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PART ONE





One

Dublin was behind him now, but not the rain. Stanwood shifted his formidable bulk, uncomfortable with the narrow-seated confines of the small black and tan CIE train rattling south. A fixed table was set between the facing seats throughout the car, a convenience for playing cards, propping a newspaper or package, or taking lunch; but Stanwood had none of these, and as the train jolted and jerked, he swore silently, glowering as he tried to distribute his oversize body by leaning to the side, easing his cramped and aching midriff off the sharp edge of the cursed table.

Blasted train is for midgets, he thought sourly. The other passengers he viewed on the opposite aisle seemed complacent, showing no visible annoyance. Well, and why not, he thought. They’re used to these damn toy cars. Probably been bred to fit.

The steady rain that had left him sodden in Dublin increased in intensity, and the spattered windows offered only a blurred panorama of the bleak countryside. The train ran parallel and close to the Irish Sea from Dun Laoghaire to Wicklow, and he saw it vast and murky into the distance, the long curling waves approaching to break gently on the dark wet strand.

Gusts of wind swept through the open windows, jammed stuck, of the swaying car, and the chill of the October morning seeped into Stanwood’s bones. The other occupants, he noticed, wore heavy coats, collars turned up, hats and down-padded anoraks. Some were already breaking out the thermos jugs of hot tea, as Stanwood watched enviously. So much for the sunny southeast, he thought, rubbing at his heavy thighs, slapping his numbed knees together. Let’s hope it’s better at Rosslare.

He was a stranger to Ireland, knew next to nothing of the country, but he was more than a casual tourist. The long flight from Los Angeles to New York, followed by the even longer Aer Lingus night flight to Dublin airport through Shannon was no tentative vacation. Nor was it a business trip, as Stanwood was no longer in business. For more than half his life he had been a detective of homicide with the Los Angeles Police Department, and now he had given it up for retirement. After Kate’s death, his work had no more meaning for him than living itself, and the trip now was for Kate, to honour a commitment.

There was the younger sister, Noreen, who had remained when Kate had left Ireland forever for the States over twenty years ago. The parents had exerted some hold on the child, and she had never followed Kate over. Promises to visit had been made, and never kept. The years rolled by and all that Stanwood knew of Noreen Kelly had been gleaned from the meagre correspondence between the sisters, an occasional photograph taken during early school years. A rare postcard, brief note, then nothing.

Kate Kelly had come on straight to California, found herself a job and a husky young giant pounding the Los Angeles streets as a policeman, married him, encouraged him into bettering his grade and becoming a detective; loved him with a fanaticism that defied all reason, and died suddenly, never older than the day they met, Stanwood believed, and left him desolate, a grieving lost hulk of a man.

Her one continuing concern had been for her younger sister, to see her well, and before she died the pact had been mutely made that Stanwood would look in on her, help the girl if he could. His fingers rubbed at the worn ring in his pocket. That, along with many pictures of Kate and their years together, and the stories he could tell of her warmth, dedication and final moments, was what he was bringing to Noreen Kelly in Rosslare. All that a man could do.

Stanwood blinked, unaware that his eyes had moistened. It took the merest fragment of memory to break him down again, and he shook his head, rubbed his face with the large battered knuckles that betrayed the inherent violence of his profession, marvelling as always at the tenacity of his one all-consuming love.

To break the sentimental chain of his thoughts, he faced the rain-streaked window to look inland at the lush rolling hills of County Wicklow. The emerald-green fields glistened damply, dotted with an occasional stone house, smoke curling from turf fires through squat red chimneys. Horses stood with bowed heads, flanks to the slanting rain; cattle huddled in the middle of yellow-green meadows. Washing hung stiffly behind the houses. There were thatched roofs on small white cottages, ploughs and tractors alongside barns.

It was early enough for people to be stirring. A lighted room suggested a man and wife having breakfast. Children were running out of doors and he looked searchingly ahead for schools, perhaps buses. A child of his own, he thought, would have been no use to him now, reminding him always of the mother. And yet, how wonderful and fruitful it might have been. To watch the seedling sprout, the growing miracle every day.

And then it’s out of the nest for good, he reminded himself harshly, and you’d be on your own again, a fool of a man with no understanding of the ways of nature.

People were something else. His years as a police officer had acquainted him with all kinds, the good and passive along with the crazies and violent ones. It had taken long hard years to absorb the feel for them, the patience to withhold judgment until the pertinent facts had been assembled and weighed. He thought he knew people now. Only to himself did Stanwood remain an imponderable mystery.

From Wicklow to Arklow, the train fled from the grey-green Irish Sea. There were ruins in the hills, stumps of Norman castles. Beyond Rathdrum, he strained to see the Vale of Avoca, checking hastily with his map, but in the downpour it could have been anything. The sea came into view again after Arklow, and then he was being carried inland, seeing little villages, a pub, a church, petrol stations and clusters of streets.

People were getting about in small cars, lorries were filling the narrow roads. There were more little houses set far apart, a man kissing his woman goodbye at an open door. She wore a brown scarf over red hair. Stanwood swallowed hard.

The wizened old conductor was shaking his shoulder, yelling something down at him. Stanwood looked up stupidly. “What?” he said. “What’s that?”

The old man was jabbing at the air toward the front of the car. “It’s Rosslare coming up, sir. You’ll be the one asking for it.”

Stanwood shook himself. “Amen,” he said.





Two

The train pulled away leaving him on the open, desolate platform. Rain lashed at him as Stanwood looked around trying to get his bearings. The hotel in Dublin had called ahead to arrange the Rosslare reservation, but there was nobody to meet him. Up ahead was a small bridge and road passing across the tracks. Stanwood shook water off his head, wondering which direction to try.

A trainman was leaving a shed at the far end. Stanwood watched him approach a small parked car. He waved his arm at the man.

“Can you direct me to the Strand Hotel?”

The trainman was young, smiling. “I’ll do better. It’s on me way, not far. Hop in. I’ll take you there.”

Stanwood forced his bulk and bag into the tiny car, grateful for the lift. “Damn nice of you. I’ve no idea where they’re hiding the blasted place.”

The driver backed and turned up a narrow lane Stanwood hadn’t noticed. “Just over the ridge here. The strand is the beach along the water, you know.”

The little car hummed over the hill and turned down a narrow blacktop road. “Why is everything so small here?” Stanwood said, trying to keep the weight of his shoulders off the man.

The driver laughed. His blue trainman suit was worn and shiny. “Well, you’ll be too big for most of it, that’s a fact. Although we have some large men, too, you’ll be seeing. As for the cars, it’s a small country, and we’ve no need for bigger ones. Saves on the petrol, too, you know, and what with the cost of it, we do far better this way.” He patted the steering wheel with affection. “You’ll be coming from the States, man?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Aye, I’ve heard of the place.” He cut in sharply and the car skidded through water. “Now,” he said.

Stanwood looked at him. “What?”

The man pointed over Stanwood’s shoulder. “There’s your hotel. Good luck with you.”

“Much obliged,” Stanwood said, hauling himself out. He stood for a moment waving his thanks at the departing car and driver, unmoved by the pelting rain. Then he found the entrance and stepped inside the glass door.

Immediately on his left was a large parlour with a fireplace blazing. People were reclining on soft chairs. The warmth of the fire flooded across the open door and he was tempted to duck in, dry himself, get the chill out of his bones. But the check-in counter was just ahead down the hall. He might as well get that over with first, he decided. See that his reservation was in order.

He squished soddenly past men and women looking comfortably dry, warmed by sweater or coat. A blonde girl at the reception desk looked up at him. Stanwood removed his hat and water dripped on the counter. The girl was decent about it, acting as if she had seen rainwater before.

“Sorry about that. My name is Stanwood. The manager of the Berkeley Court in Dublin made a reservation for me here.”

She glanced down at her reservation book. “Oh, Mr. Stanwood, I’m so sorry. We were to meet you at the station but your train is in early.” She turned to a big clock on the wall. “You’re not due in Rosslare until 11:15 – and look at you, man – you’re soaking wet.”

I’ve been wet before, he thought. The question is, do you have the room for me? “No problem. I can get into dry things if you have the room ready.”

She handed him a key. Attached to it was a huge plastic disc. It’d be hard to lose that one, he thought. “Room 26,” she said crisply. “It’s all prepared. Second floor, top of the stairs. And you can use the warming room just below.”

His shoulders swung back, shedding more water. “Warming room?”

“To dry your wet clothes. The girl will show you.”

He was at the stairs with his bag, when the girl called. “Mind your head, sir, at the first turn, top of the stairs.”

Stanwood shrugged, walking up the short flight. He was looking at the key in his hand. He recoiled, stopped short, grunting at the word generally used when bonking one’s head.

“Are you all right?” the girl asked.

“What?” he said. “It’s okay. Just a little bump.” He rubbed his forehead, and with bent knees and hunched shoulders looked at the offending slanted stairwell overhead. Now if I do that every day, he thought, I’ll be a lot shorter when I leave; That could take your head off.

He stepped cautiously into his room. There was sufficient head clearance. No beams overhead to bonk against. It was a brightly coloured room, lit with a soft glow from the sea. Small bath and shower. The bed was firm, comfortable enough for his size. He went to the window, looked out across low tarred rooftops, auxiliary wings of the hotel. There was a thin strand of deserted beach beyond. Nothing to be seen on the dull green sea. The rain had eased to a soft persistent drizzle.

He stripped and took a hot shower. Towelled dry, he unpacked his bag and put on dry clothes. He took his wet outer clothing out to the hall. A thin girl wearing a green dress was polishing the head of the staircase.

“Warming room?” he asked, awkwardly showing his wet things.

“Just below, sir. Next half-landing. Right through the door.”

“I mean, what is it? What do you do with the stuff?”

Her voice was light, with a lilt of the brogue. “Why, you hang them up to dry, sir. The room is heated, you see.”

It was a musty-smelling room, small and uncomfortably hot. Coats, hats, pants and mackintoshes hung over thick steaming pipes. Stanwood moved a few items, and found room for his own. As he balanced his hat on the top, he wondered briefly if the heat would shrink its brim. Well, the hell with it, he decided, left it there and walked downstairs, mindful of his head.

Girls were busy behind the front desk. One at the switchboard, another sorting mail. The blonde one who had signed him in, saw him and smiled.

She lifted his card. “You didn’t put down how long you would be staying with us, Mr. Stanwood.”

Stanwood rubbed his jaw. “I can’t say exactly. I mean, it all depends, miss.”

“Shall we say for a few days, then? Three or four. We have to honour previous reservations, you see.”

“I suppose three or four would be all right,” Stanwood conceded. “I’m down here looking for somebody, and she might have moved on.”

The girl cocked her head. “Oh?”

Stanwood took a worn envelope from his pocket. He held it far from his eyes, squinting to see the return address.

“Cedar View Burrow, Rosslare Strand,” he read. “It’s the last local address we had from her.” He handed the envelope to the girl. “There was one more recently where she was working, in Dublin. But I missed her there. They thought perhaps she might have come back to Rosslare. It’s a small town. Perhaps you know the family here.”

She was staring curiously at him. “Would that be Noreen Kelly that you’re looking for, then?”

Stanwood nodded, brightening. “Yes. Do you know her?”

She had turned away. Now she laughed, calling, “Noreen?”

Next to the cashier’s office, a door opened. A young girl came out, pushing her arms into a short coat. Stanwood stared at her glowing red hair. She was putting a brown scarf over it. His jaw dropped, and he blinked. It’s Kate, all over again, he thought.

The blonde girl waved the envelope. “This gentleman is Mr. Stanwood. He’s come to see about a girl called Noreen Kelly of Rosslare Strand.”

The redhead stopped short. She paled, then looked at him and shrieked. “Bill – Bill Stanwood! Oh, my God!”

She came running out from behind the desk counter, and threw herself at him. Incredible, Stanwood thought, she’s off her feet. He braced to hold her. Thin arms were wrapped tightly around his neck. She was kissing him, and he could feel her heart beating wildly through her open coat. Her lips moved over his face, and then were at his ear. She was babbling incoherent words, crying.

He put her down gently, holding her shoulders. “It was Kate’s wish that I see you. Up till the end, she was hoping –”

She burst into fresh tears, stamping her booted foot. “Oh, my dear, poor Kate. I’m so sorry, Bill. I couldn’t, I just never could get away. You understand, don’t you? But I can’t blame you for hating me. My own sister! Was she ill for long before it took her, Bill?”

He had to stay clear of her questions or he would be lost again. There were things he had to say, certainly, but knowing he was on perilous ground, he wanted to go at it slowly, at his own guided pace.

He tried to smile reassuringly, shaken by her uncanny resemblance to Kate. “It’s all right, Noreen. Katie knew you’d be there if you could. I’ve lots to tell you, many things she wanted you to hear about.”

“Oh, Bill,” she wailed. “How ever did you find me?”

Before he could answer, he saw her attention gone, her expression change. She seemed to be looking somewhere above his head, as if in sudden thought. Her bright, sapphire eyes dilated, her lips twisted. There was a sharp intake of breath, and then she recovered. A horn was honking insistently outside.

She shook her head impatiently. Her voice became shrill, the words poured out with glib urgency. “Oh, Bill, I’m sorry. Somebody is waiting for me. Can I see you another time – later, perhaps?”

He nodded vigorously. “No problem. I’ll be here a few days, and we’ll have all the time to –”

She threw herself at him again, hugging him tightly, her face smothered in his chest. Then she broke away and ran down the red-carpeted hall. A small yellow car was parked outside the front glass doors. He saw the quick flash of her legs, the door slammed shut, and the car sped off. A pale youth with light hair was behind the wheel.

The reservation girl was speaking. “Well, and aren’t you the luckiest man! Would you ever in your right mind have thought it would be so easy to find your Noreen Kelly?”

Stanwood was shaking his head. No, ma’am, he wanted to say, not in a million years! But he did not respond, and walked trance-like toward the front glass doors.

Was he wrong about Noreen’s expression, the subtle change before she ran off?

He stood staring out through the glass, hearing the voices of guests conversing pleasantly behind him. His shoulders were hunched. He looked down and saw his fists clenched. Come on, man, he told himself, you imagined it.

He shook his head imperceptibly, stubbornly. How could he have imagined it? And how could he be mistaken, when he had seen that same frozen mask of terror hundreds of times over the years? A detective of homicide can be wrong about many things. But early on, if he is to survive, he learns to recognize the scent of fear, and its accompanying look. He lives by that talent, or dies for the lack of it.

He stood there, rigid, staring outward, his gnarled thick fingers rubbing the battered smooth knuckles.

What the devil was she afraid of?

Now Katie, my dear, he was saying inside himself, it’s nothing to worry about. Whatever it is, I’ll see to it, and make it come right.

A gust of wind whipped up a fresh flurry of rain. It covered the glass and Stanwood turned away, nodding, talking silently to himself.





Three

Later in his room, his circling thoughts nagged without resolution. Did I see the fear or imagine it? Did she change colour or not? What was that about? Was it me reminding her of Kate, knocking her off-centre somehow? Why did I frighten her so? And if not me, then who else? Nobody was around.

Stanwood could think of no answers. The orbiting questions hovered inside the far corners of his mind, distant and beyond his understanding. He realized he knew nothing of this younger sister. The few words she had babbled in his ear were no more than normal feelings of guilt for having neglected Kate. The frozen look of fright or terror that had suddenly seized her, he decided, had to be an alien feeling. Nothing to do with him.

The rain had stopped. Sunlight reflected off the trees and shimmering roofs. He thought if he took a walk and saw something of the village, it might help. Clarify his thinking, get him off this morbid, convoluted track that led nowhere.

His clothes in the warming room were dry. His hat was a tighter fit. Too much of a good thing there. Wearing a sweater under his coat, he went down the angled staircase.

Guests sat along the corridors, or strolled. There were side rooms for cards, music, writing. A large TV room. The long bar at the north front was well-stocked, crowded at half-day. Behind it was a games room used for snooker.

The long, carpeted corridor led to the east wing with a smaller bar and serving counter. Pretty young girls in their green dress uniforms were offering sweets, tea and coffee. Outside the walled glass windows and rear door was a flagged terrace. Gulls screeched when he stepped out, and he heard the surf below the windbreak bluff.

Cars were parked closely together in front of the hotel entrance. A large lot across the street held more. He crossed to the single sidewalk running there, and walked north along the main street. An occasional small car sped by, tyres humming on the narrow, wet road.

This main street, it appeared, was all there was to it. A few separated houses and stores. No compact village, as such. Chemist’, grocery and meat market. Antique shop across the road. Old brick house with a Bed and Breakfast sign in the window. Along the grassy stretch near the water, there were clusters of white huts. Caravans. Not much to the town, he thought.

He passed a church. Across from it was a school. High treble voices of children were singing in hymnlike chorus.

It was Thursday afternoon in Rosslare and Stanwood felt the oddity of being a stranger. He tried to get the feeling of Kate growing up here. She had given off nothing of this small place.

The next crossing was flooded, and he circled the big puddle in its centre. He heard a car coming up behind him. It passed on his right, too close, and the splash of water surprised him. He had forgotten drivers in Ireland used the left lane with their right-hand drive vehicles. He shook himself off. Wake up, he berated himself, things are different here.

He continued walking, and his mind switched again to Noreen. If he was to interpret the look of fear and surprise passing so quickly over her face, he would have to sum up what little he knew of her life.

Kate was still comparatively young when she had died the past year Christmas week. Noreen, he estimated, could be near 25 now, a little child when Kate had left Rosslare for good. During the years Noreen grew up, Katie was lavish with presents. Blouses, shoes, stockings, whatever caught her eye for the younger sister.

Then, abruptly, Noreen’s letters stopped coming. Kate continued writing to the old place in Rosslare, despite the lack of response. One day Noreen wrote. She had been away from home, had visited briefly, and was going away again. There was a job in Dublin. This note carried the Rosslare address, and was in the envelope Stanwood held. There was a card from Belfast, then the following year a letter from the Dublin hotel where she was working. She was doing well, she wrote, and hoped Kate was well. Kate was dying, instead, from a malignant tumourous growth.

When Stanwood reached Dublin, he had spent three days searching for Noreen Kelly. She had left her last employment for another hotel. She then worked as a cashier at a coffee shop. She left there to work briefly in a bank as a teller. A girl in the bank manager’s office told Stanwood she had moved up north to Belfast. No forwarding address. Discouraged, he had returned to his Dublin hotel. A girl working the night shift at Reservations remembered Noreen having worked with her recently. She believed Noreen had returned to Rosslare. And so Stanwood had taken the next morning train down.

He had not thought of asking personal questions about Noreen of her employers, nor had any comments been offered of her character or diligence. He wanted only to see the girl, pass on Kate’s wedding ring, for luck, as Kate had wanted, let her have some of the early photos of Kate, offer financial help if it was needed.

Stanwood stopped. The road curved away at this point and had lost its sidewalk. He faced a sign at a gatepost. ROSSLARE GOLF CLUB. He walked up the long gravel driveway. A sign directed him to the pro shop at the rear. But at the front there were lighted windows. Men were inside drinking at the bar, playing snooker. He walked in, ordered a beer, a glass of Irish Harp, and took it to a table at the side.

The golfers were playful, and in high spirits. They were a garrulous lot, but contrary to their custom of conviviality, none approached Stanwood. His distant brooding air permitted no contact. From time to time, their eyes shifted to him, as if concerned for the man.

Because Stanwood was fundamentally easy-going and sentimental, he thought himself genial. Perhaps he was, talking to young children, or when helping old ladies get their act and groceries together. But there was a no-nonsense look about him, and when combined with his rugged features and powerful build, he presented a formidable appearance. Years on the force had cemented the set of his stolid face, commanding a homicide detective squad had solidified the instinctive manner of authority, and in short, the man was never mistaken for Santa Claus.

His concentration had been broken when his wife died, and with his purpose and direction blunted, he became less brusque and direct, seemingly aimless in his manner. But the smouldering power remained somewhere behind his eyes.

His mind had switched back to Noreen. You have to remember, he reminded himself, that if she has a problem, it’s hers and not your business. She’s Katie’s sister but a stranger, just the same. And if she’s borrowed trouble and wants your help, she’s old enough now to ask for it.

Just the same, he thought doggedly, I’d like to know what scared her so. Was it the sound of the horn, the boy she was meeting outside? Something about me, which reminded her all of a sudden I’m a cop? She may not know I’ve given it all up.

He got himself another beer. The golfers watched him from their distance. He cast a pall on their fun, though, and they were relieved when he left. He walked slowly back to the hotel annoyed with himself for seeing only the worst of it.





Four

He looked impatiently at the clock, and asked the girl behind the desk when Noreen would be returning to work.

“I don’t know, sir. Perhaps later tonight, but I can’t be sure. She works part-time, you see. Special hours.”

“Special hours?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If she doesn’t work tonight, do you think she would be working tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow? That would be Friday. I’m not certain, sir. If not, then she would most likely be in Monday.”

“Her work – what does she do here?”

“A little of everything, like the rest of us. But mostly, Noreen works inside the office.”

“The office?”

The girl raised her thumb over her shoulder. “Cashier’s office. Does she know you’re staying here, sir?”

“Yes. I spoke to her earlier, as she was leaving.”

Her smile was meant to be comforting. “Then she’ll know where to get in touch with you, sir, now wouldn’t she?”

“I suppose so.”

He turned away. There was a glossy plastic bulletin board on the near wall. Daily activities had been chalked in. After dinner, there was to be a fashion show. Later, dancing with music from Tim Herrick and his Wexford Five. Names were being taken for Scotch foursomes. Prizes offered for low scores.

Stanwood was impatiently moving away when he saw two other notices. Rosslare Golf Club was hosting an international match on Saturday and Sunday for charity. Prominent Irish and English celebrities were expected to attend.

The second notice was decorated with fanciful drawings in colour of witches riding broomsticks, dancing around black cauldrons, along with huge black cats and pumpkins. ALL-HALLOWS EVE COSTUME BALL, it read. Friday 9 p.m. OCT. 31st. Prizes were to be awarded for the best costumes.

Stanwood had lost track of time and ordinary events. He was surprised to learn the next night was Hallowe’en.

He went to the bar and had a drink. He finished it quickly and walked by the desk again. He made a point of having the girl notice him. She gave no indication that Noreen had returned.

He patrolled the long corridors restlessly. When he came to the desk again, the girl shook her blonde head.

“I’ll page you, sir, if Noreen comes back.”

He nodded. “Will you be working late?”

“Past eight, sir. And I’ll leave word with the girl after me.”

“You have the name? Stanwood.”

“Yes, sir. Would you be the gentleman that’s Noreen’s uncle?”

“Brother-in-law.”

“Oh?” The blue eyes were puzzled, trying to fathom it.

“I married her sister.”

“Sure and I didn’t know she had one.”

Stanwood waved his hand vaguely. “Katherine. Kate Kelly. She left here a long time ago. We were married in the States.”

The young girl stared. “Wait, now. I remember my mother telling me. She’s a neighbour to Eileen Kelly – we’ve known the family for years. You’d be the police officer, then?”

Stanwood nodded. “What’s your name, miss?”

“Sheila Nolan. And how is your wife doing, sir?”

Stanwood tried to make it matter of fact. “She died last year. Just after Christmas.”

The girl quickly crossed herself. “Saints preserve us! I’m dreadful sorry, sir.”

Stanwood shook his head. “I don’t understand it. I thought the family knew. Kate wrote many times. I wrote when she died.”

The girl sighed. “I couldn’t explain, sir. But there’ve been changes on this side, too. Some time back, Mr. Kelly passed on, too, sir.”

“Kate’s father?”

“Aye, and Noreen’s. You didn’t know about that?”

“Not a word. When did he die?”

“Nigh on three years ago, sir. It was his heart gave out.”

Stanwood shook his head, disturbed. “They should have told Kate. Somebody should have let her know.”

“I know what you’re saying, sir. But the family’s had its troubles, you see. And Noreen left for good after the new gentleman moved in.”

“Three years ago?”

“Before that. She wasn’t about to like her new stepfather.”

“What’s his name?”

“Matt Bogson. He’s a big man. About your size, sir.”

Stanwood stood still, trying to be patient. “From what you’re telling me, is it possible Mrs. Kelly – Kate’s mother, doesn’t know she died?”

The girl answered quickly. “Oh, no, sir, it’s not that. I believe she knew. What I’m trying to say is, she didn’t want to know. Perhaps you’ll be seeing her while you’re here, and then you’ll understand better.”

Stanwood shrugged. “I hope I do. I’ll wait to see Noreen first, and then pay my respects.”

“Yes, sir. Noreen can explain it all to you far better than I. It’s the Kelly family to its own doings, after all.”

She’ll have to do a lot of explaining to manage that, Stanwood thought. Maybe it’s the strange family that drove Kate away in the first place.

The telephone rang and the girl picked it off the counter. She listened a moment. “No, she’s not here. She may be back later tonight, but I’m not certain. I believe she’s off.”

That would be for Noreen, Stanwood thought. Apparently he wasn’t the only one wanting to see her. He couldn’t very well ask the girl who was calling.

She had hung up without taking down any message. Now she turned to look at the antique clock on the wall. Stanwood was starting off. “Mr. Stanwood,” she said, “they’ll be starting to serve dinner at half-seven.”

“Half-seven?” They had their own ways of speaking here. “Thanks,” he said. “Guess I’ll go up and change.”

He approached the top of the first landing warily, careful of his head and the low abutment. A woman was coming down the steps above him. She stopped short at the angled landing and peered down over the banister. Stanwood looked at her as she hung over the rail.

She smiled. “I never know what time it is.” He stared blankly. He was about to give her the time from his wrist-watch, when she drew back, nodding. “Oh, I see it now. Nearly six.” Aware of his puzzled look, she pointed down. “It’s in the glass there. But backward. You just turn it around.”

She scampered back up the steps, and disappeared from view down the hallway. Stanwood, about to continue on his way, stopped suddenly. He stepped to the railing, peering down and around, as she had.

He noticed for the first time the small circular mirror tilted on the wall of the reservation desk area. At this angle, it reflected the old clock on the side wall behind the desk.

That’s a new one, Stanwood thought. Saves the switchboard girl the trouble of reading off the time to the guests.

Wait a moment, he thought, there’s your solution. He walked down the steps of the first landing again to the main floor. He was trying to remember exactly where he had been standing with Noreen.
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