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Prologue

I CAN’T REMEMBER THE EXACT WORDS, BUT THE MESSAGE ON my telephone answering machine went something like this:

“Hi, pal” It was the familiar voice of my long-distance friend Carol Margolis. “How’s tricks in the sticks? Got to be better than it is here in the big city.” New York, she meant. “Listen, I’ve got a problem for you to solve, Jenny. What if somebody you knew was doing something illegal? And what if this illegal thing they were doing could hurt other people and maybe already had harmed them in some way? But what if you believed in your heart that this was basically a good person who meant well, and what if this illegal act of theirs was also doing good for people? What would you do, hmm? Turn ’em in? Report them? And to further complicate the situation, what if by snitching on them, you’d ruin their life and really make a mess of your own, and you’d feel terrible about it and they’d hate you, and the people they were helping would hate you, and you’d feel incredibly guilty about the whole thing, even if none of it was your fault and they really were doing something wrong?”

At that point, there was the sound of a sigh on the machine.

“Thanks, pal. Just telling you about it makes me realize what I have to do. I’ll talk to you some other time, Jenny. You don’t have to call me back.”

Of course, I was going to call her back anyway.

But I was busy that week, so I didn’t.
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ONE WEEK LATER, IT WAS HER BOSS WHO BROKE THE NEWS to me that my friend Carol Margolis was dead. This message I took in person, when Carol’s boss called from a law office in New York City to my home in Port Frederick, Massachusetts.

“Jenny Cain?” she asked.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“This is Patricia Vinitsky,” she announced. I heard New York City in the accent and a faraway familiarity in the name. “I’m president of the board of the Hart Foundation. I believe you … uh, have been a friend of our … uh, director, Carol Margolis.”

“Why, yes,” I said enthusiastically and unsuspectingly.

“I gather you don’t know, and I regret to tell you, that Carol is dead; she was killed in a street robbery one night last week. I’m sorry nobody thought to inform you before this. Her parents probably didn’t know how to reach you, and her husband … well, you know how Steve is …”

“No, I—”

Didn’t want to know. Any part of this. Wanted it to stop. Wanted to go back to when my phone rang, and wanted to refuse to answer it.

“Carol …” I said.

We’d become friends because we held twin jobs as directors of community foundations. We’d met at a convention, and we’d hit it off immediately. Then we’d commenced that sort of rare, intense friendship that you can usually only conduct with somebody you see infrequently. At those times—usually at conventions—we’d share a year’s worth of gossip and intimacy and hilarity. If we’d been lovers, we’d have wanted to see each other more often; since we were friends, it was enough to share a room once a year and to talk by phone. Although we were separated by time and space, Carol Margolis was one of my best friends. Even so, I hadn’t spoken to her since right after my mother died; she’d left that last message and a couple of earlier innocuous ones that I hadn’t gotten around to returning; I’d been preoccupied, I’d known that she would understand, I hadn’t known it would matter. I had thought I’d be seeing her at the next convention or talking to her soon on the phone …

Vinitsky’s next words slipped past me like cars sliding downhill in an earthquake. I grasped the horror of it and wanted to reach out and stop them, but I was helpless to do anything more than observe it all in a silence of shock.

“It happened on West End Avenue. She was running like she did every evening. Some bastard tried to rob her, that’s what they’re saying, but she wasn’t carrying anything, no money, not even wearing a watch, not even a fanny pack. She’d taken along enough money for coffee at a place she liked, but she’d already spent that, she’d already had the coffee. The son of a bitch got her three blocks from there, when she was almost home. He stabbed her, left her to bleed to death on the sidewalk. She was screaming after he ran away, listen I’m sorry to tell you all this, maybe you don’t want to know the details, but I thought you’d want to hear that people did try to help, they did come, even the paramedics, but nobody could help her.”

I was silent, stunned. Nothing to say. No questions. I was thinking of her last message to me. I wanted desperately now to call her back, Please, let me call you back, Carol …

“You’re a foundation director, too?”

“What?” The tears were starting to flow, and I thought: What is this chitchat? Give it a pass. Let me off the phone, so I can cry my cry, feel my sorrow for my murdered friend. “What? Wait.” I grabbed a tissue from the pocket of the sweatshirt I was wearing over blue jeans, and I held the phone away from my face while I blew my nose and wiped my cheeks. Impatiently, I said, “I was, yes.”

“We need somebody to fill in,” Vinitsky said. “We’re in a hell of a bind since Carol died. Things are happening. One crisis after another, you know?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I did know. That’s the norm in foundation work: one emergency following another as naturally as blood flows from an open wound. My desire to hang up the phone was more urgent than any crisis she had, and so I was slow to grasp her meaning. And then I did, unbelieving. “You’re kidding.”

“We need an interim director until we hire somebody permanently. Maybe you’d like to take over till then? For a salary and all expenses. Make it a tryout for the job, if you like. That’d certainly be fine with us. You can even stay in Carol’s place. I don’t know if you knew that she and Steve were separated, but he says he doesn’t want to live there now, and he says you’re welcome to use it while you’re in town—”

“Wait!” I blew my nose again, closer to the phone this time. How dare she? Hey, listen, your buddy’s dead, you want her job? I swallowed phlegm and tears and anger before I spoke again. “Stop. This is too quick. Too much.” So why, if I were really so offended, did I add the next sentence, the one that opened the door to a most dangerous decision? “And even if it weren’t, you don’t know anything about me.”

“Yes, I do,” Vinitsky said, and now the door was fully open, and fate began to come rushing in at me. “I know that you very recently quit the Port Frederick Civic Foundation, where you worked for a long time, and I know that you’re presently unemployed. I know that Carol spoke highly of you and I know that we modeled some of our programs on ones you started up there in wherever the hell you are in Massachusetts. And I know that when I called around the country, your name was the one that came up most frequently in conversations with other people in foundation work. They said you’d be great for the job.” She added quickly, “For this interim position. Will you come? For Carol? Like tomorrow?”

“For Carol?”

“Frankly, she left us some problems.”

Ah, better than flowers, I thought, better than a contribution to a favorite charity. “The family requests that friends step in to clean up the messes left by the dearly beloved deceased.” This was crazy. But it would be a temporary job until I figured out what I wanted to be when I grew up. In the city I loved the most in the world, doing the kind of work that had me hooked. As a tribute, a memorial, in a weird way, to a dear friend, a dead friend …

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but go ahead and tell me more, especially the part about those crises you mentioned, those ‘things that are happening’ …”

Long distance, Pat Vinitsky, attorney, president of the board of the Hart Foundation, and my future “interim” boss, sighed. “Okay, how about the rich old lady who has changed her mind about leaving her fortune to the foundation? That’s one. And how about the man who’s so mad at us that he wants to sue us to get back the money he already gave us? That’s two. Then there’s the amateur theater down in the Village that didn’t get the last installment of their grant money because Carol didn’t get the check to them on time. Don’t ask me why, that’s for you to find out. And there’s a little literacy project, a fabulous project, that I want funded as soon as possible, but I need somebody to run another site evaluation. That’s the sort of stuff I mean, like that.”

I had nearly smiled through my tears during her recital.

It all sounded so familiar, so enticingly challenging and infuriating and satisfying. Almost cozy. I could do this. With my eyes closed and my hands tied behind my back with red tape. I could do it for Carol. Hell, who was I kidding? I’d be doing it for myself as well.

“I’ll get back to you,” I told Vinitsky.

That got her off the phone.

So that finally I could sit down and cry … and remember that last message of Carol’s. What had she said? Problems? Somebody doing something illegal? And they’d hate her if she turned them in? And that it might ruin their life and mess up hers, too? Was that what she’d said? Another emotion flooded in upon my sorrow, and from the hair that raised on my scalp and arms, I recognized it as horror.

“Did this problem only mess up your life, Carol?” I asked my murdered friend, through my tears for her. “Or did it end it?”

“About all you can do,” suggested my husband the cop, “is to call New York, find out a name of a homicide detective assigned to Carol’s case, and tell him—or her—about the message.”

“There is one other thing I can do,” I said.

Geof, who is a lieutenant with the Port Frederick police force, cocked his head, waiting for what I was going to say next.

“I can take this interim job.”

“I hate New York,” he said.

“Is that pertinent?”

“If you decide to take that job, you lose me.”

I stared at him. “Did I miss something here? Or have we just jumped from point A to point Z without any logical progression in between? Nobody said anything about making this permanent.” At the look on his face, I conceded, “All right, maybe Vinitsky did mention that as a possibility, but that doesn’t mean I’d want to do it. Geof, I didn’t know you felt that strongly about my taking a job out of town, especially in that town.”

“Well, now you know.”

“No compromises?” I was horrified at the turn this simple conversation had taken. “If I do this, I’ll only be gone a little while, and I won’t make any decisions without you, surely you know that.”

He didn’t seem to think there was anything to discuss.

“I will not live in New York,” he stated. “I will not commute to New York to live with you part-time. I will not be a good sport if you want to be the one to do the commuting. I want you, not a frequent flyer coupon. That’s it, Jenny, that’s how I feel.”

“You’re not being fair, Geof.”

“And you think you are?”

“How can you say that? I haven’t taken the job!”

“You will. I know you. You love New York.”

“Oh, you know, do you?” I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. He was panicking, that was it, at the idea that our lives might change, and dramatically, before he was ready for it. Everything had been in a state of flux in the months since my mother died, since I’d quit my longtime job, since he’d been suspended from the force for the time he’d spent in helping me to investigate my mother’s life and death. He was back at work now, and I was looking for work. We’d been firmly together during all those difficult times; it was only now, during the transition between then and … the future … that tension was building between us again, so that a marriage that once felt so firm now seemed at risk of falling apart. We went through periods of rockiness, didn’t every marriage? The scary part was that you never knew when one of those periods might end up throwing your partnership on the rocks, splintered, shattered, irretrievable. Surely, this wasn’t it! Not after everything else we’d been through. It was worth pleading for, no matter who was right or wrong. “Listen, I really do want to take this interim job, I’m sorry, but I do, for Carol’s sake if nothing else. It’ll only be for a few weeks, maybe only two or three. You could come spend the weekends with me. It’ll be like a little vacation. Please? Even if you think you’ll hate it? We’ll have a good time. We’ll talk about it then.”

“I won’t change my mind.”

“Oh, well, good!” I was suddenly furious at him. “Just so we know where we stand!” I held up my hands appeasingly. “Sorry, sorry! Okay, but you’ll come?”

His answer was unexpected, welcome, infuriating.

“I love you,” my husband confessed, “it’s New York I hate.”

“You’ll do it?”

“I’ll do it.”

“We appreciate your calling,” the New York homicide detective said to me, “especially long distance like this. I understand she was a good friend of yours, and you want to help. But you got to understand, this looks like a classic street mugging. She was running, he stopped her, he asked her for money, she told him she didn’t have any, and so he stuck her for no good reason.”

“But maybe there was a reason—”

“No,” he said patiently, “you don’t understand, there’s never a good reason for a crime like this. There doesn’t have to be. It just happens, and this time it happened to your friend. Listen, I’m sorry.”

“But you’ll—”

“Of course, we’ll see what we can do with this information, but don’t get your hopes up.”

I thought that was a silly thing to say. It was too late for hope, that wasn’t what I was after; I was after revenge and resolution, and I was going to New York City to search for it.
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THE FIRST TIME I EVER VISITED NEW YORK CITY BY MYSELF I figured that if I could just make it alive from the airport into Manhattan, I’d survive the rest of the trip.

You know how that feels, that outsider’s fear of New York?

It’s the feeling of being so naive when you step off the airplane, as if everybody around you is a native and you’re the only tourist. And it’s all those tales you’ve heard about stolen luggage and crazy cab drivers and women who steal purses off hooks on the backs of toilet stalls. And it’s that intimidating business of mastering the queue for the cabs outside the airport and of debating whether you’re supposed to tip the person who growls, “Where to?” and whistles a taxi down the line to you. And it’s how dumb you feel the first time, when everybody else in the cab line is talking in code, saying things like “mid-town,” “SoHo,” or “the Village.” And it’s watching strangers match up for shared rides and wondering if you’re supposed to do that, too, and how do they manage the fare and will you get stuck for paying for a whole ride when you only ought to pay for a quarter of the bill?

And it’s the rotting shells of cars along the expressways, the unintelligible graffitti on the underbellies of the underpasses, and the surprise when the cab driver asks you if you want to pay the bridge toll now or later, and you think in a panic, What bridge toll!? and you don’t want him to know that you don’t know which is the smarter choice, because you don’t want anybody to know you’re from out of town. And so you say, “Later,” and you could swear that he smirks into his rearview mirror, and you figure that means that he knows he’s got a live one and that you’ve just agreed to pay the equivalent of taxi fare to Nova Scotia on a Saturday night.

But then it happens, just about the time you get past Hell’s Gate and the cabbie drives you onto the Triborough Bridge, just about then, when all seems lost and you figure you’ll never see your loved ones again in this lifetime, you get your first glimpse of the skyline of Manhattan. Oh! There’s the Empire State Building! And isn’t that the World Trade Center? And then you’re rocketing south down East River Drive, and he whips a right onto Seventy-second Street, and suddenly you’re crossing First Avenue, Second Avenue, Third, Lexington, Park, Madison, Fifth. And there’s Central Park! And, oh my God, he’s going to drive straight through the park, we’ll be killed!

But no, dozens of cars are driving through the beautiful green park alongside of you and in front of you and behind you, and some of those people are smiling and talking, and they look as if they know what they’re doing, so you relax a little.

And then there’s your hotel or your friend’s building or the restaurant where you’re supposed to meet somebody, and you manage to compute the tip and you remember to get a receipt and the driver smiles at you and says what you figure is probably the Islamic equivalent of “have a nice day,” and all of a sudden you’re having just that, better than that, all of that, and more.

New York City!

You’ve done it, you’ve mastered the trip into town, and now everything’s going to be fine. You’ll live and maybe not even to regret it. You’re thrilled! You’re here. Here. You’re empress of the universe and at least as sophisticated as the average ten-year-old from the Bronx.

This wasn’t my virgin trip to New York City.

But I was nearly as nervous as the first time.

“Upper West Side,” I told the taxi driver when I slid into his back seat outside LaCuardia Airport. I could speak the lingo now, even adding, “Eightieth and Riverside Drive,” in proper cross-street speak.

The driver said, “My darling, if I could, I would take you in my arms and fly you there.” Welcome to New York, I thought, where everybody’s a stranger, and nobody is. Frankly, the way he drove, flying would have been my preference, too.

I was nervous enough already.

By the time he swooped in for a “landing” in front of my destination, I was sweating inside my black trench coat, my black wool business suit and black silk blouse, and my red silk underwear. Even the soles of my feet were sweating inside my black hose and my black business pumps. Black was hip in Manhattan this year, or so I’d been told by a New York friend who had also admitted to me, “I went to dinner with my husband the other night. We were both wearing black. When we looked around in the restaurant, we saw that every single person there was also wearing black!” Me, too. Like most tourists, I wanted to pass for a native.

Outside the cab, standing on the curb with my suitcases, I craned my neck and gazed unabashedly, unashamedly, gawkingly, up at the elegant nineteenth-century brownstone building in front of me. It would be my home for a week, maybe two, or maybe even longer than that. The sight of it made my pulse race and tears gather in my eyes for reasons having nothing to do with the architecture. Could I do this? Could I really move into the apartment of a murdered friend? Was I really stepping into her home, taking over her job? Granted, it was only temporary—maybe only temporary—but still …

“Carol,” I said, under my breath. “I miss you.”

Was I being a good friend or a ghoul?

It was early May, around ten in the morning, and (despite my fear-sweat) cooler in New York than it had been back home. The sunshine stole quick glances at me between the buildings as gray clouds raced along as if they were in a hurry to catch a commuter train. Light traffic rattled at my back, subways rumbled at my feet, boats moaned to each other on the rivers. New York City was the world’s biggest vibrator: Everything vibrated above, and below the streets. I got the feeling that all those vibrations were the sound of millions of emotions manifesting themselves right smack dab into physical reality. Emotion: vibration: POP: reality. New York was an idea, I thought, an idea held simultaneously by thirteen million people. What if we all closed our eyes and thought about something else for a moment: Would the city disappear?

It was clearly visible at this second.

Riverside Drive, where I stood with my luggage and my misgivings, was a quiet two-lane street at this point, with Riverside Park just on the other side of it and a highway and the Hudson River beyond that. I stared across at the park and saw a caged dog run, a caged basketball court, a caged handball court, a caged tennis court, a caged playground, a caged sandbox. All around me on this side of the street were tall buildings with small rooms within them. Cages within cages within cages. Outside the basketball court, a black man with spindly legs in blue trousers rifled through an overflowing trash basket. He wasn’t in a cage, so who was free?

Carol was, my friend Carol Margolis.

Now she had the freedom of the dead.

Or was she caged, too, by a desire for revenge or by a longing for her life or by the same urgent need I felt to know who killed her and why they’d chosen to stab her, beautiful, brilliant her, on a New York evening? Carol probably knew the answer to that one. Surely the dead know who kills them, maybe they even understand the why that leads to forgiving.

Not me.

“Hello, New York,” I said out loud.

I took a deep, fetid breath of her, of the fragrance of the fresh flowers in her stalls along the avenues and of the stench of her warm urine wafting up from the subway through the grates in her sidewalks and the aroma of her Italian bread rising to crusty perfection in her bakeries and the stink of her dog shit in the laughable little squares of dirt that surrounded her pathetic trees and the sharp tang of her chic women and the musk of her rich men and the fumes of her limos idling at her curbs and the wet rotting odor of her cardboard shacks. I took it all in, and I announced for her to hear, because I knew she was accustomed to eavesdropping as her citizens talked to themselves and to her: “I’m Jenny Cain, and for the next couple of weeks, you are mine!”

“Sounds good to me,” said a young doorman. He hoisted all my luggage and grinned down at me from a great gawky, pimpled teenaged height. “So, like, when do we start?”


3

[image: Image]

THE YOUNG DOORMAN—HIS NAMETAG SAID JED—LED ME down three cement steps to a small, dark, boxlike entry that opened onto a long, shadowy hallway. The front door was ajar, so he pushed it open, doing the same with the next door, and managing to hold it all for me and my luggage. I sidled on in ahead of him and stared around me.

“Who you stayin’ with?” he inquired.

I glanced back at him and smiled but didn’t answer.

Carol’s name was stuck in my throat.

Jed was eccentrically attired, as if he’d dressed himself from a Salvation Army clothes rack: a gray tailcoat too long at the wrists, with tails that flopped at the backs of his knees; a Pearl Jam T-shirt; blue jeans tucked into black leather riding boots. He was around eighteen years old, I guessed, and craggy and pimply faced, with long curly brown hair just barely tamped down by a gray chauffeur’s cap.

“All this stuff,” he said, “looks like you’re stayin’ awhile.”

He set down my luggage with an audible groan.

“God, you pack your weights in here? No, but hey, that’s good. Maybe you’ll like it here, so you’ll want to buy into the building. We could use a couple new owners, get rid of a couple more old ones.”

“I’m staying in Carol Margolis’s place.”

Jed stared, mouth open. “No shit?”

I indicated that was the case.

“God,” he said, all teenage boy now, “that was awful, wasn’t it? Her gettin’ killed and shit? She a friend of yours?”

I indicated that, too, was the case.

“God, it was tragic! Just a couple blocks from here, did you know that?”

I shook my head: No.

“Yeah, I mean, what’s the world coming to? There are some not nice people in it these days, you know? I wasn’t on duty, but one of the tenants, he said he heard the screaming clear over here. Awful, awful, I can’t hardly stand to think about it.” Jed’s arms and legs were dancing now, twitching, nervously moving all the time he spoke, as if the story made him feel too uptight to hold still. In his gray tails, he looked like an aberrant, ungainly Fred Astaire. “Was it her screaming? That’s what I asked him, but he says, how’s he supposed to know what somebody sounds like when they’re screaming? He’s never heard any of the tenants scream before, he says, to which I says, Hey, you livin’ in a different building from me, you never hear any tenants screaming? I hear them yelling at each other all the time and it ain’t any two blocks away either.” He slapped his own face with both hands, as if to get his own attention. “So what are you doin’, you gonna rent her place?”

“I’m taking her job temporarily until they fill it.”

“No shit?” Jed sniffed, raising his right nostril to do it and then twinned the act with his left. It seemed to help him think, to calm down his compulsive movements. “So what do you think? You like the looks of this little joint?”

“It’s beautiful,” I said, fully meaning it.

The hallway that served as a lobby looked more like the foyer of an elegant private home than the commercial property it really was. The walls were painted an immaculate white with bright yellow woodwork trim; a polished wooden banister trailed alongside a long marble stairway to a second floor. The bright light paint helped the atmosphere, because, basically, it was a shadowy house, narrow, with stairways casting shadows on floors and walls throwing shadows across halls. When I peered up, I saw the landings of several more floors above us. Flower prints, framed and glassed, adorned the walls abutting the stairway. There was a single door to my right, as we entered, and a second door way on down the front hall, almost under the stairs.

“Little piece of paradise,” Jed agreed. “Mom keeps it nice.”

I turned to look up at him. “Your mother.”

“Owns the joint,” he said, casually. “Old family mansion. Rents some rooms on a yearly basis, rents the others out as bed and breakfast. Kinda unusual, I guess, but then so is my mom. That’s how Carol Margolis and Steve Wolff found this place, you know?”

Again, I shook my head: No.

“Yeah, they stayed here on their honeymoon and just kinda never left. The bad news is, we gotta climb. You’re on the fifth. No elevators. Heave ho.

I took one of my three bags away from Jed, so that he wouldn’t have to carry all of them, and together we trudged upward.

“When’s the last time you saw her, Jed?”

“Earlier that day.”

“Did she seem okay to you?”

He glanced back at me. “Okay? Like, what’d you mean?”

“I mean, was she smiling, happy?”

“Oh, I see what you mean, yeah, it’d be nice to think that, that she had a nice day, her last day. I guess so, sure, if it makes you happy.”

It was hardly a satisfying answer, as it didn’t suggest whether Carol might have looked worried or frightened about anything that afternoon before her death.

We were moving past a floor with three doors.

One of them was open, with classical music streaming out, and I thought I recognized the piercing sweet violin of Dvorak chamber music. I paused to catch my breath, to steal a listen.

I glanced within that apartment and gasped in panic.

“Jed!” It came out a whispered scream.

He looked, saw what I saw, put down my bags, and said to me perfectly calmly and without missing a beat, “I can handle this. Don’t move.” If his voice expressed any emotion at all, it was only annoyance.

My emotions were running riot, however.

What I saw was a naked, pudgy elderly woman straddling the sill of an open window. One bare dimpled leg hung down inside her living room, the other was out of my sight on the other side of the window. The achingly lovely music was sliding into the air from a cassette player plugged into an outlet on the floor near her. The small bare foot was beating a rhythm in time to the piano.

Jed strolled into the room as if he had all the time in the world.

Hurry! I yelled at him in my head.

I was a nervous wreck by the time he reached her side. Jed stuck his hands in his pants pockets and said in a conversational tone, “Mrs. Amory, you got to turn the music down, it’s bothering the other owners.” She was mesmerized by something outside or possibly something internal and didn’t even look up. Jed turned then, noticed a bathrobe on the back of a chair, picked it up, and walked it back over to her, draping it over her naked body right there in the window. “Better come in now, Mrs. Amory,” he said in that same easy conversational tone, “before you get arrested. Grab my arm, that’s it. Okay, now the robe. You really embarrass me when you do this, you know that? You might think how you make me feel now and then. I’m only nineteen years old, for Chrissake. Is this anything for a young man such as myself to have to deal with? You might think about that while you’re lookin’ out the fuckin’ window. Excuse me, but really, it just bothers me a lot, and I think you ought to know that. And it pisses my mother off, and you don’t want to do that, do you? Oh, hell, you’re not listening, do you ever listen, Mrs. Amory? You’re not ever really going to jump, are you? You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?”

Jed sat her down in a chair, then closed her window with a decisive thump and locked it, applying so much force that I wondered if the old woman could get it open again. He left her draperies wide, but he turned to her, as he bent down to lower the volume on the radio, and he said warningly, “Stay dressed, okay? Window down. Clothes on. That’s our deal. You want to get naked, that’s fine, but first you close your drapes and shut your door. Okay, Mrs. Amory, I’m going to be walking up and down this hall all day, and I’m going to be lookin’ up at your window from outside, too, and I don’t want to have this problem with you again. Got that?”

She stiffened her chin like a stubborn child and glared at me.

Jed left her there and rejoined me, closing her door on his way out.

“Man, I’m tired of this shit,” he said, but he didn’t look at me, just grabbed my two bags again, and started on up to the third floor.

“What was that all about?” I asked, behind him.

“It’s about me gettin’ out of this nuthouse,” he snapped.

“It really frightened me when I saw her.”

“Sorry.”

“No, I don’t mean that, it’s not your fault … I was just saying, it scared me. My heart’s still pounding.” I lowered my voice. It wasn’t easy to talk and breathe at the same time, carrying a bag on the steep stairway. “Is she crazy, Jed? Or senile? Shouldn’t she be in a hospital?”

“I got nothin’ to say about it.”

There were three closed doors on the third floor and two closed doors on the fourth. Breathing hard and moving much more slowly, we reached the fifth, where Jed dumped my bags in front of a door labeled 5A below its peephole. On my floor, there was also a 5B and a 5C.

I looked up at him, but he was avoiding my gaze now.

“You were good with her,” I said.

“I got lots of practice,” he muttered as he placed a key in a lock.

“Are you going to notify somebody?”

“Yeah. My mother.”

When he didn’t volunteer any other information, I looked around the fifth floor. “Do I have neighbors behind those other doors?”

He smiled a little as he turned the key and then inserted a second key into a second lock. “Oh, yes, you got neighbors, you most certainly do have neighbors.” He opened the door a crack and then handed me a separate ring containing three keys. I thought of how people hardly bothered to lock their doors in Port Frederick, and here Jed and I had passed through two multiply-locked doors downstairs and two locks on this inner door. “Here,” he instructed, “these are yours. Big one’s for the doors downstairs, middle one’s for this top lock, little one’s for this bottom lock. You got a chain and a bolt on the inside of this door, too. When you got visitors, they can buzz you and you can go down and let them in, or they can buzz me, and I’ll call you for permission to let them up. I’m the door just to the right as we came in downstairs. That’s my place. Mom’s on down the hall, but you won’t need to bother her. I’m the one you want.”
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