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Prologue

Little Falls

The call came at three in the morning. Dan O’Keefe rushed into his uniform and drove out to the Clyde house, not because Darden Clyde demanded it or because it was Dan’s job, though both were true, but because he was worried about Jenny.

He should have been used to worrying about Jenny. He had been doing it since signing on as his father’s deputy eight years before, when she had been a bruised sixteen-year-old who always kept a distance from her peers and could never quite look you in the eye. He had worried when she was eighteen, when her mother died and her father went to prison, and he had worried in the six years since then, watching her become more and more of a pariah in town. He hadn’t done much to help her. So he felt guilt.

That guilt was compounded now. He didn’t want Darden out of prison any more than Jenny did, but he hadn’t fought against it. So he felt guilty and he worried.

And then there was his shoulder. It always ached when bad things were in store. His father blamed that on his being a lousy football player, but those old injuries were long healed. Tension needled the scars, that was all. The shoulder had burned when Darden Clyde stepped from that bus onto Little Falls dirt at 6:12 the evening before. Now it ached something fierce.

He sped through a drizzle out from the center of town, straight down West Main, past houses so dark he wouldn’t have known they were there if he hadn’t memorized every inch of the town. A mile out, and the houses grew farther apart. Turning in at the only one with a light, he held the wheel tightly as the Jeep bounced through puddles down the Clydes’ rutted drive. He parked near the kitchen door, which was ajar, took a pair of mud-streaked steps in a single stride, and pulled open the screen.

The kitchen was a tired pine—cabinets, table, and chairs—with pink Formica counters and linoleum so compulsively scrubbed clean as to be the color of flesh, which at that moment was the most human element in the room. Darden sat on the floor at the end of a trail of mud. He was propped against the wall under the phone, looking like a wet rat, with his hair and clothes sodden and gray. His face was streaked with blood. He was cradling his right arm, favoring his entire right side. He raised only his eyes, as if he didn’t have more strength than that. Even then, those eyes held evil.

“She ran me down,” he charged in an angry growl, “knocked me right out. I was lying in the rain for hours. It took more hours to crawl in here. My hip’s killing me.”

Dan couldn’t have cared less about Darden’s hip. He went to the door that led to the hall and listened. The house was dead still. “Where is she?”

“How the hell do I know? That’s why I called you. She ran me down with my own friggin’ car and took off. That’s hit-and-run, theft, and driving without a license.”

Dan knew that the Buick was gone. His headlights had lit up the empty garage when he had turned in off the street. But he figured Jenny might have ditched the car somewhere and come back. Yes, she told him she was leaving town and, yes, she mentioned a friend, but no one had ever seen the guy. Alone, Jenny Clyde was shy and insecure. Dan couldn’t see her suddenly wandering off after all this time. Easier to see her crouched in the dark on the roof, taking her life in her hands on the rain-slick slate.

He headed that way.

“Hey!” Darden hollered after him. “Where do you think you’re goin’?”

Ignoring him, Dan made a fast check of the house. He braced himself against finding the kind of gruesome scene he had found there six years before, but he saw neither Jenny nor any sign of violence. Other than a wet dress on the bedroom floor and a nest of pillows, quilts, and newspaper clippings in the attic, everything was neat. The roof was deserted, as was, mercifully, the ground far below.

He returned to the kitchen.

“I could a told you she wasn’t here,” Darden groused. “She took my car. Want me to say it again? She took my car. You have to look out there.”

Dan intended to do that. He knew Jenny wasn’t much of a driver. He had caught her behind the wheel more than once and had given her a talking-to each time, but what more could he do? Ticket her for weaving across the road? Take away her keys? Haul her in for driving without a license and send her over to the county jail to be locked up with cokeheads and hookers?

What worried him was the possibility that she’d had an accident. There were many places around Little Falls where a car could go off the road and not be seen for days. He planned to check out those places. First, though, he wanted Darden to talk.

He pulled out a chair and sat. The remains of dinner, dried-up beef stew and half-eaten rolls, were still on the kitchen table. An upset bottle reeked of warm spilled beer. “What happened here?”

Darden put his head to the wall. “I told you. She ran me down and left.”

“Why?”

“How the hell should I know? I was having supper. She said she was leaving. When I tried to stop her, she ran me down.” His eyes were cold and hard. “Find her, O’Keefe. That’s your job. If you have to charge her, charge her. Just get her back.”

“Why? She’s twenty-four and the farthest she’s ever been from here was visiting you in prison. Maybe it’s time.”

“The hell it is. It’s time she was here,” the man argued, jabbing a rigid finger at the floor. “She’s had six friggin’ years—”

“To do what?” the deputy cut in loudly. “Escape? How could she? You busied her here keeping things up the way you wanted, and you told her how much she owed you each time she went to visit, and that’s not counting phone calls. I can’t begin to imagine what you said to her in those.”

“She’s my daughter. She did what she did because she loves me.”

Dan came to his feet. He figured that if he didn’t use his legs to get out of there, they’d soon be kicking Darden Clyde. He wasn’t one for police brutality—actually he detested it, which was only one of the points he and his father argued about—but he was coming close to it now himself. He was that angry.

“Let’s get one thing straight, scumbag,” he said. “Jenny did what she did all these years because you scared the living daylights out of her. She should have sold the house after what happened here, but you wouldn’t let her. She should have sold it or burned it or just left it and took off. I kept telling her to, but you kept telling her not to. You wanted her tied to those memories, you and your perverted mind. That poor thing suffered for a whole lot more years than you spent in jail, and you’re the one to blame.” He leaned in, feeling a hatred so raw he could have spit. “So listen to me and listen good. If I find that girl harmed by your hand, you’ll wish you died in jail. Got that?”

Darden sputtered dismissively. “You don’t have the guts to touch me. Your daddy does, maybe. Not you.”

Dan straightened. “And I’ve had more’n thirty-two years of watching him,” he warned, “so don’t you underestimate me. If she’s harmed, you’ll see just how deep my guts run. I got no use for you.”

Darden’s face said the feeling was mutual. His eyes could have killed.

The deputy rubbed his shoulder. “Did she say where she was going?”

“No.”

“Do you have any idea where she was going?”

“She mentioned someone named Pete.”

“Do you know him?”

“How the fuck would I know him? I haven’t even been back here twelve hours!”

“Maybe she met him up at the prison?”

Darden stared at him in silence, and, not for the first time, Dan wished he had pushed the issue of Pete with Jenny. He had let it be, because she had seemed happy enough, and Jenny happy was such a rare thing. Given the turn of events, though, he would have liked to know she had run off with someone good. He would have taken great pleasure in telling Darden that.

“Did she ever mention him to you before?” Dan asked. “Did she ever mention any guy before?”

Darden grunted a no.

“So what’d you say when she told you about him?”

“I told her,” Darden snarled, “she wasn’t going anywhere.”

The deputy was willing to bet he’d said a hell of a lot more than that. “What did she say?”

“She said she was.”

“So you went back and forth on it. Was that all?”

“What do you mean, ‘was that all’?”

“Did you hit her?”

“I don’t hit her. I love her. She’s my daughter. I came back here to take care of her.”

Oh yeah. Dan knew how that worked, and told Darden so with a look. “Did you touch her?”

“I didn’t go near her. Go after her, O’Keefe. Every minute you sit here asking your blasted questions, she’s getting farther away.”

That was Dan’s point, assuming Jenny was alive and well and escaping Darden like she should have done years before. If that was the case, he wanted to give her as much of a lead as he could.

If she’d been in an accident, though, he needed to find her.

He went to the phone and called the community hospital two towns over for an ambulance to come for Darden. Trusting that the man wasn’t going far, he left him sitting alone on the floor, took the flashlight from the Jeep, and went out searching for Jenny on the grounds near the house and in the woods. While he was at it, he looked for something to suggest that a motorcycle had been around. Jenny had said her Pete drove one of those. But Dan came up empty on both counts. So he set off to search for her in the Jeep.

*  *  *

By the time the sun rose, he had covered every mile of road in Little Falls, but he hadn’t come across the Buick either parked, stalled, or crashed. He stopped at his parents’ place to fill in his father, who was too busy standing in front of the radio talking back to Imus to pay Dan much heed, and was quite content to leave the search for Jenny in his hands—which pleased Dan. He knew he would do a better job of it simply because he cared. His father had been the chief of police in Little Falls for nearly forty years; he was bored, blasé, hardened.

Dan was none of those things. Feeling a growing urgency, he returned to the garage that housed the police station and made a handful of calls. Once he had the neighboring police chiefs on alert for the Buick, he headed out again himself.

By his figuring, he was one of only three people in whom Jenny might have confided about her plans to leave town. The other two were Miriam Goodman, who did catering throughout the state from her little kitchen here in town, and the Congregational Church’s own Reverend Putty. Dan talked with both. Neither could shed any light on where she might be.

He covered the roads again, in daylight this time, but the end result was the same. So he returned to town for coffee and eggs at the luncheonette. He guessed that if anyone knew anything, he would pick it up there.

The only thing he picked up was the extent of the ill will the townsfolk held toward Darden Clyde. No one seemed pleased that he hadn’t suffered a broken hip after all, but only a lot of scrapes and bruises, or that all the while he’d been treated at the emergency room, he had been cursing Dan O’Keefe.

“He says you’re aiding and abetting a felon.”

“Says you don’t know diddly about proper police work.”

“Says if you had anything but you-know-what for brains you’d bring in the FBI.”

So reported Dan’s friends with offense neither intended nor taken. In truth, he listened with only half an ear. Odds and ends of things were nagging at him. His shoulder was tight. His insides were shaky. His worry for Jenny was growing.

He hit the road again, stopping to search every gully and turnoff, thinking that the higher the sun went, the greater the chance that it might throw light on something he hadn’t seen on one of his earlier passes. By mid-morning, he still hadn’t found a thing.

So he went to the quarry. He had already been there twice that day, but this time he did it just for himself. Pulling into a parking spot at its base, he climbed out of the Jeep. Clear as it was in town, it was foggy here, which was one of the reasons he had come. Fog freed the mind. It blurred truth and allowed for hope. The quarry was a place of dreams under any condition. The thicker the fog, the richer the dream.

His own dream? To do something good. To do something good.

Naive as that sounded, it was one of the reasons he had taken the job. A second was that back then he had tried but hadn’t found his feet yet as an artist, and he needed the money. A third reason? His mother had begged him to take it, because his father couldn’t get anyone else to do the work. Law enforcement in Little Falls was not inspiring. It consisted of delivering truants to school, drunks to jail, and addicts to the treatment center three valleys west. It entailed settling petty spats among the townsfolk and refereeing domestic disputes. It called for cruising the roads of Little Falls for hours on end, letting people think that they were safe.

Were they? It sure felt it right here, right now. Hard to believe evil existed in this place, what with the whisper of water against granite, the rustle of pine needles drying out from the rains, the scurry of creatures in the underbrush, and everything smelling moist and new. Fog left no shadows for demons to lurk in. On a day like this, the quarry had the feel of a church, a waystation on a path to heaven.

It was a fanciful thought—just the kind that his father would call the waste of a big-city college education—but it stuck in Dan’s mind. There was something peaceful, even sacred about this place. He felt calmer standing here. Hopeful. Even his shoulder felt better, which was odd given the dampness.

He rubbed the shoulder. Definitely better. He breathed in a lungful of fog and looked around. Definitely hopeful.

How to explain it?

The quarry was a giant ladle, its bottom a granite bowl filled with springwater from high up the mountain, its top the dirt ledge that capped a twenty-foot handle and was a springboard for the town’s fancy. Dan walked around the bottom of the bowl, stepping cautiously on granite still wet from last night’s rain. He crossed the planked bridge over the runoff of the bowl, which gurgled rapidly downstream, and found himself on the far side, looking off through trees that came and went as the fog drifted, shifted, and bunched.

He had no idea what he was looking for.

Then again, he did. Following a hunch, he left the granite for a narrow path that wove through the trees. His sense of certainty grew as he worked his way over pine needles and tree roots, past snarled evergreen thickets, under overhanging boughs.

Even before he reached it, he knew what he would find. Darden Clyde’s old Buick was hidden in the trees in a spot that few in town knew existed. He hadn’t dreamed Jenny knew of it. He had underestimated her.

The Buick was empty. He knew that even before he looked. It was part of his certainty, as was the sudden knowledge of what she had done.

He bowed his head. A spasm of sorrow worked its way up from his gut and forced his head back with a moan. It was a minute before the sorrow gave way to guilt, and another minute before the guilt let him move.

Retracing his steps to the granite pool, he picked his watchful way around its edge, but there was no sorrow here. There was nothing heavy or tragic or dark. The air was lighter, brighter. His shoulder felt fine here.

It made no sense, of course. But there it was.

The fog danced over the water in playful little gusts. A thin spot in the mist caught his eye. He followed it from place to place, higher and higher, until his gaze rested on the dirt ledge above. That was when he saw the clothes.

He felt another spasm of guilt, but it didn’t paralyze him. Fast now, he went to the far side of the quarry and began to climb. Boulder to boulder he went until he reached the ledge.

He recognized the dress right away as the one Jenny had bought at Miss Jane’s and worn to the dance the Friday before. It lay neatly folded next to her underthings and the worn sneakers that had taken her many miles into town and back. Her footprints were small and delicate, which few people thought of Jenny as being because delicacy suggested fragility, which suggested vulnerability, which suggested innocence, which should have inspired protectiveness. But Little Falls hadn’t protected Jenny Clyde any more than Dan had. He would live with that knowledge for the rest of his life.

Small, delicate, lonely footprints were the sole markings on dirt that earlier had been washed smooth by the rain. If she had been with a fellow, he hadn’t accompanied her here. The map was clear, a trail from the spot where Dan stood, to the one where she had removed her clothes, to the very edge where she had let her heels take her weight while her toes went ahead. Then nothing.

The odds and ends that had nagged at him earlier now fit into a single piece. All the little things Jenny had done that had unsettled him over the past months, even more so over the last few days, made sense. Had he been sharper, he might have seen the emerging picture.

No. Sharpness had nothing to do with it. He hadn’t added up the signs in Jenny, because he hadn’t wanted to know the sum. Knowing it would have meant acting on it, and he was a party of one in this town, at least where feeling bad for Jenny Clyde was concerned.

He studied the water. It was calm, still, smug in its silence. They would dredge it, but her body might well have drifted downstream in the rush of water that had followed the storm. They would track the shores in case the body had washed up, but most never did. The annals of Little Falls contained other such suicides, and in none of those had a body ever appeared. According to popular lore, what the quarry swallowed never came back up.

Seeing nothing in the water, Dan ran his eye slowly around the rim of the bowl and into the edge of the woods. The fog played games with him now, creating the semblance of something alive, something human, before clearing and leaving nothing but stone, trees, moss.

Suicide was a sin. Dan couldn’t condone what Jenny had done. But he knew how narrow her world had been. Within that narrow world, she had chosen what she had seen to be the lesser of two evils. He couldn’t find it in himself to condemn her for that.

Darden Clyde was another matter. It struck Dan that Jenny had exacted the purest form of justice. In killing herself, she had robbed Darden of what he had most perversely wanted. She had left him alone in a hell of his own making.

That pleased Dan. He wanted Darden tormented, and he wanted Jenny free. Though he grieved for her, he felt content. He guessed that was why the ache in his shoulder was gone.

Suddenly tired, he drew in a deep breath. Exhaling, he hooked his hands on the waistband of his trousers. There was work to do. He should call in the report and get help here for the more focused search that would have to be done. But not yet. Not for another minute. There was something about this place, something peaceful, something at odds with the idea that a life had been lost here last night. Dan wanted to think that it was the spirit of Jenny Clyde wafting through the woods—Jenny Clyde free at last, and happy.

Then the fog shifted. A flash of red, far below, caught his eye. He grew alert. The flash of red moved only the smallest bit, but it was enough to get him going.

Unexpectedly, as he hurried back down, he felt a stab of disappointment. He had wanted Jenny to escape. There was no life for her here, not with Darden back.

On the heels of that thought, the germ of another took root. If doing good was what mattered, there was possibility here.

He raced down the boulder trail, sliding part of the way in his rush and not minding the sting in the least. At the bottom, he jogged into the woods toward the spot where the flash of red had appeared. He slowed as he neared, fearing that she would be spooked and would run away. But Jenny Clyde wasn’t moving. She was huddled over herself, a pitiful little bundle of shivering flesh with her face buried in her knees and her red hair shockingly vivid against all that pale skin.

As he trotted the last few steps, he removed his jacket. He knelt by her side, covered her, and scooped her up. Without a word, he headed back to the Jeep. Once there, he tucked her inside, curled low enough in the passenger’s seat that she would not be seen. Then he slid behind the wheel and drove off.

He took the back road out of town, the one he knew he would have to himself. When Jenny continued to shiver, he turned up the heat. She kept her head buried and didn’t say a word. He drove on.

When he was well past the town limits and into a zone where his car phone reception was strong, he called information, got the number he wanted, and spent three minutes talking with an old college friend, who was perfectly happy to take two hours from work and meet him halfway.

His father would have been livid. “Obstruction of justice!” he would bellow, ever the stickler about following the letter of the law. “You’re in big trouble, Dan-O, and so’s your friend. Is this what I sent you to college for?”

But his father would never know. Nor would anyone else in town. The quarry would be dredged and the streambed searched. The consensus would be that her body had either been carried into the deeper, rougher whitewater of the river and wedged under a bed of rock, or lost to whatever mysterious force ruled the quarry.

The cause didn’t matter, only the effect. For all practical purposes, Jenny Clyde was dead.



Chapter One

BOSTON


The memorial service was held in a dark stone church on Boston’s Marlboro Street, not far from where Cornelius Unger had lived and worked. It took place on a sunny Wednesday in June, three weeks after the man’s death, just as he had instructed. Whatever had occurred before then had been private and small. Casey Ellis had not been invited.

She sat four rows from the back of the church, and a more genteel audience she couldn’t imagine. There was no sniffling, no whispering, no sighs or moans or wails. Sorrow was not a factor here. This was a professional gathering, a crowd of men and women wearing the neutral shades of those who would rather see than be seen. These were researchers and therapists, present today because Connie Unger had been an eminent leader in their field for more than forty years. The packed house attested as much to the man’s longevity as to his brilliance.

Casey would have bet on the fact that of the several hundred gathered here, she was the only one with an emotional stake, and she included his wife in the count. It was well known that the renowned Dr. Unger kept his spouse in a lovely home on the North Shore, where she did her own thing, while he lived alone in Boston and visited her on the occasional weekend. Connie liked private time. He disliked social gatherings. He had colleagues, not friends, and if he had family in the form of sisters, brothers, nieces, nephews, or cousins, no one knew of them. He had never had children with his wife.

Casey was his daughter by a woman he had never married, a woman to whom he had never said more than a dozen words after their single night together. Since no one here knew about that night or about Casey, to them she was just one more face in the crowd.

On the other hand, she knew quite a few people here, though not thanks to her father. He had never acknowledged her, had never reached out, offered help, opened a door. There had never been child support. Casey’s mother hadn’t asked for it, and by the time Casey learned the name of her father, she was so heavily into teenage defiance that she wouldn’t have approached the man if her life had depended on it.

Elements of that defiance remained. Casey was pleased to sit near the back of the church, just one more colleague taking a long lunch hour. She was pleased to think that her presence here was more than the man deserved. She was pleased to think that she would leave the church and never look back.

Focusing on these things was easier than acknowledging the loss. She had never formally met Cornelius Unger, but as long as he was alive, so too was the hope that one day he would seek her out. With his death, that hope was gone.

Did you ever try to approach him yourself? her friend Brianna had asked. Did you ever try to confront him? Did you ever send him a letter, an e-mail, a gift?

The answer was no on all scores. Pride played a part, as did anger, as did loyalty to her mother. And then there was hero worship. Typical of love-hate relationships, in addition to being her nemesis, Cornelius Unger had been her role model for nearly as long as she had known his name. At sixteen she had been curious, but curiosity quickly turned to drive. He taught at Harvard; she had applied there and been rejected. Should she have approached him and told him she had failed on that score?

She subsequently got her degrees from Tufts and Boston College. The latter was a master’s in social work—not quite the Ph.D. Cornelius had, but she counseled clients as he did, and now she even had an offer to teach. She didn’t know if she would take it, but that was another issue. She loved counseling. She imagined her father had, too, if his dedication meant anything. Over the years she had read virtually everything he had written, attended every open lecture he gave, clipped every review of his work. He saw therapy as a scavenger hunt, with clues hidden in the various “rooms” of one’s life. He advocated talk therapy to ferret them out—an irony, since by all reports the man couldn’t carry on a social conversation for beans—but he knew the right questions to ask.

That was what therapy was about, he lectured—asking the right questions. Listening, then asking questions that pointed the patient in the right direction so that he could find the answer for himself.

Casey was quite good at that, judging from the growth of her practice. The people she knew here today were her own colleagues. She had studied with them, shared office space, attended workshops, and consulted with them. They respected her as a counselor, enough to make their referrals a significant source of her clientele. These colleagues were oblivious to any connection between her and the deceased.

The warmth of June remained outside on the steps of the church. Inside, the sun’s rays were reduced to muted shards of color cast from the stained glass high atop the stone, and the air was comfortably cool, smelling of history as relics of the Revolutionary War did. Casey loved that smell. It gave her the sense of history that her life lacked.

She took comfort in that as one speaker after another filed to the front of the church, but they said nothing Casey didn’t already know. Professionally, Connie Unger had been loved. His taciturnity was alternately viewed as shyness or pensiveness, his refusal to attend department parties as a sweet, social awkwardness. At some point in his career, people had taken to protecting him. Casey had often wondered whether his lack of a personal life helped that along. In the absence of friends, his colleagues felt responsible for him.

The service ended and people began to file out of the church; like Casey, they were headed back to work. She smiled at one friend, hitched her chin at another, paused briefly on the front steps to talk with the man who had been her thesis adviser, returned a hug when a passing colleague leaned in. Then she stopped again, this time at the behest of one of her partners.

There were five partners in the group. John Borella was the only psychiatrist. Of the other four, two were Ph.D. therapists. Casey and one other had their master’s in social work.

“We have to meet later,” the psychiatrist said.

Casey wasn’t concerned by the urgency in his voice. John was a chronic alarmist. “My day is tight,” she warned.

“Stuart’s gone.”

That gave her pause. Stuart Bell was one of the Ph.D. therapists. More important, he paid the office bills.

“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” she asked cautiously.

“Gone,” John repeated, speaking lower now. “His wife called me a little while ago. She came home from work last night to an empty house—empty drawers, empty closets, empty bank book. I checked his office. Same thing.”

Casey was startled. “His files?”

“Gone.”

Her startled reaction grew to appalled. “Our bank account?”

“Empty.”

“Aeyyyy.” She felt a touch of panic. “Okay. We’ll talk later.”

“He has the rent money.”

“I know.”

“Seven months’ worth.”

“Yes.” Casey had given Stuart a check for her share on the first of each of those seven months. They had learned the week before that the rent hadn’t been paid for any of those months. When confronted, Stuart had claimed it was a simple oversight, lost in the mounds of paperwork that had taken over so much of their time—and they understood, because they all knew how that went. He had promised to pay it in full.

“It’s due next week,” John reminded Casey now.

They would have to come up with the money. The alternative was eviction. But Casey couldn’t discuss eviction now. She couldn’t even think about it with Cornelius Unger watching and listening. “This isn’t the time or the place, John. Let’s talk later.”

“Excuse me?” said a slim, gray-haired gentleman in a navy suit who had come down the steps of the church as the crowd thinned. “Miss Ellis?”

As John moved on, Casey turned to the newcomer.

“I’m Paul Winnig,” he said. “I was Dr. Unger’s lawyer. I’m the executor of his estate. Could we talk for a minute?”

She would have asked what the executor of Dr. Unger’s estate wanted with her, if the lawyer’s eyes hadn’t answered the question. Yes, he did know who she was.

Surprised by that awareness and quickly unsettled, she managed, “Uh, of course. Whenever.”

“Now would be good.”

“Now?” She glanced at her watch and felt a trace of annoyance. She didn’t know whether her father kept clients waiting. She did not. “I have an appointment in thirty minutes.”

“This will only take five,” the lawyer said. With a light hand at her elbow, he gently guided her down the steps and onto a narrow stone path that led around the side of the church.

Casey’s heart was beating hard. Before she could even begin to wonder what he had to say, or what she felt about his saying anything at all, the path opened into a small courtyard out of sight of the street. Releasing her elbow, the lawyer gestured her to a wrought-iron bench. When they were both seated, he said, “Dr. Unger left instructions that you should be contacted as soon as the memorial service was done.”

“I don’t know why,” Casey remarked, having recovered a bit of composure. “He had no interest in me at all.”

“I believe you’re wrong,” the lawyer chided. He pulled an envelope from the pocket of his suit jacket. It was a small manila thing the size of an index card, with a clasp at the top.

Casey stared at the envelope.

The lawyer held it up to show her the front. “It has your name on it.”

So it did—“Cassandra Ellis,” written in the same shaky scrawl she had seen dozens of times in margin notes on the graphs and charts that Connie Unger projected onto screens during lectures.

Cassandra Ellis. Her name, written by her father. It was a first.

Her heart began to rap against her ribs. Her eyes returned to the lawyer’s. Apprehensive, not quite knowing what she wanted to find in the envelope but fearing that whatever it was, it wouldn’t be there, she gingerly reached out. The envelope was lumpy.

“There’s a key inside,” Paul Winnig explained. “Dr. Unger left you his townhouse.”

Casey frowned, pulled in her chin, regarded the lawyer with doubt. When he nodded, she dropped her eyes to the envelope. Carefully, she unfolded the clasp, raised the small flap, and looked inside. She tipped out a key, then pulled out a piece of paper that had been folded over many times to fit. In the seconds it took to unfold it—several seconds longer than it might have taken had her hands been steadier—her fantasy flared. In those seconds, she imagined a warm little note. It didn’t have to be long. It could be as simple as, You are my daughter, Casey. I’ve watched you all these years. You’ve made me proud.

There was in fact writing on the paper, but the message was succinct. She saw the address of the townhouse. She saw an alarm code. She saw a short list of names beside words like “plumber,” “painter,” and “electrician.” The names of the gardener and the maid had asterisks beside them.

“Dr. Unger would like the gardener and maid retained,” the lawyer explained. “In the end it’s your choice, but he felt that both were good and that they loved the house as much as he did.”

Casey was stunned. There was absolutely nothing of a personal nature on the paper. “He loved the house?” she echoed, hurt, and met the lawyer’s gaze. “A house is a thing. Did he ever love people?”

Paul Winnig smiled sadly. “In his way.”

“What way was that?”

“Silently. Distantly.”

“Absently?” Casey charged, torn in that instant, of half a mind to ball up the paper and toss it away. She was angry that her father hadn’t said something to her in life, angry that the note contained nothing she longed to read. “What if I don’t want his townhouse?”

“If you don’t want it, sell it. It’s worth three million. That’s your legacy, Ms. Ellis.”

Casey didn’t doubt the value of the house. It sat in a coveted spot in Leeds Court, itself a coveted spot on Beacon Hill. She had been past it many times. In not one of those passes, though, had the idea that she might one day own it ever crossed her mind.

“Have you ever been inside?” the lawyer asked.

“No.”

“It’s a beautiful place.”

“I already have a place.”

“You could sell that one.”

“And take on a larger mortgage?”

“There’s no mortgage here. Dr. Unger owned the townhouse outright.”

And he was giving it to Casey? A three-million-dollar home that was all paid for? There had to be a catch. “Upkeep, then—heat, air-conditioning. And taxes—property taxes alone are probably twice my yearly mortgage payments.”

“There’s a trust fund for taxes. And for the household help. There’s also parking, two spaces in back with private access, two on the Court itself, all paid for. As for heat and the rest, he had the confidence that you could handle those yourself.”

She certainly could—or could have, if Stuart Bell hadn’t absconded with seven months’ rent. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is he doing this? Why such a lavish gift after nothing all these years?”

“I don’t know the answer to that.”

“Does his wife know that he’s given me this?”

“Yes.”

“And she doesn’t object?”

“No. She was never part of the townhouse. She made out very well in his will without it.”

“How long has she known about me?”

“A while.”

Casey felt a stab of bitterness. “And she couldn’t call me herself to tell me about his death? I had to read it in the paper. That didn’t feel good.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Did he order her not to contact me?”

The lawyer sighed, seeming to weary a bit. “I don’t know that. Your father was a complicated man. I don’t think any of us knew who he was inside. Ruth—his wife—came as close as anyone did, but you know how they lived.”

Casey did. She didn’t know whether she felt worse for her own mother, who had lost Connie Unger before she ever had him, or for Connie’s wife, who once had had him but lost him.

“Seems to me,” Casey declared, “that the man was no bargain.”

“Maybe not,” the lawyer replied and rose. “In any event, the house is yours. Everything’s been transferred to your name. I’ll have a courier deliver the papers to you tomorrow. I’d suggest you put them in a vault.”

Casey remained seated. “I don’t have a vault.”

“I do. Would you like me to hold them for you?”

“Please.”

Winnig pulled a business card from his pocket. “Here’s where I am.”

Casey took the card. “What about his . . . things? Are they all there?”

“Personal things, yes. He arranged for Emmett Walsh to take over his practice, so the computer, client files, and Rolodex have all gone to him.”

A distant little bubble burst. From time to time, it had held a dream. As the dream went, one day Connie would come to respect her as a professional, enough to refer clients to her. Even make her his protégée. Even invite her to share his practice, making it a father-daughter group.

The disappointment was brief. The dream, after all, had never received an ounce of encouragement. “Ah,” she managed. Still, she didn’t rise.

“You look pale,” the lawyer said. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Just a little startled.”

He smiled. “Run over and take a look inside the place. It has a certain charm.”

*  *  *

Casey couldn’t go that day. She saw clients straight through until eight, at which time she pushed the issue of the townhouse farther back in her mind and joined her partners in the conference room. Cornelius Unger, the epitome of decorum, would have cringed at the scene that ensued. The mood was adversarial from the start. The group had often had internal differences, but those differences were now magnified by crisis.

“Where is Stuart?”

“How the hell do I know. I’ve made a dozen calls.”

“We need the police.”

“Pu-leeze. This is private. He’s a friend.”

“Your friend. From way back.”

“What were we thinking, letting him handle the funds?”

“He did it because none of us wanted to do it.”

“He’s always been perfectly rational, which is more than I can say for some therapists,” remarked Renée, Casey’s fellow MSW.

“Excuse me,” John said, bristling. “I take offense at that.”

“It was a joke.”

“I don’t think so. You and Casey don’t always understand that without us, you’d have no validity.”

Casey took offense at that. “We would have validity.”

“And a more pleasant work environment,” added Renée.

“Go, then,” John dared. “That’ll be less office space we have to rent.”

“What landlord’s going to rent us space?”

“Hey, we didn’t default on anything,” argued the adolescent specialist, Marlene Quinn, needing to absolve herself for being the one closest to the thief. “Stuart signed the lease. His name was the only name there. He’s the only one in default.”

“He has our money.”

“How do we get it back?”

“I don’t want to move.”

“Can we come up with the money ourselves?”

“Casey worried about money?” John mocked. “You’re such a softie, you counsel clients for free.”

“What I do,” Casey argued, “has nothing to do with being a softie and everything to do with needing to give closure, whether insurance agrees or not. Have I ever been late shelling up money for rent?”

“No,” Renée answered, “and neither have I. Eviction is unthinkable. I have patients to see.”

“Clients,” John corrected. “I see patients. You see clients.”

“None of us will see anyone if we’re evicted,” Casey put in. “And this landlord does evict tenants. Remember what he did to the lawyers on the third floor?”

Marlene said, “They landed on their feet, actually got a much better deal in another building.”

“Why do we have to be right in Copley Square? If we’re willing to move four blocks over, we’d get a better buy.”

“I’m not working in the South End,” declared John.

“How can Stuart have wiped out the account?” Casey asked in disbelief.

“He had the authority to do it. The bank didn’t have cause to question it.”

“Why, then? Is he in debt? Does he gamble? Is his marriage a wreck?”

Renée picked up where Casey left off. “And none of us saw it coming? Insight is our business.”

“Well, hell, we’re not mind readers,” Marlene argued. “We can’t be insightful until we’ve worked with a client enough to break down walls of denial and distrust.”

Casey didn’t see the analogy to Stuart. “That’s not it.”

“Yes, it is.”

“No,” she insisted, forsaking formal theory for good old common sense. “We’re human. Stuart served a purpose here, so we saw what we wanted to see.”

“Well, that gets us nowhere,” said Renée. “We need money fast. How are we going to get it?”

*  *  *

The meeting ended without a resolution. Exhausted, Casey left the office and headed out of Copley Square. She took long strides, breathed deep from the belly, yoga-style, as she went down Boylston Street to Massachusetts Avenue. Turning left, then right, she cut through side streets until she reached the Fenway with its row of brownstones overlooking a ribbon of water and trees.

The yoga breathing helped only marginally. Her tears had long since exhausted themselves, but as many times as she came here to visit, she couldn’t be calm. This was not where she wanted to be, here, seeing her mother. If she could change one thing in her life, this was it.

Up five stone steps, she let herself in. With a short wave to the receptionist, she trotted on up two more flights of stairs. She leveled off at the third floor and greeted the nurse on duty. “Hi, Ann. How’s she doing?”

Ann Holmes was a motherly type whose calmness suggested she had come to terms with caring for those with severe brain injuries. Caroline Ellis had been in her charge for three years.

Ann waggled a hand. “Not a great day. She had a couple of little seizures this morning. Dr. Jinsji called you, didn’t he?”

“Yes, but the message said the Valium helped.” The message had also said that the doctor was concerned with the increasing frequency of the seizures, but Casey was more encouraged than concerned. She chose to believe that after so many months of vegetation, seizures were a sign that Caroline was starting to wake up.

“She did get past them,” the nurse said. “She’s sleeping now.”

“I’ll be quiet then,” Casey whispered.

Going on down the hall to her mother’s room, she slipped inside. The room was lit only faintly by the city lights, though Casey could have found her way without. Aside from the few pieces of medical equipment needed for feeding and hydration, the room wasn’t big enough to hold more than a bed, a pair of easy chairs, and a dresser, and since Casey had brought and placed the chairs and dresser herself, she knew where each was. She had also visited Caroline Ellis several times a week for each of the three years since the accident. After so many hours here, walking these floors, staring at these walls, touching this furniture, Casey knew every inch of the space.

In the shadows, she crossed unerringly to the bed and kissed her mother’s forehead. Caroline smelled newly bathed. She always did, which was one of the reasons Casey kept her here. Well beyond the fresh flowers placed on the bureau each week, care was given to quality-of-life issues such as personal hygiene, though—like the flowers—that often mattered more to the families of patients than to the patients themselves. This was particularly true for Casey. The Caroline she’d known had mucked out stalls for the animals she owned, yet the only smell Casey had ever associated with her was the light, fresh one of the eucalyptus cream she used. Casey kept a supply of it here, and the nurses applied it liberally. They couldn’t prove that it helped Caroline any, but it certainly calmed Casey.

Sitting by Caroline’s hip, she took her mother’s stiff hand from the sheet, gently unbent her wrist and uncurled her fingers, and pressed them to her own throat. Caroline’s eyes were closed. Though she wasn’t aware of doing so, her body still followed the circadian sleep and wake cycles.

“Hi, Mom. It’s late. I know you’re sleeping, but I had to stop by.”

“Bad day?” Caroline asked.

“I don’t know ‘bad.’ ‘Odd’ is more like it. Connie left me the townhouse.”

“He what?”

“Left me the townhouse.”

“The Beacon Hill townhouse?”

The question evoked a memory. Casey was suddenly sixteen again, just back from an afternoon in Boston. “Beacon Hill?” Caroline had echoed when, in a rebellious little snit, Casey had slung the word at her. Beacon Hill was a landmark that offered many things, but mention of it in the Ellis home brought one thought: Connie Unger. “Did you go to see him?” Caroline had asked. Casey denied it, but her mother was predictably hurt. “He has not been there for you, Casey. He has not been there for either of us, and we’ve done just fine.”

Back then, there had been anger and hurt. What Casey imagined from Caroline now had more to do with bewilderment.

“Why would he leave you the townhouse?”

“Maybe he didn’t know what else to do with it.”

Caroline didn’t respond immediately. Casey knew that she was thinking of the best way to handle the situation. Finally, tactfully, she asked, “How do you feel about it?”

“I don’t know. I only found out about it this afternoon.”

Casey didn’t mention the memorial service. She wasn’t sure Caroline would understand why she had gone, didn’t want Caroline to think that she had been looking for anything from Connie. Caroline had always been the perfect mother, secure in every regard except that having to do with Casey’s father. Given her present situation and the fact that her life savings had been decimated by medical costs, she would feel threatened by so lucrative a bequest from Connie.

Eager to change the subject, Casey opened her mouth to tell Caroline about the office crisis. Before a word had come out, though, she thought twice. Crises came and went. She didn’t need to burden Caroline with the latest. Caroline’s energies were better spent on recovering.

So she sat quietly for a while, alternately working those rigid fingers into a semblance of flexibility and warming them against her neck. When Caroline was sleeping comfortably, she gently tucked the hand under the sheet and kissed her mother’s cheek.

“A townhouse means nothing. You’re what counts. You’re all the family I have, Mom. Get better for me?”

In the darkness, she studied her mother’s face. After a minute, she slipped silently from the room.

Leaving the Fenway with a deep ache inside, she walked ten minutes in the direction of the river to the small one-bedroom Back Bay condo that she had bought two years before and was still wondering if she could afford. The issue would be moot if she moved to Providence to teach, but she wasn’t up for grappling with that decision tonight. By the time she had gone through the mail and heated a Lean Cuisine, she was wiped out. With a client due at eight the next morning, she went to bed.

*  *  *

She didn’t get to Beacon Hill on Thursday, because when she wasn’t seeing clients she was rehashing the Stuart thing with Renée, Marlene, and John. Stuart’s wife claimed she had no idea where he was, and the bank claimed that there had never at any point been seven months’ rent in the partnership account. No amount of back-and-forth in their own conference room was productive. The four of them were getting nowhere but under each other’s skin.

“Didn’t you look at the bank statement?” Marlene asked John.

“Me? Why me? It was Stuart’s job.”

“But you’re the psychiatrist. You’re the senior person. You were the one who wanted this office.”

“Excuse me? I wanted Government Center, not Copley Square.”

“How are we going to come up with another twenty-eight thousand?” Casey asked.

“Try thirty-eight. Our landlord tacked on interest, plus he wants the next two months up front.”

“We could take out a loan.”

“I can’t afford another loan.”

“Well, then, what’s your suggestion?”

“Move somewhere smaller.”

“How? We still need four offices, a conference room, and space for a bookkeeper.”

“The bookkeeper can work at home.”

“Which is an invitation for her to steal from us, too?”

*  *  *

Casey left the office at six, so tightly wound that she headed for the Y. She needed yoga far more than she needed to go to Beacon Hill, and when the class was done, she was too relaxed to think of Connie Unger. Desperate for pampering, she treated herself to dinner with two friends from the class, and by the time they had laughed their way through a bottle of Merlot, it was too late to go anywhere but to bed, and there but briefly. She was on the road by six Friday morning, heading for a workshop in Amherst.

It was evening before she returned to her car. When she accessed her messages during the drive home, voice mail from her partners expressed more of the same quibbling, and suddenly she was tired of it. Relocating to Rhode Island to teach would certainly be an escape from the mess.

She didn’t answer their calls. The pettiness embarrassed her—and that, even before she considered what Cornelius Unger would have said about such a discordant group. She had failed again, he would say. He had never been robbed by a partner.

Of course, he had always practiced alone. And Casey could do that. She probably would if she took the teaching job, because she would only see clients for a few hours a week, and then from space within the university. She certainly couldn’t see herself giving up therapy entirely. She loved doing clinical work.

But moving to Providence raised another issue. She didn’t know if she wanted to be that far from her mother—which was an irony of the greatest order. Casey had grown up in Providence; Caroline had lived there right up until the accident. During all the time in between, Casey had been desperate for the distance. Caroline was the epitome of home and hearth, everything Casey was not. The closer they lived to each other, the more obvious this became. Casey’s career notwithstanding, Caroline was a hard act to follow.

Giving proof to that now, Casey returned home and rather than cleaning out her refrigerator, sorting through the pile of mail growing like mold on the kitchen counter, or even reading a book, she watched reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer until she fell asleep on the sofa. She got up at midnight and went to bed, but didn’t sleep well. If she wasn’t fixating on that ugly word “concern,” used by the doctor again that day, she was thinking about the teaching position, which was past the point of needing an answer, or the office situation, which was starting to stink, or the fact that she was thirty-four and without roots. Then she thought of the Beacon Hill townhouse that she had so unexpectedly inherited, and a silent nagging began.

She was avoiding the place. She didn’t need an esteemed colleague to tell her that. She was making a statement to this dead father of hers that she resented being acknowledged only when he died and that she didn’t need his three-million-dollar townhouse. She was keeping him waiting. It was as simple—and as childish—as that.

*  *  *

Saturday morning, she awoke feeling brave. She wanted to think she was also in grown-up mode, though she feared that was asking too much. Defying the conventional wisdom that said she was going to an upper-crust part of Boston and ought to dress the part out of respect for her father if nothing else, she left her face utterly naked, put on skimpy running shorts and a cropped singlet, and pulled the length of her strawberry-blond hair through the hole in the back of her rattiest baseball cap. After lacing on well-worn running shoes and grabbing her darkest, trendiest wraparound sunglasses, she set off for Beacon Hill. She had barely gone two blocks when, chagrined, she jogged into a U-turn and ran back home for the forgotten key. Tucking it, her cell phone, and a water bottle into a slim fanny pack, she set off again.

It was a gorgeous morning. At barely nine o’clock, there were nearly as many runners as cars. She ran at a comfortable pace down Commonwealth Avenue under the shade of aged maples and oaks that dominated the center mall. After jogging in place at a red light on Arlington Street, she entered the Public Garden. Indulging herself, she circled the pond, passing swan boats that were just coming to life, parents pushing babies in prams, other children running ahead to toss pebbles into the water. Each plunk brought a crowd of ducks that dispersed as soon as the ducks realized the pebbles weren’t peanuts.

When the circle was complete, she continued on to the intersection of Beacon and Charles. On a whim—a final defiant one, a last-ditch effort to thumb her nose at the spirit of Connie—she took the time to run down the whole of Charles Street. Making a right at the end, she ran up Cambridge Street, huffed up Joy Street, and turned onto Pinckney for the downhill trot.

She had always liked Pinckney Street. It had the same brick and brownstone row houses as the rest of the Hill, with the occasional wood frame house tossed in for added charm. It had the same long, narrow alleyways that were brick-paved and walled, the same window boxes filled with flowers, the same shapely grillwork at windows and doors.

By the time she was a good way down the hill, though, her legs had suddenly had enough. From Pinckney, she turned left onto West Cedar, then left again into Leeds Court.

The road was cobblestone. It stayed narrow only long enough to clear the walls of the abutting West Cedar homes, then split into an oval around a center grove of hemlocks and pines.

Breathless and sweaty, Casey jogged past parked cars, glancing at her inheritance with each casual turn. Sandwiched in with its neighbors, the townhouse faced west from the Court’s deepest point. Built of wine-colored brick, now ivy-clad, it rose four stories above a subbasement level. The first two stories had tall windows and glossy black shutters; the third-floor windows were gabled; the fourth floor was smaller, a cupola.

Casey had always been intrigued by that fourth floor, such a sweet thing perched atop the gables. She had always imagined it to be a charming little hideaway—and she still did. But her eye didn’t linger there for long. There was so much more to see.

Window boxes on the first and second floors were vibrant with pink flowers. A waist-high iron fence enclosed a tiny front yard, each side of which had ground cover of little blue flowers surrounding a tree in white bloom. Dogwood, Casey guessed—but only guessed. She wasn’t a tree person, or a flower person, for that matter. She had never had to be, because her mother was the expert. Unwilling to compete, Casey had let flora pass her by. What little she knew of it she had absorbed by osmosis.

If she took a wild guess, she would say that the flowers in the window boxes were sweet William, though she wasn’t sure how she came up with the name. Whatever, they were beautiful. They were carefully tended and full, putting to shame the geraniums in the neighbor’s window boxes on the left and the pansies in the neighbor’s boxes on the right. She assumed that Connie’s gardener, who reputedly loved the house, was the one responsible here, and let herself admire his work longer than she might have if she thought Connie had planted the flowers himself.

It was a final stalling tactic. But time was passing. She didn’t want to be at this all day. She had other things to do.

Taking water from the fanny pack, she swallowed a mouthful, capped the bottle, returned it. In the process, she found an old stick of Juicy Fruit gum. Not caring that it might be stale, she peeled off the wrapper and folded it into her mouth.

Chomping defiantly, she straightened her shoulders, opened the iron gate, and strode toward the house.



Chapter Two

The walk was paved with bluestone. A side path on the left led to a stairway to the lower level. Walking straight ahead, Casey climbed four stone steps. The front door and its sidelights were made of wood, painted the same glossy black as the shutters. The doorknob, knocker, and kickplate were all of polished brass.

Heart in her mouth right along with the wad of chewing gum, she fit the key into the lock, turned it, and opened the door. She had memorized the entry code, but there was no hum to say that the alarm had been tripped. Aware that it might be a silent one—and loath to set it off and bring in the police—she hurried through a tiny entryway into the foyer.

It was dark inside—dark wood, dark carpet, dark walls. She hated that.

But the air was cool against her heated skin, and that she loved.

Pulling off her sunglasses, she raised her head to better see from under the bill of her cap, and looked frantically around. She found the keypad for the alarm on the wall to her left, but its lights showed a steady green. Either the last person leaving had forgotten to turn on the alarm, or someone was with her in the house.

“Hello?” she called, hooking her sunglasses on the neck of her singlet. Before her, left to right, were a hallway leading back, a stairway leading up, and a pair of doors that were slightly ajar. With her sunglasses off, the place wasn’t quite so dark. The foyer and stairs bore Oriental rugs woven in burgundy, olive, cream, and black. The newel post and the banister rising above it were mahogany. The walls were caramel in color. Everything was clean and well kept.

Feeling grubby by comparison, and sweating now from nerves, she wiped beads of perspiration from her nose with the heels of her hands. Tucking the gum in her cheek, she called out another cautious, “Hello?”

Her voice had barely died when she heard footsteps running up a flight of stairs at the back of the house. They were light—no oversized thug here, and besides, she figured, an intruder would have slipped out the back. This had to be the maid.

Waiting, Casey had barely taken in an oak sideboard flanked by carved wood chairs when a woman ran in from the hall. Her eyes were wide and her face pale. A fireplace poker hung from her hand.

The running should have prepared Casey. A traditional maid in a discreet gray uniform, with dignified gray hair to match, wouldn’t run. She might walk briskly, but she would be proper about it.

There was little that was proper about this maid. Granted, her khaki shorts were nowhere near as short as Casey’s wisp of nylon, and her polo shirt was clean and pressed, but it was tucked in none too neatly at the waist. She wore white sneakers with crew socks rolled down. Her hair was pulled up from her face into a haphazard ponytail that was nearly as dark as the mahogany banister.

The smoothness of her skin said that she wasn’t any older than Casey. Nor, truth be told, did she look any more composed than Casey felt deep down inside. For all her running, she looked pale and confused, frozen in place.

Casey softened instantly. “Meg Henry?” she asked. That was the name on her list.

The woman nodded. Girl, Casey amended, deciding that she wasn’t even thirty.

“Who are you?” Meg asked in a frightened voice.

“Casey Ellis. Dr. Unger’s daughter.”

“Whose daughter? Are you Ruth’s?”

“No. I’m Caroline’s.”

Meg swallowed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know who Caroline is.” Taking a step closer, she peered under the bill of Casey’s cap and caught her breath. “Freckles.”

“Yes.” It was one of the disadvantages of going without makeup. “I have those.”

Meg broke into a smile.

Not sure what to make of that, Casey said, “I inherited this place. I was told that you come with it. But it’s Saturday.” She glanced at the poker. “Did he make you work Saturdays, too?”

Meg put the poker behind her. “I work every day. If I didn’t, who would take care of him?”

Casey didn’t remind the girl that Connie was gone. There was something fragile about her—a look in the eye, a tilt of the head, the slight hunch of her shoulders. “Didn’t he give you any time off?”

Meg nodded. “Whenever I wanted, but I never wanted much. Dr. Unger was a dream to work for.” As she said the last, her eyes filled with tears.

A surrogate daughter, Casey instantly thought, noting that Meg was very much her own height and weight. A surrogate daughter who could clean.

So Casey would fail him in that, too. Cleaning had never been one of her priorities.

Hands in her back pockets, she drew in a deep breath. She smelled leather. She smelled books. She smelled warm, damp earth. She really smelled that. Frowning, she homed in on a planter just behind the newel post. It was filled with Spanish moss and a riot of fern.

Meg followed her gaze, quickly apologetic. “I gave them too much water. Jordan isn’t in today, and I’d been thinking all week that they looked dry. He must have watered them yesterday.”

Jordan was the gardener—Jordan from Daisy’s Mum, according to Casey’s list. She assumed that Daisy’s Mum was one of the area’s chic all-service little flower shops that had cropped up to care for yuppies’ plants. Connie Unger wasn’t a yuppie, but if Daisy’s Mum was good and if Jordan loved the house, who was Casey to argue? Her own brown thumb was another mark against her.

“I mopped up the spill,” Meg was saying. “It’s just that the soil will smell until it dries out. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Casey assured her and took another long breath, this one held uncertainly. Totally aside from the surrogate daughter issue, she didn’t know what to do with a maid. This was the first one she’d ever had. “I’d like to look around. Why don’t you go on back to . . . cleaning the fireplace?”

“I was just about to dust books. Do you know that between the library and the den, there are nine hundred and twenty-three books?”

Casey was impressed. “Sounds like you’ve dusted those books more than once.”

“I have,” Meg replied with pride. “There’s nothing worse than looking for a particular book, climbing way up, pulling it off the shelf and getting a faceful of dust. That’s how it was when I first came to work for Dr. Unger. Mrs. Wheeler was too old to climb up and dust the books. Would you like a cold drink? Dr. Unger always liked iced tea.”

“Not me,” Casey was happy to declare. “I’m an iced coffee person. But I’m fine for now, thanks.” She gestured toward the doors on her right. “I’ll just wander.” She turned, heard a gasp, looked back.

“Your hair,” Meg said. “I couldn’t see it from the front. I didn’t expect the color.”

With a smile and a shrug, Casey went on into the living room. It was a long, narrow room with high ceilings and two distinct halves. The front half held armchairs and love seats in velvet and brocade, side tables in marble and wood, tall lamps with handsome ivory shades, while a grand piano dominated the rear half. Each section had its own Oriental rug, and though there were subtle differences in their design, they leaned heavily on burgundy to match the room’s theme. Sheers covered windows that looked out front and back; they were flanked by draperies that flared out over the floor. At the edge of the draperies, catching light from the windows, large Boston ferns spilled from elegant iron stands.

Casey checked the side tables for photographs. She hadn’t expected to find any of her, but she might have liked to see ones of Connie’s other relatives. Because of his aloof and unsentimental nature, people might assume there were no relatives, but he had to have come from somewhere. If pictures did exist, this would be the place for them—and if not pictures of his relatives, then ones of Connie as a boy. Old sepia prints would have fit a room like this. There were none here, though. Nor were there any on the piano, a handsome thing with its lid raised high.

Handsomeness notwithstanding, she couldn’t begin to guess what the asocial Cornelius Unger had done with this room. She didn’t imagine that he had come in here often. The furniture seemed unworn and the piano was probably just for show. There were aged oils of forests and fields on the walls, and interesting bowls and candlesticks on the tables, but the room looked to be the work of a decorator. She doubted that anything here held special meaning for the man who had been her father. Forget photographs; there was absolutely nothing of a personal nature here.

Backing out of the room, she stood in the foyer for a minute and looked up. If personal was what she was looking for, “up” was where she would find it. The thought of that unsettled her. “Up” was his private space. She didn’t know if she was ready to invade that.

Reminding herself that the man was dead helped a bit. Ultimately, though, it was the force of her own curiosity that impelled her to climb the stairs.

The banister was smooth and polished; if her father had touched it, his fingerprints surely had been wiped away. The landing at the top of the stairs was softened by large pots filled with plants. A room stood on either side of the landing; another staircase led up from its middle.

Cautious, she approached the room on the left and looked inside. Done in shades of blue ranging from powder to navy, it had a large four-poster bed, a desk and chair, a fireplace, and an upholstered love seat. She might have liked the room—blue was her color—if it hadn’t felt so abandoned. Not even the cascading baskets of ivy that hung in front of the windows changed that. At the back was a bathroom. After a quick peek inside at plush blue towels, wallpaper that added apricot tones to the blue, and a powder blue robe—all of which looked brand new—she returned to the hall.

The opposite room was his. She sensed it as she approached, saw it in the more worn look of the carpet at one end. The door was only barely ajar. Feeling like an intruder now, she pushed it a bit and peered around the doorjamb. The light was bright from windows front and back, but it fell on an interior that was decidedly dark. She stayed only long enough to make out potted trees by the windows, a heavy sleigh bed, a sitting area, a pair of dressers, and the bathroom door. Ducking back out and feeling instantly safer, she turned away and climbed to the next floor.

There were no plants on this landing, but rather a single oil painting of a woodland scene, yet another staircase, and two closed doors. Opening one, she found a guest bedroom done in lilac—twin beds, a dresser, a love seat. The room’s main order of business, though, was storage. Cartons and storage bins filled most of the space. She found more of the same across the hall in a room done in beige. Since the beds here were bunked, there was even more storage space, and it was used.

Casey was mildly daunted by the sheer number of boxes. Connie’s active files had been given to a colleague, but she suspected that an impressive number of books and papers remained here. The woman who had idolized him as a professional wondered whether he had left instructions for bequeathing his papers to a library. The woman who was dying to know the man himself wondered if there were personal items mixed in.

She would look. She would have to. Even if she weren’t curious, she couldn’t sell the place until all of this was disposed of one way or another.

Closing the door of the second room, she mounted the final staircase. Steeper than the others, it led to the cupola that she had admired from the street.

Here was a totally different feel, a small but open space with a domed roof, exposed rafters, light oak beams, and glass front and back. She looked out over the front of Leeds Court for a minute, before turning around to the back of the house. Behind a trio of potted ficus trees, a single sofa gazed out through glass sliders at a deck. The sliders were open; screens covered the space. Crossing the bare wood, she eased one screen aside and stepped out. The deck couldn’t have been more than twelve feet by twelve feet. It was floored with cedar planks and fenced in by a waist-high wall of the same. Plants and flowers were in abundance in long earthenware pots and in ceramic bowls glazed multiple shades of green. In their midst was one sad patio chair.

Casey was struck by the loneliness of it.

Chasing away a chill, she focused on the view. Treetops spread beneath her; neighboring decks lay on either side. Ahead, colored lime by trees, deep green by ivies, and reds and pinks by flowers and patio umbrellas, a succession of rooftops climbed east up Beacon Hill.

A man stood on one. When her eye reached him, he waved. She smiled and waved back, then turned and faced her own house.

Her own house. That’s what it was—for a short time, at least. The deck had potential and would surely increase the resale value. Add a grill, a table and chairs, and a handful of standing torches, and she couldn’t think of a better spot for a party. Of course, Connie hadn’t been a partyer. That was one of the many ways in which they differed.

She did have his hair, though Meg Henry couldn’t possibly know that. The man had died at seventy-five, and for the last fifteen of those years, what little hair he’d had was white. For a long time before that, though, it had a blond sheen to it, and, way back, even before that, according to Casey’s mother, it had been Casey’s own strawberry blond.

Casey also had Connie’s blue eyes. But she had her mother’s eyesight, which was perfect. So, while Casey had never worn glasses, Connie wore thick ones that had muted the impact of his blues and made them look less like hers as well.

Inside again now, she started down the stairs. The closed doors on the third floor were a challenge indeed. She wondered if there were pictures of a young Connie in the boxes stored there. She wondered if there were pictures of long-lost relatives or of the farm in Maine where he’d grown up. His official biography offered little more information than the state and the date. She knew about a farm because it was one of the few things her mother had ever shared—and that, done only to explain comparing the man’s social grace to that of a donkey.
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