line at one hundred dollars a seat. And how could anybody object? Sissie’s one of the biggest backers—patrons—of the Playhouse. Frustrated actress herself. She hangs out there half the time, driving everybody up the wall while she supervises her write-off. Damn her.”

He stood up and limped toward the collection bin. I followed with my full tray, trying not to think of the wide-eyed kids in the starvation ads who would die for want of what I scraped off my plate.

“Benefit! Certainly didn’t benefit Liza. She meets Mr. Candidate and kisses off everything she’s worked and hoped for. Good-bye, New York, acting. Hello, Hayden, the hope of the bland people.”

“Don’t you think you’re making a bit much of this? Maybe it’s what she wanted all along.”

“Hayden?” He slammed down his tray. “Hayden Cole? Maybe his money. Maybe his power. Maybe his status. Maybe just the ego-pumping thrill of being invited to share it. But Hayden himself? You’ve seen him—he could be her father, practically. Looks like a desiccated—Maybe I wasn’t what she wanted, okay. Maybe I don’t understand her. But I understand enough to know she never wanted any Hayden Cole!”

We climbed the stairs together. Neither the food nor the conversation had turned lunch into a leisurely affair, and there were forty minutes left before my last class. I could get some papers marked.

“I think I’ll have a smoke,” Gus said. “Coming along?”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Again?” He looked at his watch. “I’ll try to catch Liza at the end of next period. If she shows.”

“She’d better.” It was the only aspect of Liza that concerned me at the moment.

*

GUS ONCE DESIGNED A COAT OF ARMS FOR OUR SCHOOL. On a shield of rulers and pencils rested a dunce cap. Below it, in elegant calligraphy read the legend: Philadelphia Prep: For the Rich and the Retarded. It was not adopted as the official school emblem, despite its hard kernel of truth. Our building, an imposing center-city mansion, is far more impressive than our students’ minds. However, I am still not sure what I want to be when—or if—I grow up, and since my liberal arts degree does not include the courses in audiovisual aids and such that give you public school teaching credentials, I try not to make too much fun of Philly Prep because its slack admission policy provides me with students to teach and the means to pay my rent.

I sat at my desk marking compositions. I fought the urge to retreat from the plodding sentences, but eventually I lost, and I put my head down, wondering why I didn’t inspire my classes the way Liza did. I liked to think it was because I was always there and Liza was an unreliable and sporadic treat. In any case, she made plays come alive and her delight was contagious.

She was currently generating interest in Macbeth with a class of seniors. They had only two months of school left, and they had never known a scholarly urge in the first place. Their grades were long since submitted to colleges, their fates by and large determined, and the two remaining months of school were no more than glorified day care in their eyes. Even so, they listened to Liza and to William Shakespeare. Until you’ve faced a crowd of graduating seniors, you have not experienced apathy and cannot appreciate the heroic and historic feat Liza had accomplished.

She was very involved with her work. “I’d like to rewrite this play,” she’d told me once of Macbeth. “With a more sympathetic Lady M. She wasn’t a bad old girl. No different from the rest of us, really. She wanted to get somewhere in life. She was just clumsy and overly moral, carrying on like that. She should have hung around until the crown settled onto her head. Once it was old, she wouldn’t have gotten bad press.”

“Come on,” I’d protested. “There were a few murders on her record.”

“You’re naive, Amanda. Once you’ve arrived, it doesn’t matter how you got there. People don’t peep behind the stacks of money. Hayden’s handsome trust was built on shaky land grants, Yankee slave ships, a lot of dead Indians, and God knows what else. But it happened long ago. So who cares now? Who cared twenty years ago when his daddy was governor? Time washes off the blood, Mandy.”

She paced around, thinking. “For example, my engagement ring. You’d be upset if you thought I’d stolen it. But if it’s an antique—if it was stolen a few generations ago, would anybody care? See this locket? Hayden’s mother gave it to me, and you should have seen the ceremony attached to the presentation.”

She hunched over, transforming her curvaceous body into a sexless, heavy mass. “Liza, dear,” she said in a low, nasal voice, “this was Grandmother Lucy Bolt Hayden’s, and then her son, my father, Benjamin Sedgewick Hayden, gave it to my mother, and my mother gave it to me. Now you are to have it, and someday…”

Liza straightened up and became herself again. “Now where did Gramma Lucy get it, do you suppose? Her daddy probably dumped a shipload of slaves down South and blew part of the profits on a trinket for his kid. Does anybody care if this locket cost a life? Time has cleaned it off.”

She’d picked up the twelfth-grade anthology with Macbeth in it. “The point is, Lady Macbeth should have stuck it out. Silly fool, washing and washing those bloody hands, when all it took was time. She was much too moral.”

The two o’clock bell jarred me out of my reveries. Students barreled through the door, looking for Liza.

Their disappointment was nothing compared to mine. I waited. I took roll. I simmered. Then I broke into a boil. Maybe now that Liza was moving into money and power, she could break the rules the rest of us followed.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t protest. “Please read the play silently for a few minutes. I’m going to see if I can find Miss Nichols.”

I charged down the hallway, hoping to bump into Liza. But I saw only Gus, closing his classroom door.

“The actress is AWOL,” I snapped, as if his pessimistic predictions had made it come true. I stormed past him toward the school office. I wasn’t sure what I could accomplish, but I was angry and needed to let it out on someone, somewhere.

But not on Helga Putnam, the office witch. As I neared her, she pulled her gray cardigan tightly around her shoulders as if suddenly chilled. She didn’t like her domain invaded by teachers. Or students. Or parents.

“Miss Pepper!” Helga never wasted time on pleasantries. “I was about to send a messenger to your room. When Miss Nichols completes her hour, send her here. She hasn’t signed in at the office, and we cannot tolerate such unprofessional behavior!” Her nose glowed at the tip in a red blotch of congealed rage.

As furious as I was with Liza, I was not about to ally myself with the harpy behind the desk. “I’ll tell her,” I said. It wasn’t really a lie. I would tell her—whenever I could. I walked over to the telephone at the far end of the room. A grid of mailboxes covered much of the nearby wall. I’d emptied mine that morning, but it had been fed more squares of paper, more of Helga’s reminders about “professional behavior.”

The mailbox labeled “L. Nichols” was overflowing with old notices, new notices, and a small brown package. Since I’d already implied that Liza was in the building, I surreptitiously emptied the contents of her mailbox into my pocketbook.

My descent into a life of duplicity continued when I picked up the office phone. I could feel Putnam’s eyes bore into my back, I could sense another memo about personal-call vouchers. I pushed down the button and spoke into the dead receiver. “Operator? What is the area code for Fargo, North Dakota?” There was a gasp behind me, then the scratch of pen on paper. “Of course I’ll get the charges, Helga,” I said without turning around.

“Thank you,” I told the dead receiver, and then I dialed several numbers before I released the buttons, waited for a dial tone, and called my house. The phone rang fourteen times before I slammed it down. She wasn’t there, then. She wasn’t anywhere.

Helga snorted as I left the office.

My class was midway through a small war or bacchanal. “Back in your seats,” I said. “We’ll read the play together.”

The room was overheated, and the rain on the windows lulled us all. The kids droned through their lines. It wasn’t the same without the resident actress.

Lance Zittsner, who had trouble reading an Exit sign, stammered and spluttered through his part. “Bo-bloody instructions, which being taught, return to—” He looked up at me, sweating. “To plaque? Like on teeth?”

“To plague. ‘We do but teach bloody instructions which, being taught, return to plague the inventor.’ That means—”

But the 3:00 P.M. bell rang, and the students, passionately uninterested in my words or Shakespeare’s, stampeded toward freedom. So much for anybody’s bloody instructions.

I stood awhile at the rain-streaked windows. The bright slickers and umbrellas of escaping teenagers punctuated the square of park across the street. I adjusted the hems of my window shades. Philly Prep put great emphasis on keeping its rooms, if not its students, in pristine order.

When the building hushed with the unnatural quiet of an empty school, I left, carrying a wad of still unmarked papers.

I walked behind the school and splashed through the puddles on the makeshift parking lot. At least, having been late this morning, I was the blockee, not the blocked. It didn’t make me happy enough. I thought about Gene Kelly tap-dancing through a downpour. The thought mellowed me out all the way to Good Samaritanism. Gus’s car, nosed against the wall in front of mine, had an open rear window. Rain funneled in onto his torn upholstery. I tried squeezing my hand through the opening to unlock the door. Then I tried all the other doors. Failure. I ended up with my roll book in a puddle, my head sopping, and the realization that, unlike me, Gene Kelly was given big bucks to make merry in the rain. So I drove home.

Or near home. I live on a cute street, as streets go. It has history, cobblestones, and hitching posts. It doesn’t have parking. My lot is two blocks from home. This allows me to enjoy fully Philadelphia’s range of weather conditions. In summer I can perspire profusely. In winter I can cultivate chilblains. And on this particular spring Monday, I was able to determine how much moisture can seep through suede boots during an exhilarating jog.

Nothing happened when I turned the key. At first I thought my locks had been changed or I was losing my mind. Then I had a mental breakthrough, and I turned the key back in the other, wrong direction.

The door opened.

Liza had left the house unlocked. The magnitude of her irresponsibility overwhelmed me. I kicked the door all the way open, slammed it shut behind me, and sloshed toward the small closet at the back of the first floor. As I pulled off my raincoat, I caught a glimpse of the kitchen floor. The coffee, with sugar, cream, and cat food, was still there.

I felt enraged, and then defeated, because there was nothing to be done about people like that who left the work of the world up to people like me. I was cold and damp, and I had boring compositions to mark, and I vowed that when I saw Liza again, I’d—

But in midvow I turned back toward the living room and swallowed whatever threat was building. Because I saw Liza. Or part of her. A foot in a small gray shoe sticking out from the side of the sofa near the fireplace.

Odd, unconnected thoughts popped through my brain. Nobody naps in shoes. Strange position. No answer on telephone when I called. Unlocked door.

I moved in slow motion across the room.

Nobody naps on the hearth with a sofa nearby.

“Please, no.” I heard myself say it, hoped Liza could hear it. “Please—”

Nobody naps on a hearth.

She lay crumpled and small, like a wrecked toy, her mouth half-open, her arms outstretched as if grasping for something to hold on to. Her green shirt was twisted, one jeans leg pulled up, showing a pale section of leg. Her dark eyes stared at me.

But they weren’t her eyes. They were mannequin eyes, with no spark, no shine of life.

“No,” I said, near tears. “Please, no!” I bent over her, hoping, insisting it was possible she was alive, almost convincing myself despite the discolored, scraped skin on her temple.

“No!” I screamed, putting my ear to her chest. “Please?” I listened, pressed, begged, found no pulse.

I shook her, shouting, as if I could insist her back to life. Then I stopped, remembering first aid rules. But I shook her once again, anyway, and felt bile rise in my throat as her head wobbled lifelessly. “Liza! Please!”

I stumbled to the telephone, bracing myself against the kitchen counter, fighting off a black circle swallowing me.

I pushed the first number of the police.

She was barefoot when I left. She put shoes on because somebody came here. She didn’t fall. She put on shoes to greet somebody.

Somebody had been here. Pushed her. Didn’t get help. Watched her die.

I put the receiver on the counter softly and stood in the narrow kitchen, listening.

My heartbeat echoed up the stairway, off the bedroom walls, reaching whom? Who still hid upstairs?

I could see Liza’s small foot at the end of the living room, could hear nothing but the ragged edge of my own breath.

Off the hook, the receiver buzzed angrily. I stared at it, frozen, my mouth half-open, listening to the pulsing silence coming down the stairway.

“Help.” My voice was a painful whisper. “Help.”

I left the phone hanging and ran out into the rain. I stood on the front step a second, inhaling the wet air until my lungs again functioned. Then I ran.


Two

I SAT ON THE SOFA quietly, watching the two men inspect the fireplace.

The shorter of the two, a slender, burnt-almond man, stroked his thin mustache. “I don’t need any lab boys to tell me that’s blood on the stone.” He crouched slightly. “Head height. She was a little thing. Maybe five feet two. She would have hit right about here.” He straightened up. “You about done, man?” he asked his companion.

The other one seemed mesmerized. “Hmm?” he said, rousing himself. “Oh. No. Be a while longer. Want to clear a few things with Miss Peppah, heah.”

His voice was gentle, softly Southern. It was nevertheless one voice too many for me, and it scraped across my nerves like sandpaper. I’d already told them everything I knew or knew how to say.

“I told the other officers, the ones here before you,” I began.

“Yes,” he drawled. “Yay-ess. I know.” But he didn’t budge.

“Then I’ll start questioning the neighbors,” the dark-skinned one said, pulling on an alpaca-lined raincoat. “Not going to be worth anything. It’ll just give them something to talk about during dinner. While I miss mine. Your street always this quiet, Miss Pepper? Looks like a damned museum. Ye Olde Colonial Philadelphia. No traffic, no people, no nothing.” He didn’t once look at me while he spoke. “Cobblestones!” He snorted as he walked to the door.

“Hey, Ray? After you finish the street, you’ll get those addresses, right? I’ll be out in twenty minutes or so.” As he spoke, he walked over and settled himself in my suede chair, taking great pains to arrange his long legs.

Ray opened the front door. “How come you white boys get to sit in warm houses, man, and I get to walk up and down in the rain?” And he left, slamming the door behind him.

So. Almost everyone was finally gone. Liza was gone. The photographer was gone, the bluecoats, the man who measured everything, the man who sprinkled everything, and the two who had already questioned me—all the bodies, living and dead, who’d swarmed over and clogged up my house for hours were gone. All except this one, who was making himself very comfortable across from me.

“Don’t you mind Raymond,” he said, running his fingers through his curly, somewhat unkempt hair. “He’s a man of reg-lar habits, and he dislikes working through his dinnertime. So do I, and, I presume, you don’t like being bothered just now. But I do have some questions, so if you’d kindly explain one more time, I’d ’preciate it.”

The slurred voice, the handsome features, the friendly expression, the relaxed and sociable pose didn’t disguise the fact that he wasn’t making a request, but a demand. Still, I didn’t know what was left to say.

“Miss Peppah?” he prompted.

“I don’t know what you want. I’ve said everything already. Several times. I came home and found—”

“Exactly when was that?”

“Around three forty-five.”

“Where’d you go after school?”

“Nowhere.”

“Miss Pepper.” He seemed to remember his accent only sporadically. “Philadelphia Prep is ten blocks from here. The distance could be strolled in fifteen minutes. Why’d it take you forty-five minutes to drive it?”

“What kind of question is that? I stayed in my room awhile after school. Then it was raining. There were barriers up for potholes on Fifteenth Street. My parking lot is two blocks away. Why do I have to tell you this? What does it have to do with anything?”

He shrugged and fixed his pale blue eyes on me as if I were a dull specimen. “Is there anyone who can verify your stayin’ after school?”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Didn’t I say it clearly?”

I tried to stay calm. I had been trying for hours, with varying degrees of success. “I didn’t see anybody,” I snapped. “Why are you treating me this way? It was horrible enough finding her. Why are you treating me as if I—”

He loosened the edges of his mouth. I realized he wasn’t much older than I was, despite the sprinkle of gray in his brown hair. And he wasn’t really fierce looking. It was just that he was very tall, and having the entire force of the law behind him gave him an awesome stature.

“Sorry,” he said in his soft, slow way. “I know it’s rough on you. But at the risk of stating the obvious, I’m doing my job. I’m a detective. I detect. They give us a list of questions to ask. If we don’t ask them, they take away our badges. So ease up—stop interpreting my motives and humor me.” He sighed and continued. “You say you got home at quarter to four, but we didn’t get the call until four-twenty. Why?”

“Mr.—Officer—Detective—sir—”

“Mackenzie. C.K. Mackenzie.”

I am suspicious of people who hide inside little bundles of letters, but I didn’t think I should mention it at this time. Anyway, this wasn’t a person. This was an inquisitor.

“Why didn’t you call the police for forty minutes?”

“I told you. Or somebody.”

He nodded, a Buddha with gray-brown curls, eyes half-closed. “And?” he prompted.

“When I knew she was—”

“Yes?”

“I panicked. I started to call the police, but then I was afraid that whoever—so I ran. To find help.”

Retelling it, feeling the panic rise again, made me stand up and walk around. But my place isn’t large enough for serious pacing. I stopped by the front window. Outside its colonial panes, in the dusk and rain, three figures waited. For what? I turned back to Mackenzie and caught him in midyawn.

“’Scuse me,” he said. “You were searching for a phone?”

“It took a long time. Everybody was still at work. Then I found Mrs. Steinman. I was leaving her door, too, because nobody answered. But she’s on a walker, so it took her a while. Then I had to explain without scaring her, and she’s hard of hearing, so it was slow. And even then, she didn’t want to let me in.”

“But you did eventually phone from the Steinman house.”

“Danzig. It’s the Danzigs’ house. Mrs. Steinman is Elaine Danzig’s mother. Lives with them ever since she broke her hip. That was about seven months ago.”

His eyes were closing all the way.

“Sorry. Well. I guess I’ve said it all. That’s where I called, and I waited there for the police to arrive. Then we came here, and that’s it.”

He didn’t say anything, just slowly heaved himself out of the chair and meandered around. “Yay-uss,” he began, “but not quite all of it.” He reached the kitchen area. “Why did you then try to clean things away in here?” He stared at me from behind the counter-divider.

My cheeks heated up. In ninth grade, somebody told me I would lose my blush when I lost my virginity. Somebody lied.

“Miss Peppah,” he insisted. “Why?” I shrugged.

He walked over to me. “We’re talkin’ about the scene of a crime.”

“It was a reflex,” I whispered.

All he did was lift an eyebrow, but I felt as if he’d tightened the screws on the rack. “It’s my mother, you see. There was cat food and sugar and coffee, and there were police all over the place, and a photographer, a camera, for God’s sake….”

Even I was having trouble believing I’d been such a complete fool as to whip out a broom while a battalion of men were painstakingly collecting evidence. “Listen,” I said, with forced casualness, “I didn’t want it seen, you know?”

“Evidence of a struggle?” he murmured. “What made you wait so long, though? I mean before you left the house, you could have—”

“No struggle! It was just the camera, that police photographer.” My cheeks were scalding. I took a deep breath and plunged into humiliating honesty. “I regressed. Listen, when I was a kid, my mother convinced me that if I ever wore torn underwear and I was in an accident, the surgeons wouldn’t bother saving me, and the rest of the family would die of shame. This afternoon, well, it seemed very important to tidy up.”

“Gotcha,” he said, and he actually grinned, showing a lot of very white teeth. He walked away a pace or two. “You smoke?” he asked abruptly.

“Well, actually, I haven’t yet today, but sure, I’d love one.” I could always stop another, less stressful day.

But the only thing he pulled out was a ratty brown notebook. “Ashtray’s full,” he said. “All one brand.”

“Liza smoked,” I said.

He nodded. “Anything missing from the house?”

“Nothing I can see. Except my cat. I told the others—I can’t find him. I think he got out when whoever…” I pushed the image away.

“Give it some time. Cats come back,” he said. “Nothing else, though?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t checked everywhere yet. The others told me not to touch anything.”

“Proceed to touch. Doesn’t look like a robbery, anyway. The obvious stuff is still here—TV, stereo. All neat and tidy. Tell your mother I said so.”

We methodically checked through the cupboards and drawers on the first floor. All I can say is that having your drawers examined is as embarrassing as it sounds, and deserves advance warning. I felt especially mortified when my jelly-jar drinking glasses were exposed to his silent scrutiny.

Of course, nothing was missing. Even thieves have standards.

Then we faced the staircase. I knew the other men had checked the house, but I couldn’t lose the feeling that something still lurked behind a drape, inside a closet. I followed Mackenzie up the steps reluctantly.

At the bedroom door, Mackenzie lifted one eyebrow again.

I shook my head. “I left it that way, unmade,” I said. I would have again explained, unnecessarily, about Liza’s arrival, except I couldn’t bear thinking her name, let alone saying it. “What would anybody want to steal up here?” I asked. “I don’t have furs.”

“Tape recorders? Jewelry?”

I pawed through the leather box on my dresser. Would even a drug-crazed lunatic covet Jimmy Petrus’s junior varsity basketball charm? Or my National Honor Society pin? I was heavy on sentiment, low on cash value.

“There’s nothing on the third floor worth taking,” I said, “unless somebody’s desperate for lesson plans.” But I was glad he insisted on inspecting it, and I followed him up and stood back as he surveyed my messy desk in one of the two small rooms at the top. He picked up an ancient blurry stencil and read:

“‘Sad is my spirit and sore it grieves me

To tell to any the trouble and shame

That Grendel hath brought me with bitter hate….’”

“Beowulf,” he said, putting the sheet down. His back was toward me, but I nodded. “Used to love that poem. Probably directed me toward police work, although his methodology was somewhat primitive, ripping people’s arms off and such. But effective. Stopped a crime wave.” He pronounced the word “crahm” and gave it a certain charm.

He looked up at the wall. “How’s that part go now? Ah, yes:

“‘But always the mead hall, the morning after

The splendid building, was blood bespattered:

Daylight dawned on the drippings of swords….’”

“Great stuff,” he added, turning to me. He grinned and I tried, a second too late, to look nonchalant about his literacy.

“Surprised because I’m Southern, or because I’m a cop?” he asked, always yawning through his words. “Which stereotype got ya?”

I clamped my mouth shut.

He grinned. “Ah have known some great English teachers,” he said softly, ushering me out of the room.

The last room is my storehouse. It has a folded rollaway cot and cartons full of clothing I’m sure will come back into style. It also had something making noise inside the closet.

I strangled my scream.

Mackenzie stood beside the closet door and whipped it open.

One nervous cat scampered out.

“Macavity! I’ve been so worried!” I scooped him into my arms. “He’s old,” I explained, stroking his salt-and-pepper fur. “Must be really upset, poor thing. I’ll bet he was closed in by the police who were inspecting the room. Accidentally,” I added for Mackenzie’s sake.

“Macavity?” the detective said, poking around the cartons. “So you’ve seen Cats, too.”

“No. I, well, yes, but I named him before that.” I didn’t know why I felt compelled to continue, but I did. “From the poems.” I wasn’t going to let an arrogant cop who remembered Beowulf question my credentials.

“Ah,” he said sympathetically. “And then came the hit show, and now ever’body knows about T. S. Eliot’s mystery cat, and your pet’s name doesn’t prove you’re better read than anybody else.” He shook his head. “Might as well put the animal to sleep, don’t you think?”

I watched the smart-ass cop turn out the light to the storeroom, and I followed him down the stairs. At the bottom, he looked around. “So it wasn’t robbery,” he said. “Never thought it was. She was wearing a nifty diamond ring, if you recall.”

I didn’t care. I suddenly felt ready to collapse. Even my ears drooped.

“No sign of struggle, if your floor-cleaning story is true. Just the hit on that fireplace stone. Pretty forceful one, I’d say. The lab reports will tell us if the hair and blood are hers.” I shuddered. He ignored me and continued his soliloquy. “So. What do we have?” he asked himself.

“Mackenzie? I want to leave now, please? I have to get away from here.”

He watched me for a moment. “Your fastidious mama, is she nearby?”

“Florida. I have a sister in Gladwyne, though.”

“Fine. But first tell me about Liza Nichols.” He was better at poetry than compassion.

“I worked with her. I don’t know her.”

“But she came callin’ at 8:00 A.M. on a rainy Monday?”

“It surprised me, too. But it seemed accidental—she was near here; it was miserable out, so she came. Anyway, I didn’t have time to probe reasons. I had to get to school.”

“Why didn’t she?”

“She was an actress trying to put together a stake so she could move to New York. So she moved back in with her mother, did modeling, and taught drama an hour or two a day.”

“New York? But you told that first policeman she was engaged to Hayden Cole.”

“Now she is. She only met him in February. She changed plans, but she was finishing out her contract at school and still doing a little modeling.”

“She was engaged to Cole after two months?”

“Whirlwind courtship. They were supposed to be married three weeks from now. Right before the May primary. Listen, Mackenzie, I’m wiped out. Let me pack and call my sister, okay?”

“Soon,” he said. “She from old money, like the Coles?”

I shook my head. “No money.” I shuffled over to the staircase and leaned against the newel post. “I feel awful.”

He looked at me sternly.

Now I felt guilty, too. How could I complain about my weariness, about how dreadful I felt when Liza…I clamped down again to stop the thick, dizzy terror that her memory provoked. I could discuss her dispassionately, but I couldn’t think about her.

“Background,” he said.

“I don’t know what happened to her father. But her mother worked as a baby-sitter, a sort of nanny, since Liza was little. That’s all I know. I was in Liza’s house only once, when I dropped her off after school. Neither she nor her mother blurted out their life stories during that visit. Can I call my sister now?”

“Strange match,” he said. “You know the Coles?”

I know defeat. I sat down on the bottom step, yawned without covering my mouth, and shook my head.

“Know about them, then?”

I shrugged.

“Can you be a little more informative, Miss Peppah?” His drawl increased with his annoyance. “I’m not from these parts, y’know.”

“I surmised. That’s not your basic Philadelphia accent.”

“Good. All of you sound like you have sinus problems.”

“We do.”

“So I’d ’preciate background. Anything. Raymond, my partner, is a native Philadelphian, but he claims to know nothing about what he calls ‘those people.’”

I took a deep breath and tried to remember everything Liza had ever told me. The newspapers were more discreet about the Coles, playing down their baronial splendors. “I don’t know about ‘those people,’ either. They were snatching up prime U.S. real estate while my ancestors were still convinced the earth was flat. His mother’s old New England shipping money. And his father’s family goes back before the Civil War, maybe the Revolution. Coles had land grants. Coles built our banks and schools. Coles helped finance the Main Line, the real main line of the railroad. And then they settled on the right side of the tracks and counted their money. I guess when there was enough, they decided to start running the state. Now, is that enough?”

“You were at their house for the engagement party. Where is it? Ray’s lookin’ it up, but—”

“I hope not in the phone book, where it will not be. It’s in Ardmore, up a winding road on top of a hill. Has some cutesy name, not a number out front. You can’t miss it. It sprawls all over a hilltop. Has the columns of tall trees for the carriages to pass through. An entry hall twice the size of this house. Lovely, as long as you have a dozen servants to tidy up. They do. That’s all I know. They hate publicity, anything flashy, and money that’s inadequate or of the wrong vintage. And you could have gotten everything I said out of Who’s Who.”

“Then tell me what I can’t get from a book.”

I was learning about Southern men. Their sharp edges lay buried under those sweet blurred consonants. Until they cut you.

“Come on, Miss Pepper. You’ve had a shock, but you’re strong. Tell me what Cole is like.”

“I met him only that once, at the party. He was very genial. Very cordial.”

“And? You have some impression of him?”

“It’s probably wrong, or unfair. I was overwhelmed by the scale of the place. Maybe that’s why his kindness offended me. I felt he was granting me an audience, that I wasn’t real to him. I was one of his fiancée’s friends, part of a package that would be dropped after the wedding. Or the election.”

“Did he do anything in particular to make you feel that way?”

I shook my head. “He did only the right things. Maybe that’s what was wrong. And I have to say, I don’t think somebody who makes you feel that way—ordinary, unimportant—is much of a political candidate. I think at heart he’s sorry this is a democracy.”

Mackenzie raked his fingers through his hair. It bounced back to its original crinkles and twists. “Do you know what was bothering Liza Nichols?”

“No. Didn’t I already tell you that? I don’t even know if anything really was. She was an actress. She loved to work over an audience for the sport of it.”

“You didn’t like her much, did you?”

“Please. I’m so tired. I don’t know that answer.”

“That’s all, then.” He gestured toward the street. “The media’s still out there, cultivatin’ pneumonia. I’ll get you through. I’ll even drive you to that parking lot of yours. Raymond should be back at the car by now. Go get your toothbrush.”

I started up the stairs.

“Call these Trinity houses, don’t they?” he said, and I nodded. “Yeah, Raymond told me. Three little floors—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Although that doesn’t make much sense. Raymond says these used to be servants’ quarters. His folks lived near here. Then the city did some urban removal—”

“Renewal.”

“Not for Raymond’s family. Houses were painted and prettied and priced out. And in came people like you.”

“Just what does that mean? You don’t know what I’m like.”

He grinned and shrugged. “Observations at the scene of the crahm. Want to hear?”

“Does it matter?”

He stood up and walked around as he spoke, like a lawyer presenting his case to the jury. “This house is a perch, not a nest. A good address—not a real flighty single’s place—not a desperate place, you know? But still portable. Open to changes of heart and chance.” He grinned up at me. The little pilot light in my cheeks ignited.

“Exhibit one, the suede chair. The single, irresistible long-term investment. Exhibit two, jelly jars for solitary juice drinking versus cut crystal for guests. The reupholstered sofa. Back to Granny’s attic someday, without a twinge. But, over it, decent graphics that can be packed in a flash. Exhibit three, the practical, but not overdone bedroom. No head board. Just handsome linens and a frame—again, movable, adjustable. And not that settled-in spinster kind who lives in the bedroom. Desk is somewhere else, and I didn’ see evidence that you’d had Sunday night dinner up there in bed, either. Exhibit four—you’ve got a coffee bean grinder in the cupboard, and beans in the freezer, but you were drinkin’ and spillin’ instant this mornin’. Beans are contingency fare. Like the good wine in the pantry versus the jug wine in the fridge. So…tenant is happy enough, but worried about gettin’ too happy all on her own, so she’s ready, but not particularly willing, to cut and run. Because she’s also hoping some adventure is going to happen upon her, make things change. Fairly mixed-up type. Fairly typical. Am I right? Don’t answer. I know I am.”

There was enough truth, and arrogance, in what he’d said to make me furious.

“Yay-uss,” he said. “Concern for appearance, to be sure, although you don’t like thinkin’ you care about savin’ face. But good address, good chair, good crystal, good wine. And lots else is makin’ do. Now go pack,” he said paternally. “I’ll bet the suitcase is a good one. That can move with you. Wherever. Oh, yay-uss. Write down your sister’s address. And you’ll be at school tomorrow, won’t you?”

“Mackenzie,” I said slowly, “why do you need to know my future locales? I was hoping this meeting, however sweet, would be our last.”

“Come on now, Amanda Pepper. Don’t take it personally. On an off day, when you aren’t scanning Beowulf, don’t you ever sneak in a whodunit? Don’t you know standard cop prose? The old ‘don’t leave town without notifying me’ number?” He turned and looked out the dark window facing the narrow street.

I marched up to my not-exactly-permanent bedroom, suddenly empathizing with people who called cops “pigs.”


Three

MY SISTER’S HOUSE WAS TWENTY minutes and a world away, insulated from the sirens and shouts of the city by a greenbelt circling its western edge. As I walked up the forsythia-lined path from Beth’s driveway, I heard only the rain and my own footsteps.

“Mandy!” My hand was still on the bell when she pulled me into her house. “I’ve been so worried since you called!”

I reassured her that I was fine. And I began to believe it. The grandfather clock was ticking calmly, eternally denying the possibility of shock and evil mischance. There were hothouse flowers on the hall table and a domestic tableau in the living room that was as comforting as the end of a fairy tale. It was impossible to envision violence in a house such as this.

“I held off my appointment until you got here,” my brother-in-law said, rising from his wing chair and kissing me lightly.

I like Sam too much to call him plodding or phlegmatic. But for Sam, a man as regular as the clapper of the grandfather clock, delaying an appointment is tantamount to hysteria.

“Mommy let me stay up,” my niece, Karen, said. She flew at me, and we did some heavy hugging.

Even the family dog, Horse, staggered over and licked my hand.

“All right, everybody. Amanda’s here now, so it’s up to bed, Karen,” Beth said.

Karen pouted, protested, inadvertently yawned, and finally agreed to go upstairs if I came and tucked her in shortly.

“Now. What happened?” Beth asked the moment her daughter was out of earshot.

“Why don’t we feed the poor girl while you interrogate her?” Sam asked mildly.

“I hope the chicken isn’t dried out,” Beth said, handing me a platter.

It wasn’t. Beth’s house is well over a hundred years old, but she doesn’t live in the past. The fireplace in the kitchen warms the heart; the microwave rewarms the food. I told my story, again gliding over the parts I couldn’t bear replaying. The difference was that Sam and Beth, unlike the police, didn’t want graphic details, so the telling became almost routine and smooth. “I think they suspect me,” I said in conclusion.

Sam clucked. “That’s your imagination. And if so, then as soon as they know more, they’ll crawl to your doorstep and beg forgiveness.”

I had a hard time envisioning C.K. Mackenzie either crawling or begging.

“Poor Hayden,” Beth murmured. She picked up my plate, gesturing for me to stay put. “What a mess this will be with the Cole family involved.”

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“Barely,” Sam answered. “Knew him years ago, my freshman year at Franklin and Marshall. He was a junior. I was a pledge in his fraternity. But he transferred to Penn that spring. Now we’re on some of the same committees, legal associations. That’s all.” He stood up. “I really must keep that appointment now. Try to relax, Mandy.”

Beth walked him to the door, then came back and poured two cups of coffee. “Sam won’t gossip,” she said with an imitation pout. “If he knew anything, he wouldn’t say it until he checked it out for possible libel suits. He thinks in small print.” Those traits didn’t seem to bother her one whit. “Anyway,” she continued, “you probably know Hayden better through Liza than we do.”

“She never said much about him. Just that he was a proper gentleman of the old school. Behaved in a manner that would please Queen Victoria. I always figured she meant he was boring as hell. I don’t even know how much she cared about him. I remember, right after she got her engagement ring, she said, ‘A smart person never lets emotions interfere with her life.’ The thing is, I don’t know if those were her real feelings, a quote from something, or what. She sometimes fell into a Noel Coward mode, all clipped sentences and emotions.”

“Or maybe she was trying to fit into Hayden’s world,” Beth said. “He didn’t seem at all emotional. At least, not in public. Family trait, from what I’ve seen. I worked on a hospital committee with his mother. A neighbor, Sissie, roped me into it. And Mrs. Cole’s the same reserved, steely type. Typical old Main Line, you know?”

“Who’s Sissie?” I asked. I had heard that name before, but the day’s events had jangled my mental connectors and robbed the memory bank.

“Letitia Abbott Bellinger, but nobody calls her that. She lives down the street. We carpool. Why?”

The name clicked into place. Gus had mentioned her. “She’s involved in the Playhouse, I think. The one Liza…”

Beth, always gentle, always sensitive, helped me across the name. “She’s into a hundred things. Little theater, the Museum Council, local politics, hospital charities. She’s at loose ends. Divorcing Mr. Bellinger isn’t a full-time occupation, although it’s been going on long enough. She’s always been close with Hayden. In fact, I heard it was once assumed they would marry, but then she surprised everybody with Bellinger.”

Karen padded into the kitchen in pink-footed pajamas. “I waited and waited,” she said. “Read to me?” She held a copy of Winnie the Pooh. I didn’t feel capable of working a chubby bear into this particular day.

“Aunt Mandy’s too tired,” Beth said. “I think she’s going to fall asleep before you do.”

“Then will you tuck me in?” Karen asked. The girl was only in nursery school, but with her gene pool, she was destined to be a pragmatic bargainer. I capitulated and staggered upstairs.

When I descended again, the grandfather clock was chiming. I looked at it and felt as if I had gone through a time warp. It was only eight-thirty.

“In here,” Beth called from the living room.

For a while we both stared at the softly burning fire in the grate.

“So,” she said after a while, “what’s been happening?”

“Been happening?” My mouth fell open. “Beth!”

“Besides that.”

I grinned in spite of myself. Corpses were trivial, fleeting items. Men were forever. “I broke up with Donald,” I answered. Beth would be pleased. His emerald eyes had never blinded her to his innumerable personality flaws, and she had become exasperated with our long, drawn-out, dithering miseries. “Also with cigarettes.”

“I wonder if you’ll ever settle down,” she murmured. The five-year difference between us made her consider herself my mentor, and since our bona fide mother’s relocation left a vacuum, Beth, like nature, whooshed in to fill the void.

“What could be more settled than a schoolteacher who lives with a cat?”

“You manage to meet the most impossible assortment of males imaginable, have more complications and more problems—and now look what’s happened to you!”

“Let me get this straight. You think I should get married because somebody…died in my living room?” I settled more deeply into the sofa cushions, admiring the extremes my family will go to in search of a rationale to end my single state.

“Ah, well,” Beth said almost wistfully. “Maybe I’m just a lousy role model. Scaring you away with nightmares of carpools and volunteer work. Suburban clichés.”

Every revolution has victims, and Beth was definitely a casualty of the Women’s Movement. She had been born knowing what she wanted to do with her life, and she was doing it—loving, nurturing, helping.

In other eras, she would have been the subject of epic poems. Freud would have crowned her as the epitome of healthy womanhood. But today, Beth was depressed because she was happy at home, because her ambitions were traditional and inadequate for the contemporary heroine.

During the great Coca-Cola switch-over, I tried to tell Beth to think of herself as the Classic form, to realize that she, like Coke, didn’t have to reinvent herself. But she didn’t see the connection.

The doorbell rang. I looked at my watch, ready to be outraged by midnight callers. But it still wasn’t late anyplace except in my head.

Beth left the room, and after the front door clicked, I heard the sharp rise and fall of a woman’s voice.

“I saw the six o’clock news,” it said, “about Hayden’s—about Liza, and then the name of the girl whose house—and I said to my housekeeper, ‘Why that’s Beth Wy-man’s sister. I met her at the engagement party. At least I think it is.’ Is it? They showed a picture of her leaving her house, but I couldn’t really tell. Is it? Wasn’t your maiden name Pepper? I’m sure your sister is that Amanda, isn’t she?”

Maybe Beth was nodding agreement. She certainly wasn’t getting a chance to fit a word in. The other voice billowed and waved, up and down a vocal roller coaster, one sound sliding into the next. She filled the house with nervous energy, and I disliked her without knowing who she was.

“What a horrible thing for Hayden,” she continued. “How awful for anyone to have to find. Was your sister close with Liza? The news really said nothing. It’s dreadful, isn’t it?” She stopped to inhale, or take more drugs, or whatever it was that kept her in constant motion.

Beth seized the moment. “Sissie, Mandy’s here. Come see her. Let me take your coat and umbrella.”

Sissie Bellinger was beige. She walked into the living room in a café au lait silk blouse and tailored brown slacks. Her ash-blond hair framed a pale, fine-featured face. In her mid-thirties, she was not yet deeply into Main Line dowdiness. Right now, she had somewhat worn but classic good looks.

“I shouldn’t stay,” she said, settling nonetheless on the pale green love seat. “Should be at the Playhouse, but I saw the news, and what are we going to do now? The place will be a madhouse, total confusion. Thank God we only do shows on weekends, but what should we do? Cancel? Does the show go on anyway?”

I opened my mouth, ready to say hello or to try to answer her barrage of questions, but she continued on, looking earnest and agitated.

“Liza’s the lead, for God’s sake.” She stood up, paced while she spoke, until she found a crystal ashtray. Its tiny size might have been a clue as to Beth’s feelings about smoking in the house, but it escaped Sissie’s notice. She sat down again, lit up, and brushed smoke away as she spoke. “This is the most shocking—who could have predicted?”

“Coffee, Sissie?” Beth asked. “I have some ready.”

Sissie waved her slender wrist in front of her eyes. There was a gold watch on it, but she didn’t read it. “I should leave,” she said. “But no point yet. Just hysteria waiting. Yes, I’d love some.”

It was certainly easy making conversation with this woman. You didn’t even have to know the native tongue.

“I’ll be right back,” Beth said.

Sissie took that as a signal finally to communicate with me. In her fashion. “So you, poor thing, became involved in Liza’s—” She had pale brown eyes that flicked over my face several times. “Was it awful?”

“It was—”

“Do they, the police, know who did it? The television said nothing, but of course they’d never say, all those libel laws and interference by the press and things.”

I wasn’t sure if that had been a question until Sissie puffed and waved smoke away, clearing airtime for me.

“It had only just happened when I—”

“When?” Sissie stubbed out the cigarette. “When did it happen? Do they know? Was anyone seen? I suppose they questioned the neighbors. Why was she at your house?”

C.K. Mackenzie was easier to take than this interrogator. I felt battered and slow-witted as I sifted through her questions, deciding that I had no obligation to answer them, even if she’d let me.

“I just know everybody will be talking about it at the Playhouse, you see.” She lit another cigarette. I thought about the full ashtray in my living room and tried to see what brand she smoked. Her brown leather case hid the package, so I gave up playing detective for the time being.

“Was she your roommate?” Sissie’s lids lowered. “She said she lived with her mother.” Her cultivated voice was heavy with malice and insinuation.

“She was visiting.”

Beth returned and busied herself with coffee cups and cookies. “You knew Liza, didn’t you, Sissie?” she asked.

Sissie looked offended. “Well, not really.” The question silenced her momentarily.

“What did you think of her?” I asked in what I hoped was a sweet, somewhat indifferent voice. It felt great being the asker of questions for a change.

Sissie sighed. “What can I say? She’s gone now.” She looked toward the ceiling for heavenly guidance, but opted to proceed without it. “I’m a frank, straightforward person. Isn’t that right, Beth?”

There was a tiny pause, a missed beat.

She was an insane, rich person. Rich enough so that her behavior was probably relabeled “eccentric.”

“So, while I hate to speak ill of the dead, I see no reason suddenly to become a hypocrite.” She paused while the hall clock chimed the hour. “Oh, I’ll be late; they’ll be angry. They depend on me so much.”

Only once in all the years that Gus had been associated with the Playhouse had he mentioned, politely, Sissie Bellinger’s name, and never his dependence on her.

“Liza was common,” she announced. “Anyone with a mind could see that no good would come of that match. He never wanted to marry her anyway.”

“What do you mean?” My loud voice, crashing through her barrage of words, was probably also common.

“Mean? Well, I suppose he wanted to, but only because he hadn’t time to know her. She was a good actress, you know. I’ll give her that. He never saw what she was really like. I tried to warn him, but, well…and she! Such an inflated idea of who she was! Such a temper!” She crossed her legs and pursed her lips with distaste.

“When did you see her last?” I asked.

“Last night.” Sissie’s eyes became slits, and she paused, holding a cigarette heavy with ash. “Why? What did she tell you?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I answered quickly, but Sissie stayed frozen in place. “I teach with Gus Winston. He said Liza was angry last night, after the show. When you mentioned her temper, remembering her that way, I thought—”

“No,” she said, finally flicking her ash. “I saw her at dinner. With Hayden, before the show. Hayden had to leave to give a speech. I drove Liza to the Playhouse.” She ground out the cigarette. The ashtray now overflowed, and there were gray flecks of ash on the polished mahogany end table. “Then I left,” Sissie continued, as if establishing an alibi. “The police have no leads, is that it?”

“None that I know of.”

“Well, then.” She stood up. “Lovely meeting you again, Amanda.” She went into the hallway and Beth followed.

“She isn’t real,” I said when my sister returned. “Is she always like that?”

Beth nodded. “I don’t go out of my way to see her. We carpool, see each other on committees, things like that. She has never dropped over before. Awful, isn’t she? Wreaking havoc, hurting people, calling it frankness. Even at nursery school, she’s caused more trouble….”

“Do you think she’s in love with Hayden Cole?” I asked.

“I don’t think she’s ever been in love with anybody but herself. But I know she’s not in love with being single again. Maybe she resents Hayden’s marrying someone else when she’s reentering the market.”

I walked over to the ashtray next to the love seat. The stubs in it were the same low-tar brand as Liza’s. “Tell me, Beth,” I said softly. “Do you think she resented it enough to beat his bride-to-be’s head against my fireplace wall?”


Four

SUNSHINE, EXOTIC AND DELICIOUS, WOKE me up. The sky through the window was freshly laundered and glowing. Someone should write a song about great days in Philadelphia. Three songs. One for each of them.

Up the stairs came morning sounds, home sounds. Dishes chinking, soft voices. I dressed and went to meet them. By the time I reached the kitchen, I felt almost good about life. Last night’s fitful sleep and predawn insomnia didn’t matter. Yesterday was now officially over. It couldn’t be undone, but it could be cleaned up and away, following nature’s example.

“Good morning!” Beth said with surprise. “But I wanted you to sleep late.”

“Can’t, Beth. I have to go to school. The kids are going to be upset. Maybe I can help them through it a little.”

Beth pursed her mouth, but she handed me coffee instead of advice, and I thanked her on both counts.

Karen, wearing a train conductor’s blue striped overalls, came in dragging my pocketbook behind her. She handed it to me, then stood there, looking expectant and pleased.

“Is there something I’m forgetting?” I asked.

“I found it,” Karen said, breaking into giggles. “I found it and I like it. Thank you.” And from behind her back, she brought a crumple of brown paper cradling a red plush jeweler’s box.

“What were you doing in Aunt Mandy’s purse?” Beth asked sternly. “What did you take?” She put her hand out.

“I was getting it for her. The box…it sort of fell out.” Nonetheless, Karen reluctantly passed it and its wrapping paper to her mother.

“This is addressed to Liza,” Beth said softly.

“Good Lord. I forgot all about it. I thought it was some kind of sample, anyway. Like toothpaste or minipads. It was in Liza’s mailbox at school.”

“This was in it, too,” Karen said, producing a receipt. “Is this a card? Does it say me? I can’t read writing.”

But the delicate tracery spelled out the name of a jewelry shop downtown. One of my favorites, in front of which I have spent happy moments daydreaming. I do have aspirations beyond Jimmy Petrus’s J.V. football. This jeweler is famous for his whimsical creations. The bill in my hand was for five hundred dollars, a modest sum for his sense of humor.

Inside the plush box, a charm was suspended from a heavy chain. Both were very gold.

“You see?” Karen said, “It’s for me.” She reached toward the charm, a tiny bear clutching an even more minuscule bucket in his paw.

“Sweetheart, it isn’t mine, or I’d give it to you,” I said. “Anyway, it doesn’t seem meant for a child.”

“But it’s Winnie the Pooh,” Karen logically insisted.

On his tiny bucket, delicate tracery spelled out “Happy Birthday, Honey.”

I dangled the chain in front of her. “Look, it reaches your belly-button. It wouldn’t fit you.”

“Then whose is it?” Karen said in a sulky voice. “Who does it fit?”

“I can’t imagine,” I said honestly.

*

TWICE I CHECKED TO BE SURE MY CAR WAS LOCKED BEfore I headed around toward the school door. I walked slowly, trying to savor the sunshine, trying to delay my entry into a building filled with questions waiting to be asked.

“Hey! You!” The voice was almost as heavy and frightening as the sudden hand on my shoulder.

I pulled away and backed off, ready to use—if I could only remember it—my one-day self-defense seminar. All I instantly recalled was the gouging-out-of-eyes part, which seemed excessive as a first response. Anyway, it was morning, and we were in a high school parking lot—a ridiculous time and place for a mugging.

I ran three steps. The enormous man shouted. “Wait! You! Wait!” He managed to be at my side in about one stride, his bulk casting a shadow over me.

“Are you out of your mind?” I broke into a run, aiming for the front of the building, where there would be safety in numbers. Our students never rushed inside, eager to beat the bell. But the alleyway was narrow, and the man caught hold of me as I swung left. This time he didn’t let go, although I struggled. He tugged and pulled me back, toward an oversized black car idling at the alley curb.

Every organized crime cliché packed my head so tightly I couldn’t think. I was frozen, staring at the black limousine. Another figure sat behind the tinted glass.

“Let me go!” I screamed as he opened the back door of the car. And then I remembered. I stopped tugging, wheeled on the monster, and aimed my knee straight up. That lesson was compliments of my original self-defense instructor, Mama, who had coughed and blushed and finally just spelled out what to do in desperate situations. I believe she meant something other than being dragged into a criminal’s car, but I didn’t care.

My molester grunted and doubled over, still clutching my arm.

“Haskell!” a voice from inside the car said. “You’re hurting her.”

Haskell, looking like a hunchback, didn’t inform the voice that I had evened the score. Instead, he dropped my arm.

“Miss Pepper!” the voice called.

I waited. Haskell wouldn’t be racing after me for a while, and the voice sounded strangely familiar. “Mr. Cole?” I asked when the tinted glass rolled down.

“Just a minute of your time, please,” he said calmly. “I apologize for Haskell’s methods. I didn’t mean for him to frighten you.” He glared at the beefy man; then he looked at his watch. “Miss Pepper, can I have five minutes? We’ll just ride around, and you’ll be back in time for class.” He opened the car door wider.

My mother had told me all about cars and strange men, and Hayden Cole seemed very strange. I shook my head.

“Now, Miss Pepper. I am not an old man offering candy,” he said, annoyed. I felt ashamed, as if he’d read my thoughts. “Five minutes?”

A sliver of normal, nonparanoid perception returned. Hayden Cole was not exactly the Godfather. I got into the car. “Five minutes,” I said.

“Once again I apologize for Haskell’s behavior.” He paused and seemed to consider things. “And mine,” he finally added.

“What is it you want?”

I looked at his profile, contained and still. Less than twenty-four hours earlier, the man’s bride-to-be had been smashed to death. I couldn’t see any evidence of heavy mourning, but perhaps I didn’t understand good breeding.

The car circled the general area of the school, slowly going nowhere. I waited for an explanation. I waited quite a while. My tension level increased with each second of silence.

He blinked a few times; then he took a thin cigar out of a case, clipped off the end, and bit it. Smoking cigars does not seem politically wise. Neither was it particularly pleasant in a car in the morning, even to a smoke-starved woman such as I. I waved at the air. He ignored me.

I wondered if he had dragged me into his car just for the pleasure of snubbing me.

His hand holding the cigar shook slightly, and his strong profile melted down a bit, blurred. Still studying his cigar, he finally spoke. “I have to know about…about Liza.”

He seemed unable to turn his head and face me, and I almost, for a moment, felt a wave of pity for him.

“I have to know—I couldn’t wait until you finished teaching. The police were so uninformative….” He lit another match and let it burn down to his fingertips before he realized it and blew it out. Then he noticed that he didn’t need a light at all, but he kept staring at the cigar. He was not the man I’d described to Mackenzie, and I mentally apologized for not considering him a mourner. Even his voice had changed. It was muffled, unsure, fumbling.

“I’m not sure I can help you,” I said softly.

He finally looked at me, and the pity I had been developing atrophied and disappeared. “You have to,” he said, his voice steely again. “You can. You were there. She was in your house, after all. You know a great deal.”

Distraught. The man is distraught, I told myself. Maybe he never learned to express himself graciously. Maybe he had bad English teachers. Or maybe he’s really in pain. You’re not hearing threats, you’re hearing a different style. His conception of his divine rights. He doesn’t know any better. Sometimes even rich folks need charity, Amanda.

“Mr. Cole, I’ll tell you whatever I know, but I’m afraid it doesn’t amount to much.”

“But you knew her. She spent so much time with you.”

“Come on, you and I know—” I stopped myself. She had used me as a cover-up, but for whom? Not, I suddenly, fully, realized for long nights of passion with Hayden Cole. “—how little time there really is, after all the work, the paper marking, the cleaning up, is done.” I knew I was babbling, and so did he, but he didn’t know it was to protect his male ego.

“I have to know what happened,” he said, his eyes like storm clouds. “What did she say to you? Why was she at your house? What did she say?”

I shook my head and glanced at my watch. “I think our five minutes are just about—”

He exhaled loudly. “Surely she told you something. Something!”

“I wish she had.”

He clenched his jaw around the cigar, and I saw a vein near his temple surface and throb. Distraught, I reminded myself again, but, oh, how I wished he would say something about Liza. About how he missed her, or couldn’t bear not knowing who had done such a hideous thing. “Listen, Mr. Cole,” I prompted him, “I understand how terrible this must be for you—”

He stiffened, rejecting the idea that I could understand him in any way, so I rushed on. “And I wish I could tell you something definite, but I can’t.”

“The way she was—how did she—what did the police say to you?”

I lowered my window discreetly and watched his smoke float by. Why did he seem so much the tense interrogator, so little the bereaved?

“Miss Pepper, what did they say?”

“They think she was pushed against the fireplace. The wall is stone, a rough finish. They don’t think it was an accident. Too much force, too much impact, for one thing. I’m sure they told you the same thing.”

“But any clues as to who might have done it?”

I felt as if a frigid wind were blowing off him. I pulled back and shook my head. “I’ll be late. Tell the driver…”

He bit his bottom lip, nodded, and tapped the glass. We headed back toward the school. I busied myself with ignoring the man beside me.

“Miss Pepper,” he said as Haskell put the car into park and opened his door, “did she say anything, anything at all, about me? About…the future? About…plans?” His voice was hoarse, his face lined and sallow.

I had the sense that several different men had been riding beside me in the past five minutes.

“No,” I said softly. “No.”

Hayden Cole sat back against the wine-dark upholstery. “I see,” he said quietly.

The interview was over. Haskell held open my door and kept his face impassive as I left. I didn’t bid either man farewell.

I felt light-headed and disoriented as I checked in at the office.

“Miss Pepper?” Dr. Havermeyer was nervous, unlike himself. I turned to my leader, my headmaster. He patted his stomach, absently smoothing his vest. He coughed and moved two steps closer, close enough so I could study a tiny shaving nick on one of his chins. “We thought you might want the day off, to…” He seemed unable to complete the sentence. Even with the imperial “we” he was stymied, stuck, searching for the precise circumlocution. “In light of the difficult time you are experiencing, we thought…”

“I’m fine,” I said quickly.

His troubled expression didn’t clear. “Well, but after the, ah, and the press, and the photographers, we, ah, the school image, of course. Naturally, we stand behind you, no implications, no hidden agenda, of course, but…”

I stood my ground, refusing to pick up any of his unsavory droppings.

“Well,” he said, fumbling with the key he always wore, a key that resembled, but was not from, Phi Beta Kappa. “Yes. Of course. So many telephone calls this morning. Indeed. Well, we must hope this terrible incident is cleared up quickly, mustn’t we?”

I said we must, and interpreting his renewed tummy rub as dismissal, I left the office.

Gus was on his way in, but he stopped in his tracks when he saw me. “What happened?” he said. “I heard it from Sissie at the Playhouse. What happened?”

“Everybody keeps asking me, and I don’t know.”

He gripped my arm much too tightly. The same one Haskell had already abused. “Who do they think killed her?”

“You’re hurting me!”

He stared at me, then at his hand before letting go.

“I can’t believe it,” he said. He pulled a newspaper out of his attaché case and punched at it. “I cannot—”

Terrific. I was page-one news. There was a snap of Liza, a handsome portrait of Hayden Cole, and, above a subheading, “Body Found in Center-City House,” a photo that immortalized my exit last night. Mackenzie didn’t look half bad, but I was stooped over, my raincoat pulled up high because I’d lost my rain hat somewhere, my hand half shielding my face. All in all, a sterling impersonation of a felon avoiding the paparazzi.

“No wonder Havermeyer’s blithering,” I murmured. “I wouldn’t want that woman to teach my children, either.” I felt suddenly afraid. “What am I going to do? They suspect me.”

Gus blinked a few times, getting me back in focus. “Ridiculous,” he said, “but is there something I can do to help?”

“You could have been visible after school,” I said. “To back my alibi. They found it hard to believe I hung around here for no reason.”

“I was in the bookroom!” His voice was too forceful for an intimate twosome.

“Don’t get defensive. I’m the only one who needs the alibi.”

I hoped, for Gus’s sake, that I was telling the truth.

*

LIZA HAD DRAMATICALLY ENRICHED MY FIRST-PERIOD class two whole months ago. Maybe she was a dim memory to most of the students, because they seemed excited, not upset. They passed around copies of the newspaper, and I flinched each time I saw my photograph whiz by.

Only Stacy Felkin was beside herself with grief. And no wonder. The moment Liza had entered the classroom, Stacy of the limp hair, the thick waist, had found her heroine and model. She imprinted Liza on her brain like a duckling, imitating, best as she could, each and every gesture and mannerism of her idol.

Liza had style. Stacy, reproducing it, had pathos. For months now, Stacy walked with a slow swish of lumpy hips, flicking back lank dirty-blond hair, smiling mysteriously. She was an inflated, porous imitation of the real thing, the Wonder Bread of sex. Even so, high school boys produce too many hormones to be overly critical.

Today Stacy wasn’t into seductiveness. She was thoroughly, decisively, into misery. Her mascara had smeared into raccoon eyes, her nose was swollen and her lipstick chewed off. She clutched a box of tissues.

If ever there was a time for me to offer aid and comfort, this seemed it. I put my hand on her shoulder. She blew her nose into a lilac tissue. “Oh,” she wailed, “isn’t this the worst thing that ever happened?” The room around us became very silent. Almost respectful, I thought.

“Death is always terrible,” I said quietly. “And when it’s unexpected and violent, it’s even worse.” I could hear the combined breathing of the entire class.

“But who?” Stacy was the first mourner to show pain, to be dumbfounded by the event. “Who could do such a horrible thing to Miss Nichols?”

Nobody said a word. I suddenly heard the heavy thud of a newspaper on the floor. I looked around. There, in front of all the desks, lay the Inquirer. And guess who I saw, cowering like Public Enemy Number One?

Maybe it was an accident. Poor timing. But for the rest of the morning I didn’t do much about anybody else’s emotions because I had a lot of trouble controlling mine.

*

LUNCH HOUR DIDN’T MAKE THINGS MUCH BETTER. MY coworkers managed to be solicitous at arm’s length. Philly Prep doesn’t have niceties like tenure, and with contract renewals coming up, maybe there was fear of consorting with a possible criminal. I was therefore as sought after as someone showing symptoms of the Black Death might be.

Caroline Finney dared direct contact. “Dear Amanda,” she said as we waited for our lunches, “I know what you must be going through.”

Caroline had taught Latin for thirty years. The last violent death she’d been aware of was Julius Caesar’s. Still, her kindness was touching, but brief. She trundled off to a far table, and I sat down at my usual spot.

I poked at my lunch, murmuring acknowledgments to staff members as they passed by and listening to the muted whispers around me. I knew I was being discussed. Or perhaps I was becoming hopelessly paranoid. I tasted the corned beef hash and had little trouble renouncing it and the lunchroom.

The park across the street had a few picnicking students enjoying the first clear day in weeks. We ignored each other.

I stepped across a glittering puddle, admiring the impressionistic haze of trees filled with still-curled leaves. I found a vacant bench and sat there thinking and munching a hard roll I had saved from my lunch tray.

“Share your bench, lady?” Gus’s voice was much more controlled than it had been this morning. “Or will the kids gossip about us?”

The kids speculated endlessly about single teachers’ private lives, although they didn’t really believe we had any. They had already linked me with Gus, with a gym teacher, with the sixty-year-old chemistry teacher, and probably with several others. A year ago, between a gone-to-seed Olympic skier and a chronically angry accountant, I had dated Gus once or twice. We found out that we were friends. Nothing more. But, more important, nothing less. I patted the bench for him to sit down.

“I wanted to apologize for this morning,” he said. “I felt crazy. I also acted that way.”

“It’s understandable.”

“Listen. I’ve been thinking. Did the cops check out phone calls? She probably called somebody from your house. Because, otherwise, how did the, uh, somebody, know she was there?”

How, indeed. Unless, of course, I’d told the somebody. A somebody so eager to see her about something troubling. Why was Gus so emphatically ignoring that bit of real-life history? I felt guilty even thinking that way. “Maybe she was followed from the bus,” I said too brightly. Gus couldn’t follow anybody with his bad leg. I wanted him to know I wasn’t considering him a suspect. I wondered why it felt so important to pass on that message.

“What bus?”

“She said she’d gotten off one and come to my house.”

“She was riding a bus at dawn?”

“I don’t understand it, either.”

The warning bell rang across the street, and we walked back. The kids, locked in a spring trance, didn’t follow our exemplary behavior.

“The phone’s more likely,” Gus said, annoying me. “It was dark. It was raining. If somebody followed her, why didn’t he, uh—I mean, if he was going to kill her, then why not do it in the street?”

“As awful as this sounds, Gus, I wish he had.”

*

MY LAST-PERIOD CLASS WAS AGITATED. AFTER ALL, IT WAS their class she’d missed, probably because of being dead at the time.

I’d stopped encouraging discussion of Liza’s death after the newspaper incident. But when we finished reviewing a snippet or two of Macbeth, I set the class to work writing sympathy notes to Mrs. Nichols. They became silent except for the sound of pencil chewing and the mournful, leaden sighs that in-class writing automatically produces.

A quarter of an hour before the end of class, the office monitor appeared with a note. Lance Zittsner was wanted in the office.

“He’s absent,” I told the monitor, who frowned, grimaced, shrugged at the class, and then checked his piece of paper. “Okay, then Michael Rizzio,” he said.

The class stared at Michael and softly speculated.

When Michael reappeared, looking smug and self-important, he said that Carl Worman was wanted. He didn’t even call Carl by his detested nickname, “The Vermin.” I became anxious.

The Vermin reappeared with the same cockiness that Michael had shown. “They said to say they apologize for the interruptions.”

“What’s going on, Carl?”

“They said not to say.”

“Who are they?”

“Oh, Miss Putnam and…them.”

I watched him write a hurried note and fling it across the aisle, where it was retrieved, read with exaggerated interest, and passed on. I declined to intercept it, since everyone who read it did some intense eyebrow jiggling in my direction.

The office monitor reappeared with another note. “Do you know how the ancients treated messengers of ill tidings?” I asked sweetly.

“Wha?”

“Never mind.”

I read the note. Helga Putnam’s perfect penmanship requested my appearance as soon as school was over.

*

SITTING RIGIDLY BEHIND HER DESK, HER NOSE GLOWING like a signal beam, she greeted me. “Him,” she said, tossing her tight curls to the right.

“Afternoon,” he said. Under his corduroy jacket, Mackenzie wore a pale blue turtleneck, perfectly color coordinated with his eyes.

Helga lowered her voice and hissed in my direction. “I’ve told him everything.”

C.K. dredged himself out of the chair. “We’ll use Dr. H.’s office, okay, Helga?” he said.

She winced at the irreverent use of her name and her master’s. I’d always thought of the two of them as Victor Frankenstein and Igor in drag. She rushed in before us and cleared the desk of his precious, jargon-laden papers, and then she left.

I sat down in front of the polished desk. “I feel like a kid with a detention.”

His eyes were exceedingly blue, even if he hadn’t been wearing that sweater. Blue enough to warrant some of his insufferable self-assurance.

He walked over to the long, high window facing the park. When he spoke, his voice was melancholy. “Miss Pepper, we have a new problem.”

“Then I’ll pass. The old one’s enough for me, thanks.”

“I stand corrected. We have the same problem with a new and puzzling factor. I’d like to go over yesterday’s events one more tahm.”

“Mackenzie, do you have a learning disability? Nothing’s changed, you know. Just check your notebook. If you’ve got problems with note-taking skills, I can help. I teach that. Otherwise, I’ll be going along. I have work to do.”

“Miss Peppah, Miss Peppah.” He turned to face me, his long body silhouetted against the afternoon glare. “I do ’preciate your pedagogical responsibilities and rapier-lahk wit. However, I also have work to do. The big difference is that my work gets done first. Get it? So, go over it once again.”

I controlled a real need to cry in frustration or punch him out and droned my way through the introduction. “…so I tried to call her, but nobody answered, so I went back to my class and—”

“Stop right there.”

“Don’t you want to know how I found the body? And how poor Mrs. Steinman took so long on her walker? You loved that part yesterday.”

“Tastes change. It’s the phone call today.”

“Why?”

“Because Miss Helga says Liza was here with you yesterday.”

I could feel that atavistic blush again. With Mackenzie around to put roses in my cheeks, I’d save a lot of cosmetics. “Oh, God.”

“The Deity may understand you, Miss Peppah, but I most certainly do not.”

“This is sort of embarrassing.” I had the distinct feeling I’d used that line with him before.

“I trust I’m up to handlin’ it.”

I looked away and did a fast mumble. “I lied yesterday. To Helga. Well, not really a lie. I let her think what she wanted to. I never said that Liza was in the building. I just said I’d give her a message when I saw her. Which, I swear, I really hoped would be any minute.”

“Ah,” he said. He sucked in his bottom lip and ruminated. He seemed to think about as slowly as he spoke.

“What you’d call a little white lie, is that it? Not a nasty, real lie, because you didn’t say the words.”

He leaned over me. The scent of his after-shave stirred irrelevant emotions. “I hate games,” he said without expression. Then he moved away, sat down in Havermeyer’s chair, and put his feet up on the sacred desk. “Ah, you probably get that way bein’ around kids all day,” he said.

“Wait a minute! The kids—the kids you’ve been talking to—didn’t they tell you Liza was absent?”

“Sure did. Anyway, I knew it before I got here.”

So much for self-control. Maybe Mackenzie drummed up business by driving people to violence. I exhaled, and my breath was steaming. “You say you hate games? Then what do you call what you just did?” I stood up. “Good day, Officer,” I said with all the outraged dignity I could muster.

“Sit down,” he said, and I did. I even stayed quiet, which feat should have proved that I am not the kind to murder on impulse. “Liza couldn’t be here for class because she died between one and two yesterday afternoon. During your lunch hour or right when class started. But she might have come to school before her class. You might have met up with her in your room.”

“But I said—”

“You’ve said lots of things. And they’re confusin’. You’re a confusin’ person. And a person who lives a few minutes away by car. You could have gone home without her or with her, become angry, pushed her against that fireplace, panicked, and left again. I understan’ you usually spend that hour in the teachers’ lounge, but not yesterday.”

“Because I stopped smoking, and I didn’t want to be around—”

“You could go home and be back here in time for class.”

“You make me sound like a professional assassin! Don’t you need a motive?” I began to doubt my own innocence. I must be guilty to be treated this way.

He shrugged. “It’ll appear. Eventually.”

“Listen, talk to Gus Winston. I had lunch with him. And then I saw him when I went down to the office. I’m sure he’ll remember.”

“He has. So what? There were about forty minutes in between. Anyway, why’d you find it necessary to leave your class unattended and go to the office?”

“To call Liza. To remind her where she should be. I was understandably furious. She’d done this before.”

He pulled his feet off the desk and leaned toward me. “Let’s get this straight. You were angry with her, but at the same time you lied—white lie or what have you—to protect her?” He shook his head sadly. “Furthermore, it’s mah impression you called Fargo, North Dakota, not your home.”

“Helga Putnam is so worried we’ll abuse the office—use up too many pencils or rubber bands or ditto masters, or make toll calls—that I said ‘Fargo’ just to hear her gasp. It was a joke.”

“Or a sure-fahr way to make her remember where you were, then.”

“Like an alibi?” I couldn’t believe this. “Do you really think I killed Liza Nichols?”

He stood up to leave. He turned back to me when he reached the door, and he looked depressed. “I really think, Miss Peppah, that you ask too many questions and you don’t give nearly enough answers.”


Five

MACKENZIE LEFT ME ALONE. MAYBE HE HOPED I’D TAKE A cyanide tablet and lighten his caseload.

I listened to the end-of-day noises in the outer office. Someone ran the duplicating machine. Someone laughed and dropped a ring of jangling keys.

I spent seven minutes feeling sorry for myself, wishing I could retroactively cancel my decision to stop smoking. If my habit had only persisted one day longer, if I had only inhaled one user-friendly cigarette in the teachers’ lounge on Monday, at alibi time, I wouldn’t be on my way to the gallows. I never realized that not smoking could kill you, too.

But seven minutes of rewriting history is long enough. There were no more sociable noises coming from outside Havermeyer’s stuffy office. Just the occasional taps of Helga Putnam’s typewriter.

Luckily, my eleventh-grade class had completed The Scarlet Letter a few weeks earlier, and Hester Prynne was fresh on my mind. If she could walk the streets wearing her scarlet A, then I could face Igor out there.

Helga eyed me slyly, lowering one eyelid, pursing her lips with distaste for my dastardly deeds, but I held my head high and glided toward the telephone. How inspiring, how useful, the classics could be.

I wasn’t going to wait in the suburbs while Mackenzie shuffled and bumbled around. He didn’t seem too swift, and even with great detectives, there were cases that dragged on forever. This was going to be one of them if Mackenzie kept focusing on me. Meanwhile, I was getting back to my normal life. I dialed Beth’s number.

“I’m staying home tonight,” I told her. “I love you and appreciate all you want to do, but home’s much easier and more convenient.”

Beth made major use of words like “dangerous” and “foolish.” But Beth had always considered anything urban to be blighted.

“Beth, thank you. I know you care, but if nothing else, I have to feed Macavity.”

Back in my deserted classroom, I gathered up a textbook and the pile of sympathy notes I’d take to Liza’s mother. I straightened the window shades, convincing myself I had not been the murderer’s target. My house was no more than an unfortunate setting. I was therefore in no danger.

My room looked in order. I opened my pocketbook to get my car keys—one of my self-defense lessons was always to have keys ready before needed.

And then I saw it.

“Damn!” I’d forgotten the package, the bear, the five-hundred-dollar gift for “honey.” Mackenzie would be thrilled anew to find me withholding evidence.

*

LIZA’S MOTHER LIVED IN AN AREA THAT HADN’T YET BEEN declared chic and resold at ten times its original price. The row homes, three white steps up from the sidewalk, were not ornamented with window boxes and shutters in authentic colonial hues, as were those on my street. Instead, turquoise-and-white aluminum awnings hung over front doors, and in a few instances, imitation stone facing was inexplicably plastered over the original brick.

The street was crowded. In my neighborhood, people leave when they reproduce. Our tiny quarters are too small to house several affluent middle-class generations. But here, where the houses were no larger, no such philosophy reigned. I drove carefully, avoiding balls, skates, hockey pucks, and small bodies. I found a space near Mrs. Nichols’s house and rang her doorbell, a bouquet of early tulips and the packet of sympathy notes in my free hand.

The woman who opened the door had an ample figure, but she looked deflated nonetheless.

“Is Mrs. Nichols in? I’m Amanda Pepper and I—”

“Come in, Amanda, come in. I’ve wanted so to meet you.” She made sociable gestures of welcome, leading me toward a long brocaded sofa that filled one wall of the small living room. “So pretty,” she said of the flowers. “Sit down, sit down. So nice to finally meet Liza’s best friend, and—” And then her voice liquefied and I could feel recent events flood back into her consciousness. She looked confused and fumbled for words, shook her head, and hurried into another room with the flowers.

I looked down at my hands, embarrassed again by the “best friend” label.

Mrs. Nichols returned, settling on a stiff, ornate chair next to the television console. The furniture looked plucked in toto from a late-night commercial. The matching brocaded sofa and chairs were draped with crocheted antimacassars, the marble-topped occasional tables, covered with photographs, ashtrays, “conversation pieces,” coasters, and lamp bases that were porcelain ladies-in-waiting from one of the Louis’s courts. Every busy inch was shining, immaculate, and loved.

“I came to say how sorry I am. I brought notes from the class, her students. I wish I knew what else to say.”

“Amanda,” Mrs. Nichols said forcefully, “I know. I understand. I—I feel sorry for you, too.” She sniffed and ran a puffy hand over her eyes. She was a small, plump woman, and hints of Liza’s beauty were still evident inside her puffed features. “I know you had nothing to do with it.” She shook her blue-gray hair. “I told them that.” She pulled a crumpled tissue out of her dress pocket. “I told them.”

“Who?”

“The police. Those detectives. A skinny black man and a big white one. They came last night, to—” her voice dwindled to a whisper—“to…tell me.” She closed her eyes, then blew her nose. “The white one came this morning again. To ask me…things…about…my baby!” She buried her head in her hands, the tissue pressed to her face.

I went over and crouched by her side, holding her arm until the sobbing stopped. When she spoke again, her voice quavered. “It doesn’t make sense. Who would hurt my baby? Do you know? You were so close, the two of you.”

I winced. “I don’t know, Mrs. Nichols. I don’t know.”

“I was so happy when you two became friends, when she started staying with you. I always wanted the best for her. She stayed with good families, rich families, important people, when I worked for them. She lived in their houses, ate their food, wore the same clothing. You couldn’t tell her apart from their children. She belonged there. She always belonged there.”

My legs were cramping, and I stood up. Mrs. Nichols grabbed my hand. “You understand?” she demanded. “You understand?”

I nodded, although I didn’t understand at all.

Her voice became dreamy. “I used to watch the children in the neighborhood, and I could tell, right from the beginning, that Liza didn’t belong here. She was different, special. When she got so wild in high school, it broke my heart. And then, the acting, and wanting to go to New York, and—” she brushed something imaginary away with her hand—“and then, look, it all started happening the right way. Like magic. Like I always dreamed. Engaged to Hayden Cole and…”

Mrs. Nichols was deep, deep inside that old dream of hers. She smiled proudly, and I knew she had momentarily forgotten again. And then she looked around the crowded room as if something had leaped out of a corner, and her face collapsed. She stood up and leaned against the television console. Its top was covered with framed pictures of Liza. Some were ads cut from slick magazines. Some were fuzzy snapshots of a young Liza. Mrs. Nichols touched the silver frame of her daughter’s engagement portrait. “She was beautiful,” she whispered.

“Yes,” I agreed.

She walked over to the sofa, near me. “The police, they asked if anything was bothering her. Why?”

“I think it’s just something they ask in these situations.”

“How could she be troubled? She was marrying Hayden Cole! She was going to be a senator’s wife, maybe something even more someday. She was going to live in a mansion. Is that something to bother a girl? Since the day she was born, since her father ran out on us, I’ve worked every day to get back her real place in life. I gave her speech lessons, dance lessons. I never let her feel she was a little girl whose daddy ran away with a cheap—who didn’t care if we had a cent or a way to live like decent people. It was all for her. For Liza.”

I understood why Liza didn’t find it easy to talk to her mother. The woman had decided how the world worked a long time ago, and how to make it work for her, and she wouldn’t have been interested in any of her daughter’s opposing theories. She cataloged half a dozen more special lessons given her daughter. Modeling, singing, on and on. It reminded me of geisha training.

“Of course, she was high-strung,” Mrs. Nichols said. “Especially lately. But all brides get cold feet. If she’d had any important worries, I would have known. We were very close. You must know that.”

I had a sudden painful realization of how far apart we all stand from one another, how single-minded we all must be in what we want and what we choose to see.

“Mrs. Nichols, you must be exhausted.” And if she wasn’t, I was. “You should be resting. I just wanted to express my sympathy. Is there anything I can do to help you through this?”

“You aren’t leaving?” She looked terrified. “Let me fix you something. Coffee, tea, please?”

So I followed her into the tiny kitchen that was really a side slice of the dining room. It was decorated with the same heavy hand as the living room. The toaster was covered by a gingham rooster with a skirt. The salt-and-pepper shakers were a ceramic angel and devil. Magnets shaped like bananas and pears held a calendar and notes to the refrigerator.

Mrs. Nichols busied herself with the kettle. “It’s so awful. Things go on like normal, as if nothing had happened. The mail comes, a check for a job she did. A phone call. Her answering service. I don’t know what to do with it, I feel bad throwing it away, just like that….” She turned on the water tap and filled the kettle.

There was a small pile of mail on the table, all addressed to Liza, all opened. I had a good theory as to why Liza had her personal mail, or packages, sent to school, not home.

The calendar on the refrigerator was a sad witness to change. The future was all arranged in its small white squares. Tonight, Tuesday, had a notation: Dinner—H—7:00 P.M. Friday, Saturday, and Sunday all had “PPH”—Philadelphia Playhouse, I assumed, inked across the bottom of the squares. There were more notes and notices for Liza behind magnetic grapes and plums, chickens and cows: “Special rehearsal, Saturday A.M.,” a list, ripped from a magazine, of “good, moderately priced wines,” and, farthest from the calendar, a longer missive signed “Mom.”

“Liza,” it said, “I’ll be back around 6. Ans. Serv. called—call agency, maybe job Wed.? Also Winnie—call back.”

Winnie? As in a little gold bear? Somebody called Winnie, not “honey”?

“I know I have to throw things away,” Mrs. Nichols said, “but I can’t. It feels too…”

I put cups and placemats on the dining room table. “Mrs. Nichols, who is Winnie?”

She shrugged and seated herself. “A friend. She had so many. I never met most of them. Models, teachers, the Coles’ friends. Why?” But she didn’t really require an answer.

We sat in a tiny dining room heavy with furniture scaled for another setting. The whole house felt squeezed, condensed, as if Mrs. Nichols had stocked up for bigger, better days.

Mrs. Nichols reminisced about the past, her face softening as she spoke about the young Liza.

A clock in the living room went through an elaborate chiming tune, and Mrs. Nichols glanced at her watch. “Oh, my,” she said, “I didn’t realize how long I was talking. I’ll just tidy these,” she said, gathering up our cups. “Mr. Winston will be here soon.”

“Gus?”

Mrs. Nichols nodded.

It was as natural for Gus to pay a condolence call as it was for me. More so. He had dated Liza, and he had worked and acted with her.

Winnie? Nobody had ever called Gus Winston that in my hearing. But it would be like Liza to rename him on her own and think it was cute. Still. A five-hundred-dollar trinket? A love gift?

What was there left between them?

How could I know so many people without knowing anything about them?

*

IT WAS DARK WHEN I PULLED INTO MY PARKING LOT. I walked onto a nearly deserted Walnut Street. A woman shuffled along in a coat over a nightgown. She wore fisherman’s wading boots and carried a bottle in a brown paper bag. A man with a briefcase walked double-time.

I turned the corner toward my street and became truly alone.

Imitation colonial gaslights stand at each end of my authentically colonial street. They throw an antiquated haze over the corners, leaving even nearby cobblestones and hitching posts shadowy suggestions and the middle of the block a dark haze.

I flinched when a breeze knocked a loose shutter, when a spray of pussy willow in a nearby tub swayed.

“Stop it!” a muffled voice cried, and I gasped, until I realized it was only the angry sound of a woman inside one of the houses. Still, the voice triggered echoes in my memory, Liza crying out the same words.

The small of my back tensed. Clutching my house keys, I reassured myself that I was alone and safe, and I turned around to confirm it.

There was nothing near the puddle of light at the corner. Nothing behind me. I turned back.

And saw a shadow shrink and pull into itself.

You’re making it up, Amanda. Hallucinating. There’s nothing but stairways and planters.

The moon moved farther into a cloud bank, and the street became darker, heavier with fluid shadow.

There’s nothing there.

Still, I was afraid to run, afraid to make noise, afraid to alert the nothingness to my fear. I tiptoed silently, clutching my keyring like a talisman.

But something was somewhere.

I could feel it. Could sense it, as if its body heat sent out rays.

I tried not to breathe, listening, waiting for a sound, a lunge.

And then I bolted for my doorway and jammed in the key, barely able to see through a sudden blur of tears. I looked one last time to the right and saw, this time for sure, a tiny arc of light as a cigarette fell to the ground. Then I saw the shadow again change, enlarge, and pull away from the wall.

I didn’t wait to see the form take definite shape.

I threw open the door of my house and ran in, screaming at the top of my lungs.


Six

I PRESSED MY BACK AGAINST THE INSIDE OF THE FRONT door, trapped. Rational or not, I was afraid to move and call for help, as if only my body weight kept my house safe.

Who was he?

I strained to hear a move outside, footsteps, anything. What was he doing?

But all I could hear was my own pulse, beating heavily in my eardrums.

What was he waiting for?

You imagined it, I told myself. You’ve been under a strain. I listened again. What did he want?

The room pulsed, as if the whole house were having an anxiety attack along with me, breathing irregularly, hearing gradations in the silence.

I pried myself off the door and went toward the phone. The back of my little house seemed to recede, like the horizon in a nightmare, the phone shimmering farther and farther back.

En route, I passed the radio on the kitchen counter. Always leave the radio on, so your house will sound inhabited, I heard from some brain-scrapbook of helpful hints. One or two synapses over, a corollary message flashed— “Do it when you leave the house, dummy,” but I wasn’t in the mood to quibble. With one hand, I turned on the radio; with the other, I lifted the telephone receiver. Loud wailing metal filled the room; I couldn’t as easily hear my heart beating away my life. I listened hungrily. It felt so normal, so ordinary, to be standing in the kitchen tuned in to my ex-D.J.’s station.

As if nothing had happened.

And it probably hadn’t. Or if it had, he’d gone away by now. He had probably not been there in the first place, and certainly not waiting for me. I was being a fool. Mackenzie would have a heyday, making fun of me. I hung up the phone.

And then the doorbell rang.

I willed myself invisible. I was numb and light-headed.

I was also incredibly stupid. The person outside knew I was in here. Had watched me enter.

The bell rang again.

“Go away!” I screamed, finally out of my paralysis. “I’ve got a gun! Joe, get the gun! We’ve called the police!” I added for good measure, horrified that I hadn’t. I picked up the receiver again.

“Now,” I instructed myself. “Dial.” My throat hurt from wanting to cry and from the shouting. My hand trembled. “Now,” I repeated. I was holding the phone, but at the same time opening kitchen drawers in search of a weapon, scanning the house for a suddenly invented secret exit, a hidden passage. “Dial.”

Call the police.

And know that they won’t get here in time.

“The police are coming!” I screamed above the radio’s beat.

“Police!” the voice outside echoed. It didn’t make sense. I put back the receiver, turned off the radio, and tiptoed to the door.

“—kenzie,” I heard. “Please open up.”

Kenzie? Mackenzie? The one who hated games? Mackenzie had been lurking, following me? Terrifying me for sport?

This was a citizen’s case. The Philadelphia Police Department could add this one to their list of woes. My hands shook as I unbolted and unchained the door.

He smiled down on me.

“You bastard!” I was too angry to speak coherently, and my voice was high and strident, my words a pile of anger, tumbling out. “How dare you? How could you? What kind of sadistic—you should be thrown off the force! Arrested!”

He closed the door behind him and watched me, his eyebrows raised.
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