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One

William Rollins had a solitary drink at the bar in Rembrandt’s Restaurant in Elm Square. The square was in the prosperous and prideful town of Andover, twenty miles north of Boston. The restaurant was in a former funeral home, Lundgren’s, where twenty years ago Rollins had wept over the twin caskets of his parents. He might have stayed for another drink had the young bartender not placed the telephone in front of him and quietly informed him that he had a call. The peremptory voice on the line said, “Get over here.”

He did not hurry. He handed over a small plastic disk to the girl in the cloakroom, deposited a modest gratuity in the dish, and waited with catlike calm for his coat. He was neat and trim in a vested suit, wore amber-tinted eyeglasses, and had the bloodless look of a corporation lawyer. When his coat came, he checked the pockets to make sure his scarf and gloves were there. He trusted no one. From the corner of his eye he noticed a familiar face or two in the queue waiting for tables, but he strode away without speaking. His temperament did not favor his being the first to offer a greeting. Aloofness was a virtue.

His car, babied from the day he bought it, was an eight-year-old Mercedes in near-perfect condition. He drove it slowly through a set of lights into downtown Andover, which was mostly closed up for the night. Male mannequins in worsteds and tweeds, smiling placidly through the glow of Macartney’s display windows, suggested solid citizens of the town. Lem’s Coffee Shop, which closed at six, was a mere slat of light. Citizens Bank, where he had several accounts, stood shrouded in darkness except for the glimmer of the electronic teller. The clock outside the bank told him the time, eight-twenty, and the temperature, twenty-seven degrees Fahrenheit.

The night held all the chill of November, a month he loathed. His parents had perished in November. The only poet he read with feeling called it “the month of the drowned dog.” He saw it as a ghastly time, each day sinking inward, nothing growing, nothing alive, the year diminished to a stub. A couple of Novembers ago he had contemplated ending it all and would have done so had his mother not murmured from the grave, Don’t be a fool.

He cruised through a second set of lights at the Gulf station. The red brick of the post office loomed on one side, the glass front of Barcelos Supermarket on the other. He accelerated when Main Street began its rise toward Phillips Academy, of which he was an alumnus, friendless during his four years there, his status awkward as a day student. Had it not been for his mother, he never would have stuck it out.

Beyond the academy grounds he turned right onto Hidden Road, soon fastened onto Porter Road, and a few minutes later veered down a choice cul-de-sac. He coasted into a circular drive lined with the woolly nighttime shapes of shrubs and left his car near a three-stall garage. Grass deadened his steps in his shortcut to the front door. The house was a brick colonial, formidable in its dimensions and pretentious in its colonnaded front. The voice that had summoned him was Alfred Bauer’s. Bauer’s wife opened the door.

“Hello, William.”

He stepped in and stood under a chandelier. “I’m expected.”

Harriet Bauer smiled with lips pushed out by large, handsome teeth that were always visible. She was fair-haired, big-boned, somewhere in her late thirties, with a broad Germanic face and wide-apart eyes. She was wearing a sweat suit, which did not surprise him. The Bauer family was into body-building — Nautilus, aerobics, yoga, calisthenics. Beneath her baggy suit was a belly like an iron plate and a sturdy pair of endless legs that would have suited a dancer. Her husband, who had turned fifty, could execute push-ups on one arm, and their strapping sixteen-year-old son looked murderous when bare-chested. She said, “Alfred will be with you in a minute.”

“He made it sound urgent.”

“Yes,” she said, her smile curiously bright, as if nothing in the world could discompose her. He knew she could achieve a high through her own physical activity. “Come,” she said.

The house was skillfully laid out, one room developing grandly into another, with furniture of eye-catching lines and cheerful colors. A mirror wedged into white oak recorded his passage into the study, where fiery logs gave a blush to the walls. As she helped him off with his coat he smelled the liniment she had rubbed on herself and found the odor disconcertingly pleasant.

“Can I get you something?” she asked, and he shook his head, his ear keyed to an insistent pounding high in the house, a kind of thump and clatter muffled by distance, which took him a second or two to fathom: her son’s stereo. He raised his eyes.

“It all sounds so angry, so … desperate. Not music at all, is it?”

“Kids love it.”

“Yes, it sells,” he concurred, aware of nuances in her manner, none he could quite figure out, though he had known her and her husband for ten years, had been in business with them for three, and was privy to secrets; some they had divulged, others he had divined. Unused to being kept waiting, except by them, he said dryly, “I’m never really positive who’s in charge — you or Alfred.”

“That’s something you shouldn’t worry about.”

He agreed with a curt nod and sat down. She remained on her feet, her legs smartly spaced, the drawstring on her sweat pants pulled tight.

“The young woman who did typing for you last summer, you remember her, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he said, guardedly.

“She was special to us, William, but what was she to you? Anything?”

“A name in my Rolodex. She wasn’t much of a typist, and I quit calling her. Why do you ask?”

Abruptly Harriet Bauer moved closer to the fire, which infused her with its glow and sparked a dry glitter in her hair. She regarded him at length. “She seemed the sort you’d have taken an interest in.”

“No,” he lied.

“I’ll accept that with a reservation.”

“Do as you please.”

“And assume you won’t be too upset to learn she’s dead. Apparently she was murdered.”

He felt his lips go dry. At the same time he was aware of the sudden and silent presence of Alfred Bauer in the doorway, but instead of looking in that direction he leaned his face toward the fire, as if the pattern of flames held meaning. He said something to Harriet Bauer but in a deformed voice that curled in on itself and limited its clarity.

She said, “My son knows. We told him straight off. That’s why he’s playing his music. His shrink says it shields him.”

Rollins peered up at her through his tinted spectacles as his right shoulder sank to one side, as if the future held only absurdities. “How,” he asked in a short whisper, “how did it happen?”

“We don’t know all the facts yet.”

“Where?”

“The Silver Bell. That makes it awkward, of course. For all of us.”

He shuddered outwardly. Inside he wept. He watched the long curve of Harriet Bauer’s hand sweep hair from her forehead. He said, “It has nothing to do with me.”

“Do you really believe that?”

At the moment he believed in nothing. Nothing was real except the vibrations emanating from the faraway stereo. That and a blend of fragrances. Firewood erupted on the grate and effused its essence, the minty breath of liniment hung cool. Alfred Bauer had not budged from the doorway, but the bay rum on his shaved jaws wafted its bouquet well into the room.

“You’re not simply our lawyer, William. You’re our associate.”

Something seemed to touch him, to gather him in the chair, as if the young woman for whom he had denied feelings were giving him a posthumous embrace. “Yes, I will have something. Bourbon, please.”

“Alfred anticipated that.” Her tone altered slightly. “By the way, don’t ever underestimate us.”

Alfred Bauer, soft on his feet like a heavyweight in fighting form, stepped into the room with a glass of Old Grand-Dad in his hand. Chest pelt shone like armor from his half-open shirt. His head was bald and domelike, his eyes an improbable baby blue, his voice a muscular baritone. He said, “William would never make that mistake.”

With an expression of strain and a restless stance, Detective-Sergeant Sonny Dawson said, “Jesus, I don’t have the stomach for this.”

“You think I do?” the medical examiner said, bending over the bed on which the abused body of a young woman lay flat and narrow, her dark auburn hair spread wide over a pillow. “I mean, do you think I like it? This kid couldn’t have been more than eighteen.”

“Nineteen,” Dawson whispered to himself.

“What?”

“I’m agreeing with you.”

The bed was queen-size, and the room was in a rear of the Silver Bell Motor Lodge, which was girded by spruce and pine in the Ballardvale section of Andover, near Interstate 93. The young woman’s leather shoulder bag was on a night table but held no identification. Suede boots stood beside the chair where her clothes had been tossed. Her underpants were nothing more than a cobweb. Her jeans were designer, her charcoal sweater monogrammed with an M. Her coat was in the open closet, nothing in the pockets except a pouch of keys.

“She must’ve been sweet,” the medical examiner said and traced a gentle finger over her bruised face. The eyes were open. “She died hard.”

“I can see that.”

“Not an ounce of fat on her, nothing to cushion the blows. Look, you can tell ribs are broken.”

Dawson went into the bathroom, where an aging uniformed officer named Billy Lord was dusting for prints. “Can I use the sink?” Dawson asked and without waiting for an answer ran water and doused his face. Then he flashed a crooked smile. “What’s the matter with me, Billy? Am I getting old?”

“I don’t know, Sonny. You forty yet?”

“I’m getting there.”

“You got no belly. That says something.”

“I don’t eat a lot.”

“Seems to me you’re in pretty good shape.”

“Not at the moment.” He ripped off some toilet paper and patted his face dry in front of the mirror. His eyes, unmistakably green, gave him a zealous look. As a student at Boston University, a neat beard exalting his features, he had resembled a youthful Christ. Now, nearly twenty years older, the face clean-shaven, lean, and economical, honed sharp at the edges, he looked every inch a cop — with the possible exception of his hands. They were long and expressive, tooled, it would seem, for gentle business. He ran one through his dark hair. “Town like this shouldn’t have homicides, d’you know that, Billy?”

“Town’s growing, has been for years. Can’t stop it, Sonny. You could stand in the middle of Main Street and blow your whistle, developers would run you over. Who’d pick you up? Me and the chief maybe, no one else.”

“But I can bitch. I’m allowed to do that.” He tossed the sodden tissue into the wastebasket. “How are you doing there?”

Officer Lord looked up with large, flat eyes. Hunkered down, he had the body of a bullfrog. “Not terrific. I think everything’s been wiped.”

“Keep at it,” Dawson said and rubbed a crick in his neck while continuing to stare at himself in the glass. Again he pushed back his hair, but it quickly reverted to its natural fall, damp and limp over his forehead. Then he opened his check sports jacket and hiked up his trousers, which were burdened by the weight of his holstered revolver. He seemed to be delaying his return to the victim.

“Sonny!”

His name rang in his ears. It came from the medical examiner who was preparing to leave. Dawson stepped swiftly out of the bathroom and gazed at the bed. “That was fast.”

The medical examiner closed his black bag and reached for his overcoat. “All I have to tell you at this point is she’s dead.” He struggled with his coat. “Help me, huh?” Dawson helped him. “You probably want to know how long she’s been dead. I don’t know. Maybe three hours. You want to know the cause? Probably internal hemorrhaging. Whoever beat her didn’t hold back. The weapon? I’d say bare fists.”

“Can’t you close the eyes?”

“Why? I’ll only have to open them again.” The medical examiner shifted his bag to his other hand. “What’s the matter? You’ve seen bodies before?”

“Not many.” Dawson stared at the stillness of the distorted face, at the austere lay of the limbs, at the rigidity of the toes. His voice went strange. “What d’you think, Doc, is that a person anymore?”

“Don’t ask me silly stuff.”

Dawson’s crooked smile returned. “You know what my last case was? Obscene calls. Teacher from the high school was getting one a night, same muffled voice. Turned out to be a kid in her class.”

“That’s not surprising.”

“But it’s ironic.”

“Why’s it ironic?”

“Just is, Doc.”

They tramped to the door together. The medical examiner raised his coat collar. He did not have much hair on the top of his head, just wisps, and he had a staved-in appearance, which made him look older than he was. “It’s been a lousy month, Sonny. My wife missed Megabucks by a single digit, and our dog died, a blessing really. The poor thing was crippled up and half blind. And, of course, Reagan was reelected. That says a lot about the country’s mentality. Oops, I should be careful. You probably voted for him.”

“In a moment of madness.”

“Maybe you’ll luck out and live to regret it.” The medical examiner smiled and threw open the door. Three cruisers were parked in a straight line, their dome lights bubbling blue in the chill air, and farther away officers in fur-collared jackets were questioning guests. An ambulance waited nearby. “You know, Sonny, I think she was a hooker.”

“I know she was.”

The medical examiner, who had stepped out into the cold, glanced back in surprise. “How do you know?”

“I did her a favor once.”

“Then you know her name.”

“Melody,” he said.

• • •

After placing another log on the fire, Harriet Bauer left her husband and William Rollins to themselves, mounted wide stairs, and followed a long, airy passageway to her son’s room, where stereo speakers hung from the walls. Hard rock pounded at her from every side. “Turn it down!” she shouted. He did, but not enough. “Turn it off!”

“You said down,” he protested in a voice that caught.

“Now I mean off,” she said, semaphoring the words. He obeyed, and the sudden silence was as much a shock to her ears as the music had been. “How are you doing?”

“Fine,” he said, standing flat-footed in a yellow T-shirt and tight corduroys that pulled at his crotch. He was a farfetched copy of his father, with a shock of white-blond hair and a child’s face levitating over an explosive chest, with muscles shifting in his long arms. He had strength but no grace, no agility, no swift step, only a clumsy one.

Regarding him doubtfully, she said, “I can tell you’re not.”

His ears, like his father’s, had large lobes that colored first when he flushed. Baby whiskers pricked his chin, which was prominent, like hers. She knew he was fighting tears, a battle he had always been urged to win.

“I know what you’re feeling,” she said and saw his lower lip tremble.

“I’m not feeling anything.”

“We’ll all miss her.”

He shied away from her, stumbling. His room was a mess. Books and magazines on the floor. An accumulation of clothes. Nike sneakers with long, trailing laces. She caught up to him.

“We all loved her, baby.”

“Don’t talk about her.”

“We don’t have to.” She flurried fingers through his soft-spun hair, easily picturing him bald like his father and knowing too soon he probably would be. “But I think we should.”

“You didn’t love her.”

There were fleeting instances when she regretted having a son, though a son had been her burning wish. She remembered the delivery, forceps required, his cry an eerie one, his breath not yet smelling of the world when he first came into her arms. She remembered his greedy mouth, her finger trying to satisfy it, and the nurse, impatient but not unkind, telling her it was not her finger he wanted. The irony of her reply passed well over the nurse: You’d think I’d know.

She said gently, “You’re wrong, Wally.”

If there was a response she did not hear it. His head was turned, his eyes on a wall, as if he needed noise from the stereo.

She said, “When you’re grown up and ready for marriage, it’ll be a princess.”

“When’s the funeral, Mom? When are they gonna fling her into the grave?”

He was a hair’s breadth from hysteria, and she said no more.

When she returned to the study William Rollins had his coat on. Some bourbon remained in his glass, and he downed it. Her husband came away from the fire with a smile, scratched his chest, and said in his rich voice, “William and I have reassured each other. Nobody has anything to worry about. Unfortunate what happened, but it happened.”

Rollins glanced behind him.

“I’ll take it,” she said and relieved him of the empty glass before he could place it on the imposing book cabinet of carved cherry, somebody’s heirloom she had paid top dollar for at a Beacon Street auction in Boston. “Every business has its problems.”

“That’s what I told him. Right, William?”

“Words to that effect,” Rollins murmured.

She peered at him and said, “Do you want another drink, one for the road?”

“I’ve had enough.”

“Wise of you to know that,” Alfred Bauer said. “Harriet will see you to the door.”

They did not speak until they reached the foyer, where Rollins placed himself impassively under the chandelier, adjusted his spectacles, and fixed his scarf. Harriet Bauer freed the bolt in the lock and gripped the doorknob without turning it. Her smile, planted inches from his face, revealed her gums.

He said, “You smell like a gymnasium.”

“Does that offend you?”

“You know it doesn’t.”

“Are we sparring?”

“Don’t we always?”

“Are you making a pass?”

“Hardly,” he said.

“Why not?”

“It would amuse you.”

“No,” she said, “it would amuse Alfred. You’re such a neat package of a man, William. Quite unreadable when you want to be. Are you an alcoholic?”

He shook his head.

“Good. That would have worried us. Are you queer?”

He gathered himself to reply but then did not bother.

“I didn’t think so, but Alfred wondered.”

“Then why didn’t he ask me?”

“Some things I do better.” She opened the door and cold air barged in. A wind had kicked up and sounded like church voices swelling into a hymn. She said, “You’re taking this very well. I know in my bones Melody meant something to you. I’m bothered I don’t know how much.”

“Who killed her?” he asked quietly.

“That’s the big question.” They each listened to a stampede of leaves. “Let’s hope it wasn’t one of us.”

He stepped past her, braced his shoulders, and glanced back. Her smile was faint.

“Someone must tell Rita,” she said.

The name chilled him.

“You do it,” she said.

He started to speak, but the door closed on him.

• • •

The ambulance attendants shuffled in, bundled the body in a red rubber bag, and carted it away on a litter. With his back to the empty bed, Sergeant Dawson telephoned Chief Chute at his home and apprised him of events. The chief, who had dozed off while watching television, said, “Take it slow, Sonny. I’m not all that alert yet. Tell me again about the tip.”

“Dispatcher said it was a muffled voice, could’ve been male or female or even a kid’s. All it said was somebody was dead at the Silver Bell, room forty-six. A cruiser in the vicinity got there in minutes.”

“We got the voice on tape?”

“Yes,” Dawson said. “Billy has taken pictures and is still dusting, and later he’s going to vacuum. I’ve got guys checking the other units, but it seems nobody saw or heard anything. Most of the units on this side are unoccupied.”

“Tell me about the victim.”

“The body was lying unclothed on the bed. Somebody with strength had worked her over. Her face was messed up, but I recognized it. She wasn’t local.”

“Thank God for that. So who was she?”

Dawson had wrapped the telephone cord around his wrist. Meticulously he freed it. “Melody,” he said, and there was a sizable pause from Chief Chute.

“Sonny, I’m sorry.”

“Everybody used her, absolutely everybody.” Rapidly he regretted his words. Stretching the cord to the fullest, he carried the phone to the window and separated the drapes. The moon, at its influential fullest, beamed in like a voodoo eye.

“Sonny, I hate to ask you this, but it’s important. You can lie a little if you want, but I’ve got to have an answer. Did you ever … I mean — ”

“I know what you mean.” He was quiet for a moment. “No, Chief, not really.

Chief Chute’s sigh filled the phone. “I remember when life was simple, the town little. ’Course I wasn’t chief then, just a plain old patrolman having a coffee at Lem’s and talking to the girls from town hall. Did I ever tell you that’s how I met my wife?”

Dawson closed the drapes.

The chief said, “I don’t suppose you’ve notified the district attorney. Do it, Sonny, do it now.”

“I was hoping you would. I was hoping you’d convince him to let me take charge of the case.”

“Sounds like you already have.”

“Tell him we’ll sew it up for him. Tell him I’ve already got leads.”

“Would I be telling the truth?”

“More or less. I’m ninety percent certain it was the Bauer boy who made the call.”

The chief’s intake of breath was sharp, and Dawson could picture him digging his toes into his slippers and smoothing his fuzzy hair. His voice was low. “The Bauers scare me.”

“I can handle them.”

“And the Italian woman, Rita whatever her name is. Can you handle her?”

“I’ll use kid gloves.”

“No pun intended, but she’s a heavyweight in every sense of the word.”

“I realize that.”

“You’re not planning on hiding anything, are you, Sonny? I mean anything major.”

“You trained me too well for that.”

“No, Sonny, neither of us are what you could call trained. We play it by ear. That’s what scares me the most.”

“I want only what’s best for the town,” Dawson said in a colorless tone. “Trust me.”

“I’ve always trusted you, Sonny. Why should I stop now?”

Dawson put the phone away and then looked into the bathroom, where Officer Lord was still in a crouch, a smudge of gray powder on his nose. “Did you hear all that, Billy?”

“No, Sonny. I never listen in on other people’s conversations. But I’d like to give you some advice. If you don’t mind. If you won’t get mad.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’ve got to learn to cover your ass.”

Leather-and-chrome furniture and potted plants of a lush variety marked the lobby of the Silver Bell. The night clerk, a retired fire fighter named Chick, lifted his rumpled face when he heard the doors open and fidgeted when he saw who it was. “I don’t know anything, Sonny. I swear to God.” In the crosshatch of a weathered cheek was a black mole that jiggled like a spider in its web when he spoke. “You want, I’ll sign a paper.”

Sergeant Dawson splayed his fingers against the edge of the reception desk. “Take it easy. As far as I know, we’ve always been friends.”

“Always!” the clerk affirmed. He had chalk white hair and the blazing eyes of an insomniac. His employment was an act of charity by the manager, Mrs. Gately.

“You know who it was, don’t you, Chick?”

“I knew her only a little, that’s the truth. She signed in late last night, no luggage, alone, like always. I said two words to her, that’s all.”

“What were the words?”

“Hello.”

“That’s only one. What’s the other?”

“I forget.” His mole twitched. “Sonny, why are you doing this to me?”

“What name did she use?”

“Barbra Streisand. She liked to make jokes. Time before it was Tina Turner. I didn’t know who Tina Turner was till somebody told me. Sonny … I can guess how you feel.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I know you went out of your way for her.”

“No, it’s like you said, Chick. You don’t know anything. Where’s your boss?”

“Waiting for you. I called her, she came right over.”

Dawson turned on his heel and walked beyond the reception counter, past a potted plant and a charcoal sketch of a raptorial bird. The clerk called after him.

“Sonny!”

“What?”

“Hang loose.”

Dawson did not knock on the office door, simply opened it, strode in, and smelled coffee, freshly made. The delicate pot was on a tray, part of a service set, cups and saucers included. “I suspect a long night,” Mrs. Gately said from the shadows of her desk. A gooseneck lamp with a slender fluorescent tube cast the only light, mostly on her well-structured face. “Help yourself.”

He lifted the pot and, not bothering with a saucer, poured coffee into a cup. The cup was china, the silver sterling. “I rate.”

“No,” she said. “I do.”

He dribbled cream, stirred, and took a cautious swallow, eyebrows bent in. Mrs. Gately rose soundlessly and stood, with polished fingernails grazing the desk, a trim and shapely figure in a navy blue blazer and a straight gray skirt, the skirt tight across her hips. Her hair, stylish in its curl and cut, possessed striking tones of silver. Her nose was aquiline. She had a kind of grave beauty that needed no smile and prospered with age. She was nearly fifty.

“There’s not much I can tell you.”

“You surprise me,” he said, his mouth down at the corners.

“What do you expect, Sergeant? Tears? I don’t cry for anybody.”

He remembered her husband’s funeral, the wake at Lundgren’s, and the quick service at Christ Episcopal Church, no tears then either. He said, “I thought she’d stopped coming here.”

“That’s what you wanted to think.”

Her voice had become cold and measured. His seemed twangy. “Who was her client?”

“Assuming she had one, how would I know? Her arrangements were discreet.”

“Where’s her car?”

“Look in the lot. Gold Mazda. She was doing well.”

“Did you talk with her?”

“Briefly. Late this morning. I told her to behave herself.”

He dropped his cup. He did not think that he meant to, but there, suddenly, probably on purpose, were the broken bits, with some of the spill on his shoes. “I’m sorry,” he said and started to stoop.

“Leave it,” she said rigidly, and he straightened and sidestepped the damage. She slipped away from the desk, diminishing her face to shadow. “We don’t like each other, do we, Sergeant?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Perhaps we blame each other.”

“I was doing my job.”

“You were suspect.”

He kneaded his brow, as if his mind were sore. In the secrecy of his mind, Melody shimmered. Whole and healthy, her wealth of auburn hair swirling past her shoulders, she smiled at him. “Do you know what I wish, Mrs. Gately? I wish we could be open with each other.”

“I told you months ago I don’t trust policemen. I don’t trust their motives or their mentality, but for some reason you think you’re different.”

“I am.”

“Why? Because they call you Sonny? Because they love you at Lem’s? Because you seem to care for people? Sorry, Sergeant, it doesn’t wash.”

“I thought we were on the same side.”

“The same side of what? The tracks? Hardly.”

“Don’t be a bitch, Paige.”

She bristled, not at the epithet, but at the use of her given name, which was her mother’s maiden name, the family one of Andover’s oldest. Taking slow steps, she carried herself closer to him. “Do you remember a long time ago I told you Melody was messed up, really messed up? You asked what it was — drugs? — and I told you straight. Men, your age.”

“And Bauer’s.”

“That’s right, Sergeant. Your rival.”

“Don’t make it sound dirty.”

“What was it?” She took another step forward, her mouth severely set, as if her words had a bad aftertaste. The toe of her pump crunched china. He could smell her scent, faintly cinnamon. “You have interesting eyes, Sergeant. Green. Real green. That’s what attracted her.”

“So much you don’t understand.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“I wanted what was best for her.”

“Be careful of what you say, Sergeant. You have the right to remain silent.”

He tightened as her ironic face half smiled, the movement of her bright lips scarcely perceptible. He looked for sympathy of a sort in her eyes. It was there all right, but it was not real. It was parody. Without warning she grasped the lapels of his check jacket.

“I could kill you.”

Here and there threads gave.

“Let go.”

Then a noise wrenched them both around, she swiveling hard on her heels. The door had opened, and the knit face of the night clerk peered in at them, eyes flaring. “What do you want?” she snapped.

“Something I forgot to tell Sonny.” The voice was sheepish, apologetic. “About the Bauer boy.”

“I would guess he already knows.”

“Tell me later, Chick,” Dawson said.

The face withdrew, some disappointment in it, and the door closed with a gentle click hardly heard. Mrs. Gately moved back a pace, cords shifting in her throat, as if a grim part of her were taking control of the whole of her. She said, “The boy is in his teens. The idiot years. It would be best to leave him alone.”

“I don’t think that will be possible.”

“Then you’d better know what you’re doing.”

“I’ve dealt with the kid before.”

“This is different.”

“Yes, much,” he said grimly and gave her a look conveying the sympathy she had denied him. “You should have stayed in real estate, Paige.”

“Do you know who his godmother is?” she shot back, and he nodded with the irony of a cardplayer who had saved an ace.

“That could be more your problem than mine.”

Her face darkened, seemed to seal up. She spoke in a voice that was rock hard. “You owe me for a cup.”

He said, “You’ve cost me a jacket.”

• • •

William Rollins left his Mercedes on the street and trudged reluctantly up the moonlit walk, which took a jagged route around shrubs planted on graded levels, a tough shovel in the winter. The house was a custom-designed contemporary built twenty years ago on ledge, the windows of varying sizes and shapes, a fancy of the original owner. Nearly every window was ablaze. The current owner, Rita Gardella O’Dea, who lived alone, stinted on nothing.

At the door he pressed the button and, with a shiver of anxiety, the cold driving at him, listened to chimes. He knew there would be a wait. Rita O’Dea never hurried, except perhaps to church to light candles for the souls of her parents and her brother. When the door finally swung open, he greeted her from bent shoulders, as if the passing minutes had pressed upon him.

“Don’t just stand there,” she said.

He hustled in, worked his way by her as she closed the door with a firm thrust. She was sheathed in a turquoise robe and was robustly overweight, with great charcoal eyes that had a way of smashing into him and knocking him either into place or out of it. Her heap of black hair was jolted up by a ribbon. “I’m sorry to disturb you,” he said.

“I was watching TV. That’s not disturbing me. You watch TV?”

“Sometimes.”

“I watch it a lot.” Her shadow hovered. “Well, Willy, what’s up?”

It was a name he detested and felt he did not deserve, but he dared not correct her. She was the sister of a slain Mafia leader and an exile from Boston, her behavior eccentric, her moods unpredictable, her whims many. In her large, full face, sweet in repose, was the sulk of a child and in her voice the wail of a baby.

He said, “A matter to discuss.”

“Something serious?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s not stand here.”

She took him through a room that had been redecorated. It was light and airy, Scandanavian, the furniture a glossy teak, the white pelts of animals tossed on the floor. He felt her smile.

“You like it?” she asked, looking back. “I got rid of all the wop stuff. The shades with fringes, all that shit. Somebody should’ve told me.”

Nervously he adjusted his glasses. “What you’ve done is marvelous.”

“Should be. I paid enough.”

She directed him into the spacious kitchen, where puncheons of gleaming oak formed counters and the copper of hanging pots and pans resembled weaponry. Every culinary convenience, from a double microwave oven to a Cuisinart food processor, seemed within the sweep of her large arm.

“Sit down,” she said, and he sat at a trestle table, his coat still buttoned but the collar lowered. She laid out a dish, cut generously into a chocolate walnut cake, and said, “Have a slice.” It was a slab. Which he did not want. He had no sweet tooth and never had, not even as a child. “Try it.” He picked it up in his hand, for there was no fork, and ate from the side of it. No napkin. He licked his fingers. “Well?” she asked, and he brought his head up.

“Delicious.”

“Better be. I put everything in it.” She loomed over him with her hands buried to the elbows in the capacious pockets of her robe. “You said it was serious, so is it bad? I hate bad news.”

What bothered him the most at the moment, absurdly, were moist crumbs that had fallen on the lap of his coat. When he tried to brush them away, he made a smear. His anxiety mounted.

She said, “If it’s a problem you can handle, I don’t want to hear about it.”

“Some trouble at the Silver Bell.”

“Tell Alfred.”

“He sent me.” He wanted to get out of the chair, but she was in the way. “Melody is dead.”

The blood left Rita O’Dea’s face. Watching her hands rise slowly out of her pockets, he expected the worst, but her voice was soft. “Hold me.”

He struggled up and, as much as he could, embraced her.





Two

Twenty years ago, when Paige Gately’s husband took sick and she got into the real estate business, Andover was in the midst of a housing boom. The Lawrence Eagle-Tribune, which displayed its Andover news prominently, proclaimed that builders were changing the face of the town. “Developers,” the reporter wrote, “are gobbling up the green, subdividing it, and erecting houses in areas that were once poultry farms, fruit orchards, meadowlands, pine groves, lovers’ lanes, swamps, and gravel pits.”

“It’s only the beginning,” warned the planning board chairman, whose sentiments were echoed by the building inspector, who feared Andover would become a bedroom town of Boston. In reality, it already was.

The houses in varying stages of construction were garrisons, Georgian colonials, redwood contemporaries, flung-out ranches and splits, handsome Capes, outsize gambrels and saltboxes, and what the reporter called “California wingdingers with glass fronts, cedar ceilings, and ominous overhangs.” There seemed nowhere in the town’s sprawling thirty-two square miles that something wasn’t going up.

Acreage off River Road, which included the old Henderson farm, was being parceled into thirty-eight lots. The site contained peach trees, Scotch pines, fields of loosestrife, and patches of sugar-fine sand and overlooked Wood Hill, which itself was under development, several of the houses already erected and landscaped. Atop the hill, Paige Gately pointed out to a prospective buyer that on a clear day one could see the Prudential Tower in Boston, some twenty miles away. The customer, put off by her aloof good looks and icy smile, eventually went to another broker and bought a place on Reservation Road, where the houses were being built in a strikingly modern manner under the confines of cluster zoning.

The planning board chairman was an avid proponent of such zoning, which arranged house lots like pieces of pie around a delicacy of groomed grass, flowering shrubs, and ornamental trees. “A tiny park, so to speak,” the chairman said at a public hearing. “All you have to do is travel to a few sites to see that it works.”

The building inspector was less enthusiastic about such zoning but praised the cul-de-sacs that went along with it — “nonthroughways traveled only by the mailman and the residents themselves.” One such cul-de-sac, in a choice part of town near the academy, was Southwick Lane, where a ranking Raytheon executive hired an architect to design a brick-front colonial along manorial lines. Four years later, when he went to work for the Nixon administration in Washington, the executive sold the property to Alfred Bauer, who, among other ventures, had a hidden interest in a string of health clubs under investigation by Boston vice squad detectives.

Another area of construction, dramatic in its variety of houses, was the land around Wild Rose Drive, which included Strawberry Hill Drive, once the site of the biggest berry farm in the county. It was here, competing hotly with other brokers, that Paige Gately sold her first house, to an engineer for a Texas-based corporation that had transferred him into the area.

Many in town damned the developers, but some expressed admiration for their ingenuity. On what became Oriole Drive, a contractor drove his equipment over pure ledge and, to the building inspector’s amazement, succeeded in digging and dividing the rock and grading it into lots, on which he interspersed colonials with ranches — the East with the West.

Over on North Street, in order to use a scrap of back land, another contractor built a house that squatted in Andover but faced the tiny and deprived city of Lawrence, which for some complicated reason, provided the utilities. Andover, however, collected the taxes.

Regulars in Lem’s Coffee Shop noted, without surprise, that no development, not yet at least, was taking place in the vast tract that meandered off Woburn Street and spread beyond Ballardvale Road. This was the so-called Tea Coupon land, which had hundreds of owners of lots within lots — dating back some seventy-five years when the Grand Union Tea Company promoted itself with coupons redeemable in parcels of plots the size of postage stamps.

Nearby, however, houses were going up on the hundred-acre triangle that once had been the Anderson poultry farm; and in the town’s south section, underground utilities and storm sewers were installed in a lush development off Wildwood Road, where Paige Gately brokered a number of houses, some a few times over, angering other agents because she worked on a commission two or three points below the prevailing rate and would shave another point to save a sale.

Farther south, a contractor was developing prime land off Gould Road bordering Harold Parker State Forest and Field’s Pond, where the high honk of Canadian geese was a haunting sound. A banker friend of hers steered a well-heeled client her way for one of the grander properties and later, out of earshot of the client, placed a soft white thumb against her cheek and whispered, “I still think about you.”

This was also the neighborhood where, many years later, Rita Gardella O’Dea bought the custom contemporary, cash on the barrelhead, though by this time Paige Gately was no longer a broker. She did, however, receive a finder’s fee, which also was in cash. Attorney William Rollins discreetly laid down an envelope and murmured, “A token of Mrs. O’Dea’s appreciation.”

She got out of the business during the Carter administration, when inflation and high mortgage rates froze the home-building industry and chilled the real estate market, which she could have weathered if her dying husband’s medical bills had not forced her to dip into her clients’ escrow accounts. Her banker friend, Ed Fellows, shuddered when she revealed the problem. “I’m not asking for help, just time,” she said, for her notes at his bank were overdue. His eyes turned suspicious and his voice jealous.

“Who’s bailing you out?”

“Alfred Bauer,” she replied readily and watched him flinch. “I also need a small favor,” she went on quietly.

“Have I ever said no to you?”

A month later Ed Fellows appeared before the planning board and vigorously endorsed proposals by Bauer Associates to build a motel in one part of town and a hundred houses in another.

• • •

As Andover’s population grew, so did its industrial base. Raytheon, Hewlett Packard, Gillette, and Digital Equipment all erected modern plants on the fringes of the town, where vast farmlands continued giving way to tree-shrouded industrial parks and office complexes. New companies coming in were usually in the high-tech field, though oldtime residents were scarcely aware of their existence. Their upper-echelon employees sought housing in the town, but the rank and file were anonymous commuters swerving off interstate highways in the morning and lurching right back on again at day’s end. “That’s the way we like it,” boasted one of the selectmen at a Chamber of Commerce dinner.

Not all the companies, however, were desirable. A plastics manufacturer was suspected of pouring poisonous waste into the Shawsheen River, and a maker of polyurethane foam for cushions and mattresses went broke and left behind a hundred or so barrels of deadly chemicals, which worried the fire chief because some of the chemicals were explosive. But on the whole, few voices protested the town’s economic development, which stabilized the tax rate while ballooning property values celestial to begin with. “You don’t argue with affluence,” joked the selectman at the Chamber dinner, to which Alfred Bauer responded, “Hear, hear.” He was a recent resident of the town, but, through the efforts of Paige Gately and Attorney Rollins, he already seemed to know everybody who mattered.

From his home on Southwick Lane, Bauer rang up a Boston number, heard Rita O’Dea’s heavy voice on the other end, and said, “Let me speak to your brother. Something to tell him.”

“Tony’s busy. Tell me.”

“I’m living in Andover.”

“So?”

“It’s where you plant money and watch it grow.”





Three

After William Rollins locked up his Mercedes for the night, a ghost followed him up the steps, through the door, and into the dark of his townhouse. He switched on a dull light, removed his coat, and stared into space. “I feel you more strongly than ever,” he said clearly and soberly, despite quivers in his legs, as if the floor were bending under him.

He entered the deep shadows of the front room and made his way to the liquor cabinet with no need for a light. He knew where everything was. He poured a bourbon and tossed it down, then dried his lips with the edge of a finger. For a sweet second or so, he felt an emptiness of mind and a softness of mood. He poured himself another drink, larger, meant to last, and in the near-dark he took two steps toward his favorite chair and then stopped short, his breath catching.

“What the hell are you doing in my house?”

The shape in the chair stirred, and moonlight from the window gave the angular face a small glow. The voice that floated up was Sergeant Dawson’s: “Waiting for you.”

“You have no right.”

“I agree.”

Rollins’s legs quivered again, but he quickly steadied them and licked away the droplets of bourbon that had slopped onto his wrist. “How did you get in?”

Dawson raised a hand and with a jingle displayed a pouch of keys. “I took a chance one might fit.”

“Is your key there as well, Sergeant?”

Their voices were dry and muted, without tone. Dawson, though he did not show it, was suffering a headache of hammerstrokes proportion. He said, “She’s dead, Counselor. What do you think of that?”

“I’m in shock. Paige Gately told the Bauers, who immediately got in touch with me. I’ve informed Mrs. O’Dea.”



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg









OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.gif
PROLOGUE!






