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The Voice on the Phone
Had Been Urgent

Come quickly, it said; Your mother is dying. But when I got to the hospital she was sleeping peacefully, her condition unchanged.

Numbly, I agreed that the nurses ought to report the prank call to the police.

They left me alone in the room.

It took me a slow-witted minute to comprehend that being alone was probably not a very smart idea, not smart at all. A thrill of fear propelled me quickly toward the comfort and safety of the hallway.

As I passed the closed door of the private bath in my mother’s room, it opened quietly, swiftly.

“Shut the door,” a voice said, “and turn off the lights.”

A small handgun was pointed in the direction of my mother’s head. I did as I was told ….
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“Suspenseful and entertaining … Jennifer Cain is spunky, funny, and smart, … Her cheerfully cynical slant, on Port Frederick’s troubles gives a nice edge to the narration.”

—Newsday

“Jennifer Cain is clever and witty … a thoroughly modern heroine.”

—Kansas City Star
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TO ALICE,
WHO TOLD ME SO.



Prologue
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The Martha Paul Frederick Museum of Fine Art is housed in a, well, house. There’s really no way around that bald and, to some locals, mortifying fact. You may call the house quaint and charming, or you may call it ugly and drafty, depending on your grasp of reality and your affection for truth. But adjectives, even when carefully chosen by our Chamber of Commerce, will never disguise the basic, humble nature of the Martha Paul Frederick Museum of Fine Art. It is no grand, granite edifice built by kings to honor avarice and art.

It’s just a house—a rambling, crumbling four-story monster of a mansion of brick and wood, built in 1768 to shelter the piratical ambitions of the Paul family, those infamous builders of ships for smugglers and slavers. For the last thirty-five years, it has served as our municipal museum, the gift to the city from said Martha Paul, that legendary benefactress to the arts—or, rather, art. With her death and no more Pauls to leave her fortune to, childless Martha managed in one fell swoop to buy her family’s way back into respectability. Unfortunately, when she bequeathed all that money for the purchase of art, she also demanded that it be forever displayed in her home. So we’ve been stuck with it until time and nature tear it down. (The Town Council staged a successful and ironic fight a few years ago to keep the house from being included in the National Register of Historic Buildings. They knew if it ever got on that list, we’d never be able to get rid of it!)

Now it’s all very well to point to other “museum houses,” like the Phillips in Washington, D.C., and then demand to know what it is we’re complaining about—as though to say that if a house is good enough for the Phillips, it should be good enough for little old Port Frederick, Massachusetts. But in so doing, the critic fails to consider that Washington has one or two other cultural landmarks to which it can point with chauvinistic pride. They can afford a little cold, drafty charm. In this town, however, the Martha Paul is all we’ve got. Culturally speaking—and not many of us do that very often—that’s it. Philharmonics have we none, nor ballets do we see outside of touring companies; and the local Women’s Theatre Guild for Tiny Tots has been, until recently, the closest we’ve come to repertory.

In other words, all our cultural marbles are rolling around the cavernous, dank hallways of Martha Paul’s ancestral home. But what marbles! What astoundingly exquisite works of art we’ve cornered up here in Poor Fred, sufficient to inspire pilgrimages to these hinterlands by culture mavens from all over the world. “My God,” they groan when they get their first glimpse of the building; and “my God,” they whisper when they see what’s inside.

You might say the excellence of the art collection at the Martha Paul, has been both our blessing and our curse: blessing because any museum would feel blessed to claim these masterworks as its own; curse because the collection is so good we’ve all become slaves to it. With few other outlets for cultural good works, the town pours most of its time, money, enthusiasm and volunteer efforts into our one claim to worldwide fame.

Port Frederick is definitely a one-horse town. But that one horse (though stabled in a miserable barn) is a thoroughbred Triple Crown winner if there ever was one.

All this is by way of explaining why Mrs. Francie Daniel, an otherwise intelligent woman, was spending Tuesday morning, February 12, conducting grade school children on a tour of the Martha Paul.



Chapter 1
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Francie knew it was going to be a bad day as soon as she saw the skinny wrist. The little hand attached to it was just reaching out to stick used bubble gum inside the rim, of the seventh-century Tang dynasty jar when Francie grabbed it in the nick of time. At the same instant, she spied the cherubic blond twins bringing up the rear of the grade school art procession.

“Girls!” she called out with a practiced blend of sugar and steel, “don’t kick the legs of the tables, please. They’ve already survived five hundred years; I don’t think we need to test their endurance further.”

Francie cast an admonishing glare at the accompanying fourth grade teacher from the Greaves Country Day School. The teacher, a good twenty years younger than Francie, managed somehow always to be looking the other way.

One of the fourth graders flicked a dirty fingernail against a priceless ivory Buddhist sculpture. He seemed pleased with the resulting soft thud.

At that point, Francie decided this was going to be one of those tours for which she’d better walk backward all the way if she wanted the revered Oriental galleries to resemble anything other than the path of a peculiarly sticky tornado.

“Children! Please don’t pull the loose threads out of the silk wall hangings!”

Few of the grade school classes Francie guided through the museum were like this one. Most were sufficiently intimidated to be pleasingly docile. But now and then in her ten years as a volunteer docent at the museum, Francie encountered a classful of Holy Terrors. She remembered with horror one class in particular that she had shuffled through the Native American Wing (converted servants’ quarters). Three years after the fact, the curator of Native American art still had not forgiven her for the missing eagle feathers in the eight-foot Sioux headdress.

Francie had a sinking feeling that this day’s fourth grade class was going to be a legendary Holy Terror, perhaps even one that docents in years to come would speak of in hushed, almost reverent tones.

Backward, she rounded the corner of one gallery of Oriental treasures and led the way toward another. Her gum sole shoes—worn for comfort, not beauty—trod silently, but the old hardwood floors creaked and moaned piteously as if begging people to stop walking on them. Francie’s eyes swept the children like those of a soldier searching for land mines. The analogy was not altogether farfetched.

“Now children,” she announced in her best clear, pleasant docent voice, “we are entering the gallery of Chinese furniture…”

“I wanna sit down,” whined a little girl—a bad omen considering the tour had started only five minutes earlier. They didn’t usually begin to droop until the tour reached the collection of Early American cooking utensils. Francie always considered that room one of the challenges of the tour since she not only had to revive small and weary spirits, but also somehow had to find a way to describe pots and pans without talking about food. At that point, the children were hungry and thirsty as well as pooped.

“You’ll get a chance to sit on the floor in a moment,” Francie said brightly, and prayed for the well-being of the exquisite, sturdily constructed but admittedly ancient chairs in the Chinese furniture collection.

She backed through the doorway.

The guard, knowing how to interpret the fearsome signal of a docent striding backward, stiffened into wary, watchful life. Despite his advanced years and creaky joints, he was fast enough to catch the class track and field star in mid-leap as she tried to hurdle the two-foot-high sculpted lions that graced the entrance to the gallery. Her tennis shoe nicked the edge of the porcelain and set it wobbling for a breathtaking moment. The lion and the old guard’s heart settled back into place in the same instant.

“Most of the beautiful furniture in this room has been given to the museum in recent years by one of our great philanthropists,” Francie was saying, while she stared in hypnotized horror at the offending tennis shoe. She jerked her eyes away but didn’t blink. She was afraid to blink. Centuries could fall in ruin before a determined fourth grade class in the wink of an errant eye. She inquired doggedly, with no great hope, “Do any of you know what a philanthropist is?”

A fat little boy took his finger out of his nose, where he had been keeping it warm on this cold day. He paused in his business long enough to say, “It’s somebody who gives things away to other people.”

Francie said later that that was when she felt the first tickle of sheer terror tease her stomach. If there is anything more frightening than a classful of little monsters, it is a classful of intelligent ones.

“Yeah, so they can get a tax deduction.” This from a budding CPA.

Francie-remembered stroking the arm of a Pin-Yang chair and feeling as one with its fragile vulnerability. “I was,” she said later, “only a middle-aged woman alone against the gathering storm.” She and the old guard eyed each other like the officers in Hamlet having seen the Ghost. Horatio, she thought wildly, you tremble and look pale.

“Good now, sit down,” she said aloud, unconsciously further quoting the Bard. “Sit around me in a half circle on the floor and I’ll tell you about this magnificent Chinese bed behind me.”

Giggles from the children.

“Well,” she told us later, “that I was used to. Giggles I could handle.” So she relaxed a bit, tucked a loose end of her blouse into her skirt and began her spiel about the most important, verily almost sacred, object in the Chinese collection.

“This is a Testered Bed With an Alcove,” she told them, “and a very rare sight to see …”

More giggles and some pointing.

“… the word tester refers to the canopy, or roof, that shelters the bed and the alcove. If you had been born into a wealthy Chinese family many years ago, you could have entertained a friend in the alcove, or curled up for a little nap on the bed …”

Downright peals of laughter, and even the teacher was smiling.

“… It’s a beautiful piece of furniture, isn’t it? And it looks comfortable, too, don’t you agree?”

Absolute hysteria. Tears running down chubby little cheeks.

“Children, please!” Francie felt insulted and torn. Insulted because the bed was her favorite piece in the whole museum; she’d never heard anyone, not even previous Holy Terrors, actually laugh at it. And torn because she was afraid to turn around and see what could possibly be so funny. She wished the guard would look her way, but he was practically deaf and blind, and anyway, he was still busily shaking an arthritic finger at the erstwhile hurdler.

She frowned and raised her voice over the, hilarity.

“This wonderful bed comes to us through the generosity of Mr. Arnold P. Culverson, one of our major benefactors. He has provided the funds to purchase most of the important pieces in our Chinese collection. But this is his favorite gift, as it is mine. In fact, Mr. Arnold Culverson loves this bed so much that he often stops by the museum just to see it.” Francie smiled in prelude to Arnie Culverson’s favorite jest. “He says he wishes he could bring over a pillow and sleep here!”

Pandemonium. Little fists pounding the floor, small bodies rolling about in helpless fits of giggles.

Francie could stand it no longer.

She turned to look at the Testered Bed With an Alcove.

It was occupied.

“Mr. Culverson!” Francie cried, and began to laugh too. She hadn’t thought the famous philanthropist had a reputation as a practical joker, but one never knew.

Francie walked to the bed and stepped carefully up onto the lovely wood floor of the alcove so she could peer down at Arnold Culverson on the bed. He really did look quite funny lying there with his eyes closed and his mouth curved in a sweet little smile. A soft pillow cradled his bald head; a baby blue comforter, pulled up under his double chins, furthered the comical effect.

“Okay, Mr. Culverson,” Francie said, good-humoredly going along with the rather eccentric joke. “It’s time to get up now!”

She reached forward to give the old man a gentle shake, causing the children to scream with delight again. Her hand brushed the soft bluish skin of Mr. Culverson’s face. It was deadly cold.

In the moment she stood there, frozen over the body in the ancient bed, Francie felt as if she had reached, horribly, through the present into a dead past. Her left hand reached out to grasp one of the wooden supports of the bed; her right hand rested heavily on its knuckles on the modern blue comforter. Steadied thus between two times and cultures, Francie Daniel smelled death.

Somehow, she managed to raise herself to a standing position again. She turned around and calmly smiled down, at the children.

“Okay, kids.” Her voice did not tremble. “Mr. Culverson says he wants to sleep a little longer.” She paused for squeals and giggles. “So let’s tiptoe out of here and go into the next gallery.”

Caught up in what they perceived as fun and mischief, the Holy Terrors obeyed. When they were safely ensconced in the Persian Gallery, Francie abandoned them—for once in her career as a docent heedless of any harm they might wreak—and stumbled frantically down the long dim corridors to the office of the museum director.

It was a long time afterward before Francie could admit that she was rather grateful to Mr. Arnold P. Culverson for having brought an abrupt and early halt to the fearsome and rampaging march of the Greaves fourth graders.



Chapter 2
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Arnie Culverson’s death—and the peculiar manner of its discovery—caused quite a stir in our offices. For one thing, the coroner called it suicide and no one had expected that of Arnie. His body was loaded with a lethal combination of liquor and the pills he took for hypertension and migraines. It might have been an accidental overdose but for the rather eccentric fact of his having crawled up on that beloved bed to die. Two pill bottles were found on him—one of them empty, the other nearly so. There was absolutely no sign of foul play. Neither was there a suicide note, but we all expected one to show up.

His death also stirred the waters because he was one of the few truly wealthy people in town. And like many of that elite group, he filtered his philanthropy through our foundation. I say our not because any of the money is mine, but because I administer the disposition of the millions of dollars of revenue it generates.

Everybody calls it The Foundation as if there were no other. In truth, of course, there are thousands of charitable foundations scattered across the country. But there’s only one whose sole function is “to protect and promote the well-being; the cultural, spiritual and mental development and the superior achievement of all kinds of the citizens of Port Frederick, Massachusetts.” That pretty well covers the waterfront, I’d say, which is exactly what the founders wanted. “If we state the objectives of The Foundation in bland and general terms, we can do whatever we damn well please with the money,” they might also have said, and probably did behind closed doors.

Officially, legally, it’s the Port Frederick, Massachusetts, Civic Foundation. It was established in 1968 by a family who, to paraphrase the rhyme about the old lady in the shoe, had so much money they didn’t know what to do. So, having done well, they did good. Still more to their credit, they encouraged their rich friends to bequeath all or part of their estates to The Foundation, thus compounding not only its net worth and yearly income but also its potential for charitable grants.

Before Arnie Culverson died, the assets of The Foundation had a current market value of $12 million. That sounds like a lot of money, I know, but the $12 million itself wasn’t ours to spend. That was the principal; we could only spend the income it generated from interest, dividends and rents.

Because of a sluggish economy, that yearly income had been declining every year for several years. And thanks to inflation, the money we earned didn’t buy nearly as much as it used to. We could no longer support the town’s charities in the style they deserved. And we weren’t the sort of town to ask for more government help than necessary.

So we needed more private money for The Foundation—a lot of it, soon.

When I heard about Arnie’s death, I knew The Foundation’s net worth would jump to about $20 million because he was leaving all his money to us. Bless his heart. Under the terms of his bequest, most of the money would be channeled through The Foundation to the Martha Paul; the rest we could spread around to other charities that desperately needed help.

Arnie’s money meant a lot more than nice little improvements to nice little do-gooders. To the museum and to some other nonprofit organizations, it meant survival.

But Arnold P. Culverson was not only a very rich man, he was also a nice old guy of whom I was quite fond. So I attended the visitation at the funeral home the night after he died as a friend as well as the representative of the beneficiary. It helped me feel less like a vulture hovering over the spoils, though I was sure I wasn’t going to look less like one to Arnie’s relatives. The truth is that The Foundation was getting all his money not only because he loved the town, but also because he hated his relatives. They, in turn, hated The Foundation, and I wasn’t all too sure how they felt about me, its executive director. If I hadn’t really liked Arnie, I don’t think I would have gone.

That night as I crunched over the snow and gravel in the parking lot at the Harbor Lights Funeral Home (an unfortunate name for a mortuary, if you consider the popular old song, “I see the harbor lights, they only tell me that you’re leaving …”), I was thinking fondly of Arnie’s shiny bald head. I’m fairly tall for a woman and Arnie kept getting shorter as he got older. He liked to ask me if I could see my reflection in his pate. “Your boyfriends only brush their hair so they’ll look nice for you,” he’d tease with that gentle smile that barely raised the corners of his wide mouth. “But me, I get a wax and polish. Did I miss any places, Jenny? Do you see any dull spots?”

There weren’t any dull spots in Arnie’s whole being. He vibrated with good humor and life. He never walked but always raced about with short little steps that made it appear as if his knees were perpetually bent and his feet in’ constant motion. “Aren’t I a paradox?” he mused one time when we were discussing what The Foundation would do with the funds he was leaving us. “Here I am, this hyperactive old fart who can’t sit still, and yet I have a passion for Chinese furniture. Me, I like something that represents all that is cool and calm and meditative! Can you beat human nature, Jenny?”

No, I couldn’t beat it, but I was going to miss his highly individualistic and lovably human nature. I walked slowly up the wide stone steps to the front door of the funeral home, stamping snow off my boots as I went.

“Hi, Jenny.” It was Stan Pittman, the son of the owner of Harbor Lights. He stood just inside the door to welcome visitors and help them with their coats and galoshes. “Coming to the Culverson visitation?” he asked me, a little shyly, and I felt sorry for him. Stan’s not really cut out for the funeral business, but that’s just going to be his tough luck, I suppose, since he’s the only heir to seven generations of undertakers. Like most New England towns, this one is lousy with descendants of “fine old” families. Most of them, however, have inherited only their distinguished names, and that won’t pay the rent.

“Hello, Stanley.” I patted down the collar of my acceptably conservative camel’s hair coat. Like a banker or a funeral director, I have to dress to fit other people’s image of my role. Given my druthers, I’d trade in all the beige and gray for red and purple. “Which room is it?”

“The Chapel of Quiet Blessings,” he said and blushed furiously, as would I if I had to say things like that. He stuck out a friendly but awkward hand. I think we were both surprised to discover that the cold fingers I placed in his palm were trembling. He was too well trained and basically sweet to comment, but I’m sure he noticed the tears that had sprung to my eyes.

I wasn’t crying over Stan’s inherited problems. I was sentimentally hoping that in the years to come I would spend Arnie Culverson’s money well, in ways that would have pleased and amused him when he was alive.

“Damn it,” I said to Stan, making him acutely uncomfortable. “Why did he have to go and commit suicide? It makes me feel so sad, as if I didn’t really know him at all.”

“I know what you mean,” said a whispery male voice behind me. It was Edwin Ottilini, senior surviving partner of Owens, Owens & Ottilini, and attorney to anybody who was anybody in Port Frederick. He reached out to help me with my coat. For a crazy moment, I thought he and Stan were going to fight for it; I felt like the rope in a tug-of-war.

“Thank you, gentlemen.” I stepped safely away from them during an instant when they paused to regroup their combative forces. Quickly, defensively, I slipped out of my trusty camel’s hair and draped it over my arm. Even then, a spirit of competitiveness reigned, as both men grabbed for it.

Stan, obviously desperate to maintain his firm’s reputation for gracious hospitality, finally won the battle with a decisive jerk that tested the fabric and my shoulder socket.

“Sorry, Jenny,” he said miserably, and trotted away with his prize to hang it up for me.

Edwin Ottilini, that ancient and tough old lawyer, winked at me and allowed as how there might be something to be said for women’s liberation. We walked together toward the Chapel of Quiet Blessings.

“Are you going to open the door for me?” I asked him. He threw me a sharp, curious look.

“Of course. It’s reflexive with my generation, like going to war and saving money. Why?”

“Because if you are, let’s get it over with before Stan gets back and the two of you kill me with more courtesy.”

He laughed quietly, appreciatively. Everything about him was quiet, from the dry, wry humor to the gray pinstripes on the fine black suits he habitually wore. He was a modulated man; if there was any Italian fire left in his thin blood, it did not often flame in public. His power, too, was quiet. Like many great lawyers, he gave the impression of knowing everything, telling nothing.

Edwin Ottilini was, of course, Arnie’s attorney.

We paused before the closed double doors of the Chapel of Q.B. He didn’t say why he suddenly seemed loath to enter it, but I knew why I was. I didn’t want to face that comforting room with its cheerful lamps shining in the gray, drained, made-up face of death. I didn’t feel like smiling and being tactful; rather, I felt an atavistic urge to keen.

“I liked him, Mr. Ottilini.”

“I liked him, too, Miss Cain.”

“I suppose everybody’s saying it, but I really can’t believe he killed himself. I know his heart was bad; I know his doctors didn’t give him long. But suicide? Arnie never took the easy way out of anything!”

“Maybe for him this was not the easy way.”

“I suppose. But think of all his plans for the museum and The Foundation …”

The old lawyer cleared his throat.

“Mr. Ottilini,” I said, “before we go in there, I want to ask you something.” His silence was full of waiting. “Have you set the date for the reading of the will? I’ll want to put it on my calendar.”

He gazed at me for a long, steady and rather unfathomable moment. I thought, as I often do in my frequent dealings with lawyers, how cautious they are in all things.

“Miss Cain, there is no need for a representative of The Foundation to attend the reading of the will.”

“It’s no bother.”

“You misunderstand, my dear,” he said patiently. “There is, I’m afraid, a new will of which you are evidently not cognizant. Under the terms of this latest document, it is Mr. Culverson’s daughter who will receive the entire bequest. There will be nothing for The Foundation.”

“What!” He must have considered it a rhetorical question, because he didn’t volunteer further information.

It was just as well that he opened the door for me. I no longer had the strength to open it for myself.



Chapter 3
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Once within, Mr. Ottilini favored me with an inscrutable if rather sad smile and glided silently off across the plush carpet to greet the other mourners. The Chapel of Q.B.—which was really just a big sitting room—looked like a convention of his clients and my potential donors. The rich and powerful of Port Frederick always turn out in force to pay last respects to one of their own. Arnie lay—still for once—in an open and opulent casket at the far end of the room. I said a silent hello to him but didn’t—couldn’t—move that way yet.

I stood by the door, weak kneed and wishing I could fade into the tasteful floral wallpaper while I digested the horrid implications of the lawyer’s bombshell. Instead, I was faced immediately with the two people I least wanted to see at that moment.

“Mother, it’s Jennifer Cain.” The forty-two-year old son that Arnie called “that worthless-good-for-nothing” turned his mean little smile on me. It was hard to imagine short, squat Arnie as his father, hut the resemblance to his elegantly thin mother was unmistakable, right down to their matching smiles. My assistant director claimed they could pass for brother and sister—with the face (and other) lifts that makes Mrs. Culverson look so much younger and with the general air of dissipation that makes Franklin look so much older, they meet in the middle somewhere around fifty-three.

“Ah, Jennifer, dear, so nice of you to come to the visitation,” cooed Marvalene Culverson. “Could it be that you were truly fond of Arnold? Or maybe you don’t know about the new will?”

Having already been struck dumb by Mr. Ottilini, I just looked at her. There’s really no answer to that kind of nastiness anyway, except perhaps “up yours,” and my position does not permit me such gratifying liberties.

“I think she knows, Mother. That’s why she looks so pale and wan. Feeling pale and wan, Jenny? Really, I wouldn’t if I were you; it doesn’t go well with your makeup.”

I gathered what little was left of my wits.

“I liked your father very much, Franklin. I’m sorry, he’s dead.”

“Oh, so are we, dear.” Mrs. Culverson reached out a sleek claw to pat my arm. “Particularly since he chose such an embarrassing way to do the deed. We’re just awfully sorry he’s dead. At least while he was alive we had some access to his money. You know, of course, who he left it to?”

“Your daughter, I understand.”

“Then you understand more than I do.” With which cryptic and angry remark she turned her back on me and stomped off to charm her other guests, leaving me alone with Franklin. Marvalene has family money of her own on which I knew she could probably support herself, Franklin and one or two top-name designers. My heart did not bleed for her.

“My sister’s here,” Franklin informed me. I couldn’t tell if his cold tone was intended for her or me. Not even bothering with the pretense of courtesy, he pointed a long finger at a woman about my age seated near the open casket. Even though Ginger Culverson’s head was lowered so I couldn’t see her face, it was obvious that she’d been the child who had inherited Arnie’s genes. I’d never seen her before. She’d been sent to boarding schools as a child and later she dropped out of Radcliffe to join a Marxist commune someplace in Idaho. Arnie rarely mentioned her, and then only with bitterness. He called her “the kid who ran away from everything.”

But I was beginning to see that beneath that parental anger had been undying love. Or why else would he so impulsively have left all his money to her? It was impulsive, wasn’t it? Surely he didn’t string us along, knowing all the while he would leave it to her? I couldn’t believe I was that wrong about him.

“I’d like to meet her.”

“Really? My, you are the polite one, Jenny. But then I suppose you have to think of the future of The Foundation, don’t you? Maybe if you insinuate yourself with her, my sister will leave you everything my father didn’t.” He glanced with malicious pleasure from my aghast expression to his sister’s downcast head. “I don’t know though, she looks goddamn healthy to me. You may have to wait a while for her to kick off. We’ll all have to wait a while longer, I fear.”

He swiveled his thin face back to me.

“You think I’m despicable, don’t you, darling, now tell the truth.” He was playing the brittle sophisticate to a degree that set my teeth on edge. But Franklin didn’t anger or shock me as his mother did; he only filled me with pity. I’ve known him all my life; there’s a lot about Franklin to feel sorry for.

“My opinion of you is no lower than your opinion of yourself,” I said.

He gave me a furious, terrified look before he quickly controlled his expression.

“I believe we’ve come to what is known as a conversational lull,” he said stiffly. “I suppose it was nice of you to come,” he added by way of farewell as he glided off after his mother.

I swallowed the bad taste left in my mouth by my own self-righteousness. Franklin might well be a mess, but who was I to tell him so?

My scowl lifted at the welcome sight of an approaching friend.

“Hi, Swede,” said Michael Laurence, using the obvious nickname based on my ancestry and appearance. Sometimes he called me Sweedy—but only in private, thank God. He stood in front of me and said, “This may be a stupid question, considering the circumstances, but why the long face?”

We kissed, circumspectly.

“I was thinking about power, Michael.”

“Its uses or abuses?”

“The way it abuses the person who holds it, if you let it. It seduces you into thinking you have the right—even the duty—to pronounce judgment on everything and everybody.” His eyes said he was seriously listening, a great compliment from a man to a woman. Those eyes are so incongruous—sympathetic puppy dog brown irises set in that patrician face. My secretary says those eyes confuse her, she doesn’t know whether to curtsey to Michael or to scratch behind his ears. I said, “Michael, do you think I’m smug or bossy?”

“No. I think you’re relatively young to wield the power you do and you’re not completely comfortable with it yet.”

I must have grimaced.

“Don’t grimace like that,” he laughed. “You know you wield power in this town. With all that money at your disposal through The Foundation of course you do, everybody knows you do.”

“Um,” I said, meaning to be wry, “you may have noticed how many more friends I have since I took the job.”

“Oh come on, Jen. That goes with the territory and you know it. Of course people cozy up to you! If The Foundation can do them some good, they’d be crazy not to. You may call it cynical, but I call it human nature and I don’t see anything so terrible about it. You’d do the same if you were they, and so would I.”

“You’d never use anybody, Michael.”

“Oh, Swede.” The gentle eyes were sad and serious. “I don’t know where you got this notion of my sainthood, but I wish you’d drop it. I’m just an ordinary man who happens to be in love with an extraordinary woman.”

“You only love me for my power,” I teased, trying to keep the mood light and the topic away from that familiar, painful one.

“No.” As usual, when it came to talking about his feelings for me, he refused to play games. “I love you because you’re’ the smartest, nicest woman I know. Also the sexiest.”

“Oh, Michael.”

“Oh, Michael.” Even his mocking was gentle. “Why don’t you ever say, Oh Michael, yes I’ll marry you. I’ll throw away Port Frederick and The Foundation and run away to your little chateau in the Loire.”

“I hate it when you make fun of yourself.”

“Ah! You admit I have a fault! Well, that’s progress, I guess.” There was self-pity in his voice, an unattractive tone I’d only recently begun to hear. We’d dated off and on for a couple of years, always on my terms. Except for a briefly sexy interlude near the beginning, those terms had never got beyond the fondly platonic. The problem was not that I thought of him as saintly, but that he seemed more like a brother than a lover—and therefore untouchable. Still, he persevered with good humor and patience. My secretary thought I was crazy not to love him; she thought he was crazy to keep loving me.

“You favor the underdog, don’t you, Jenny?” he said. “Well, has it ever occurred to you that I’m the underdog in the fight for your affection?”

He tried to make a joke of it, but the joke didn’t come off. He only managed to sound melodramatic. I felt embarrassed for him, and uncomfortable. I hoped no one could hear us.

“Look at me, Jen! Just once, I wish you’d see the man I am instead of your sainted image of me!”

When he was done emoting, he looked as surprised as I. Suddenly, his grin was self-effacing, and real.

“Tune in tomorrow,” he said, making me laugh. “Will Jennifer love Michael? Will Michael make an ass of himself? Will Jennifer still go out with Michael on Friday night?”

“Of course.” It had been a long day and I was suddenly exhausted. “You know, maybe I’m not so smart after all. And maybe I’m not such a great judge of character.” I decided to share with him the news about the will. “I sure missed the boat with Arnie…”

But I never got to finish the thought …

We were abruptly interrupted by a small, noisy, elderly mob. Three of my favorite Foundation clients had converged upon us.

“Hello, children!” chirped Minnie “HaHa” Mimbs.

Hands were shaken, cheeks were kissed and greetings were exchanged all around. With Minnie were her old pals, Moshe Cohen and Mrs. Charles Withers Hatch. Not one of the three was younger than eighty and none of them stood any higher than Michael’s shoulder or my chin.

The blue-gray of Minnie’s hair perfectly matched the blue-gray of her Chanel suit, which I personally knew to have been designed by Coco herself—many years ago. Seeing her thus, I knew Minnie had dressed conservatively in deference to the solemnity of the occasion. Minnie likes to dye her hair to match her clothes, and since her favorite colors are orange and green, she looks pretty wonderful sometimes. She can get away with it, of course; the old can do as they damn well please if they have the money. Minnie had it in spades and real estate, and what she damn well pleased to do with it was give it away. I knew that when she died she’d be leaving half a million to her Episcopal church and another half to The Foundation, mainly for the benefit of the Martha Paul.

She smiled gaily at us.

“Isn’t this nice?” she said. “Arnie would be so pleased to see everybody here, give or take a wife, perhaps. I do just adore weddings and funerals.”

“And christenings!” This from Mrs. Charles Withers Hatch, who was of the old school and always used her husband’s name. Mrs. Hatch always told me that if I were a “good girl” she’d leave “a little something” to The Foundation, though I knew her first love was the Welcome Home for Girls. I had to promise, she said, to put the money to “good Christian use.” Being of a handy ecumenical bent, I could easily agree to the terms. Just as I could agree to promise Moshe Cohen that most of the money he gave to The Foundation would be channeled to the Jewish causes he so passionately supported. He was also the financial force behind our sparkling new civic theater, due to open Friday night.

Moshe made himself known from beside Michael’s left shoulder, or rather, below his shoulder. “Veddings, christenings,” he said disdainfully to the ladies. “Give me a good bar mitzvah any time!” He’d never worked up the nerve for the big trip to Israel, so at eighty-two years of age, he had settled for an ersatz Yiddish accent. It drove his old friends crazy.

“What do you know from bar mitzvah, you old fool?” demanded Minnie. She and Moshe had dated back in the ’20’s and she felt she had a proprietary right to treat him with affectionate contempt. “You haven’t seen the inside of a synagogue since the Six Day War.”

“So maybe I pray at home and vear a skullcap to bed, so how should you know about Jewish?” He winked at Michael and me. “They try to convert me, these two. For more years than I care to tell you, they try. They think maybe I should lead the local Jews for Jesus? I tell them, I say, Minnie HaHa and Mrs. Charles Vithers Hatch, vonce a Jew, always a Jew.”

“Oy vey,” said the very Protestant Mrs. Hatch. “Take us home, please, Moshe.”

“Goodbye, children,” chirped Minnie, with a wave of both of her gloved hands. “You look lovely, my dears.”

And so, without Michael or me having contributed more than “hello” to their slightly hysterical conversation, off they went in search of Moshe’s chauffeur.

Michael and I grinned at each other.

“Do you want to go to the cocktail party at the club before the opening?” he asked, speaking of the gala premiere of Moshe’s new theater.

“Not particularly. You go without me if you want to, all right?”

“I think I will. Then I’ll drive by and pick you up on the way to the theater.”

“Fine, I’ll see you Friday night then. Right now, I think I’d better go introduce myself to Arnie’s daughter.”

“I met her a few minutes ago.”

“And?”

“She likes me.”

I laughed—absently, probably—and turned toward the end of the room I’d been avoiding. There they waited: Arnie and the daughter for whom he had betrayed his promises to The Foundation and the Martha Paul.’

As I worked my way along the edge of the quiet crowd, I purposely avoided the eager glances that Simon Church directed my way. Simon, the director of the museum, would want to discuss Arnie’s plans for the Chinese galleries. I couldn’t bear to tell him there weren’t going to be any plans.

Ginger Culverson glanced up when I offered my name to her. She looked as if it had rung a bell whose tune she couldn’t quite recall.

“Who are you?” she said, but it wasn’t rude, not like the same question would have sounded coming from her mother or brother, who would have italicized the are.

“I was a friend of your father’s.” The going was awkward from there. “I’m the director of The Port Frederick Civic Foundation, which is involved in some charitable activities that your dad was interested in. He and I worked together on some, uh, projects,” I finished lamely. Did she know that her inheritance had scuttled those “projects” supposedly so dear to her daddy’s heart?

The intelligent eyes she had inherited from him lit up her sad round face.

“Oh yes, The Foundation. Jennifer Cain. Yes, I’ve heard a lot about you.” And then she giggled. The laughter escaped from her mouth like a burp and she put up a hand to cover it. But it was too late. Behind her hand, the wide mouth like her father’s curled up in the familiar and sweet little smile.

I grinned back at her.

“I’ll bet you have.” I made a quick decision. “You wouldn’t want to go get a drink with me, would you? Or a cup of coffee? It’s been a long day and I don’t know about you, but I’ve had it.”

She gathered her purse and used tissues and stood. The top of her head came just to the bottom of my nose, as her father’s had. “Let’s get the hell out of Dodge,” she said.

We settled into a cozy table at the Buoy and wrapped our hands around toasty glasses of hot buttered rum. As usual, the ancient bar was packed with a mixed crowd. In the darkest corner were the local fishermen, drinking late because the weather was too foul for work. Upright and chic at the long bar were the urban mariners in their immaculate pea coats and pipes, hustling the women who hustled them. I waved to a few local shopkeepers and smiled encouragingly at the few tourists who were bold enough to brave our February.
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