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The morning was angry but I was cool. The rain rolled in from the west like a harbinger of some vast evil brewing but I had the man’s money in my bank account, it was mine, he couldn’t get it back unless I went nuts and decided to give it to him, and that made me cool. I had followed his orders almost to the letter, varying them just enough to satisfy my own persnickety nature. Long before the first faint light broke through the black clouds, I got up, dressed, got out of my motel room, and drove out toward the edge of town.

I found the all-night diner without a hitch; parked at the side and sat in my cold car with the motor idling. I was early. I had been told to come at five o’clock, no more or less, but I tend to ignore advice like that, especially when it comes with an attitude. I waited ten minutes and the appointed hour came and went. I could sense his presence off to my left beyond the parking lot: If I looked hard at that patch of darkness I could make out the vaguest shape of a car or truck, a vehicle of some kind in a small grove of trees. At five-oh-five by the clock in my car I got out and went inside. The waiter took my order, a slam-bang something with eggs and pancakes: enough cholesterol to power the whole state of Idaho. I consoled myself. I seldom eat like that anymore unless I am on the road, and apparently I am one of the lucky ones: I have great genes and my so-called good cholesterol readings are always sensational. No matter how much fat I eat, my system burns it. To my knowledge, no one in my family tree has ever died of a heart attack, which only means that I have a fine opportunity to be the first one.

The waiter tried to make the cook understand what I wanted through a serious language barrier. The cook looked illegal as hell: he spoke a kind of Spanglish through the window and the waiter struggled with that. I sat through two cups of coffee and no one came out of the lot beyond parking. My breakfast was surprisingly tasty and hot; I ate it slowly and looked up occasionally for some sign of life in the parking lot. When I looked at my watch again, it was five-thirty. The man was half an hour late.

I stretched out my legs and waited some more. If he didn’t come at all it was truly his loss. I had five thousand of his American big ones and that usually guaranteed good faith. I could buy a fairly nice book with that. It was my rock-bottom minimum these days, the least it took for a stranger like him to get me off my dead ass in Denver and on the road to some distant locale. I got the money up front for just such contingencies as this one: a client with guff to match my own. That’s one thing people had said about Harold Ray Geiger in all the newspaper accounts I had read of his life and death. He was abrupt, and so was the guy who had called me.

Geiger’s man was also mysterious, enigmatic to a fault. He had sent me a cashier’s check, so I still didn’t know his full name. “My name is Willis,” he had said on the phone. “I am Mr. Geiger’s representative in Idaho.” Normally I wouldn’t touch a job like this: I certainly wouldn’t leave home and make such a drive without knowing certain salient details. What had sold me on the case were the books. Geiger had died last month with a vast library of great first editions, the estate had a problem with them, and that was partly what I did now. I seldom did appraisal work: I found that boring and there were others who could do it faster and at least as well. There can be huge differences between honest appraisers and I tend to be too condition-conscious for people who, for reasons of their own, want their appraisals high. But I would help recover stolen books, I would try to unravel a delicate book mystery, I would do things, and not always for money, that got me out in the sunshine, away from my bookstore in Denver and into another man’s world. It all depended on the man, and the voice on the phone seemed to belong to a five-grand kind of guy.

Six o’clock came and went. I rolled with it, prepared to sit here half the morning. The man deserved no less than that for five thousand dollars.

At some point I saw the truck move out of the shadows and bump its way into the parking lot. It was one of those big bastards with wheels half the size of Rhode Island. The sky was still quite dark and the rain drummed relentlessly on the roof of the truck. I could see his knuckles gripping the wheel—nothing of his face yet, just that white-knuckle grip beyond the glass. I knew he had a clear look at me through the windshield, and at one point I smiled at him and tried to look pleasant. But I had a come-if-you-want-to, don’t-if-you-don’t attitude of my own. The ball was in his court.

Eventually he must have realized this, for I saw the unmistakable signs of life. A light went on in the truck and a man in a hat and dark glasses materialized. He climbed down and came inside.

“You Janeway?”

I recognized his voice from that cryptic phone call a week ago. I said, “Yep. And you would perhaps be representing the estate of Mr. Harold Ray Geiger?”

“I’m Willis. I was Mr. Geiger’s right-hand man for more than thirty years.”

He sat in the booth and sent up a signal for coffee. He didn’t offer his hand and I didn’t try to take it. There was another moment when I might have taken it by force, but then he had moved both hands into his lap and I figured groping around between his legs might cast us both in a bad light. From the kitchen the Mexican cook was watching us.

The mystery man sat sipping his coffee.

“Do you have a first name, Mr. Willis?”

“Yes, I have a first name.” He said this with dripping sarcasm, a tone you use with a moron if you are that kind of guy. Already I didn’t like him; we were off to a bad start.

“Should I try to guess it? You look like somebody named Clyde, or maybe Junior.”

I said this in a spirit of lighthearted banter, I hoped, but he bristled. “My first name doesn’t matter. I am the man who will either take you out to Mr. Geiger’s ranch or leave you to wonder for the rest of your life what this might have been.”

Now it was my turn to stifle a laugh.

“Are you making light of this?” I sensed a blink behind his dark shades. “Are you trying to annoy me?”

“Actually, Mr. Willis, I was starting to think it was the other way around.”

“You’ve got a helluva nerve, coming out here with an attitude.”

“I wasn’t aware I had one.”

“Keep it up and you can just climb right back in that car and get the hell out of here.”

I stared at him for a long moment. I was suddenly glad I had been paid by cashier’s check: his money was now firmly in my bank.

“I want it established right from the start,” he said: “You are working for me. You will appraise Mr. Geiger’s books and do it ASAP. If it turns out that books are missing and lost forever, I want you to give me a document to that effect, something that will satisfy God, the executor of Mr. Geiger’s will, and any other interested party who happens to ask. Is that clear enough?”

“I wasn’t told I had to satisfy God as well as all those other people.”

“I am not paying you for that kind of wiseass commentary. I was told you are a reliable professional and that’s what I want from you. That’s all I want.”

“Well, let’s see if I understand it so far. You want me to look at some books. Supposedly there are some missing titles. I’m to give you a written appraisal and do it on the quickstep. I’m to tell you what’s missing based on your assertion that these missing books were ever there in the first place. I’m to do all this in a cheerless environment; I’m not allowed to ever crack a joke or even smile once in a while for comic relief. Twice a day you send a gnome up with bread and water and he hands it to me through the bars. I get to go pee occasionally, as long as I don’t abuse this privilege; otherwise it’s pucker-up-and-hold-it time. Is that about it?”

“I don’t like your attitude.”

“We’ve already established that.” I slipped into my Popeye voice. “But I yam what I yam, Mr. Willis. That’s what you get for your money, which by the way isn’t all that great. And it’s looking less great the more we talk.”

“Then leave,” he said in an I dare you tone.

I slid out of the booth, picked up the check, and started toward the counter. I sensed his disbelief as I paid the tab and sidled back to the booth to leave the waiter a tip.

“Thanks for the call. Give my regards to Idaho Falls.”

I was halfway across the parking lot when I heard the door open. He said my name, just “Janeway,” and I stopped and turned politely.

“What are you, crazy? You haven’t even heard what this is about.”

“Believe me, I would still love to be told.”

“Then stop acting so goddam superior.”

“It’s not an act, Clyde. I don’t have any act. This may surprise you, but I have lived all these years without any of Mr. Geiger’s money. I’ve gotten wherever I am with no help at all from you guys, and I’m willing to bet I can go the rest of the way on my own as well. I do appreciate the business, however.”

“Wait a minute.”

We looked at each other.

“What do you think, I brought you out here just for the hell of it?”

“I have no idea why you do what you do. If you want to talk, let’s go. Your five grand has already bought you that privilege.”

He stood there for another moment as if, with enough time, he could reclaim some of the high ground he had lost. “You’re a slick piece of change, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir, I am. I may not be much of many things, but I am slick. Two things before we go. First take off those glasses, please. I like to see who I’m talking to.”

He took them off slowly, and in that act the authority passed all the way from him to me. His eyes were gray, like a timber wolf or a very old man.

“Thank you. Now tell me, please, who you are. Is Willis your first name or last?”

“Last.”

“What’s your first?”

He stared at me for a long moment. Then he said, “Junior.” I swear he did, and that confession made the whole trip worthwhile.
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I called him Mr. Willis after that. I try to be polite unless people deliberately piss me off, the man was older than me by at least twenty years, and respecting my elders is part of my code. He could have been any age between an old fifty-five and a well-preserved seventy. I parked my car on the street and we drove out of town in his Sherman tank. The city lights fell away and the rain came hard again. I could now see a faint streak of light in the east, but it was still too faint to matter. He drove about ten miles and turned into a dirt road posted KEEP OUT; fenced on both sides with the distinctive wooden slats of a horse ranch.

That was the other thing I knew about Geiger from his obit: In addition to his book collection he had been a horse racing man. But I’d soon found out that I had this chronology backward. In addition to being a lifelong horseman, Geiger had a book collection. Horses were his life and books were now part of it, a combination I found irresistible. I had always been partial to the horse, a nobler, wiser, much gentler, and far more majestic creature than man. I had been an enthusiastic customer at Centennial Race Track in Littleton, just south of Denver, until it closed in 1983. I was one of those daring young kids who got in as soon as the law allowed and maybe a little sooner than that. This was years before my police career began. I had been drawn to the turf by the spectacle, not so much as the lure of fast money. Before I was ten I had read all of Walter Farley’s wonderful Black Stallion novels, and for a year I pictured myself as an impossible cross between Alec Ramsey and Eddie Arcaro. Of course I could never have been a jockey—I was still a growing boy and already pushing 175 pounds, but at eighteen I could spend entire afternoons watching the races. I talked to the grooms over the rail and I quickly learned their lingo. They were called ginneys, a term going back to old racing days in England, when winning owners tipped their grooms a guinea. Today, I had heard, well-heeled owners passed out bills, not coins, featuring Jackson and Grant, occasionally a Franklin if the winning pot had been good enough. I knew these things, though I had never crossed that magical line between the grandstand and the backside. I knew where the class raced, at Hialeah and Gulfstream in Florida, at Aqueduct, Belmont, and Jamaica in New York, and on the West Coast at Santa Anita and Hollywood Park, among other fabled places. I struggled with algebra but I knew the difference between allowance races and claimers. Claiming races were the guts of almost any racing program. Here a horse’s true grit could be calculated, scientifically some said, against others of similar company. In a claiming race, each owner was putting a price on his horse, and the horse could be bought—claimed—by any other owner at the meet who was willing to pay the claiming price. At the same time, the price was a measure of a horse’s class. How I loved those hazy, distant Saturdays at Centennial. I was caught up in the majesty of the post parade and the drama of the race, and I didn’t care whether I had the two bucks for a bet.

Willis clattered and splashed us along the dirt road for a good quarter-mile. The country here was mostly a gently rolling plain. Occasionally there were trees; I could see them now as the black sky became reluctantly gray; nestled among them were some barns and beyond it all was the house. We turned in among the barns and came up to a small training track. There I got my first look at a man who might have been Geiger in earlier times. He stood at the rail watching an exercise boy work a horse in the slop: a stoop-shouldered figure in silhouette, lonely as hell by the look of him. He wasn’t wearing a GEIGER sign on his heavy black slicker; I just figured he was one of the old man’s three sons, the way you sometimes figure things out. He glanced over his shoulder as we went past and that’s how he took note of us; no wave of the hand, no other movement at all. He wore a hood that showed nothing of his face. He just stood there like some grim reaper in a bad dream; then he turned away as the boy galloped his horse around the track again to complete the mile.

Willis didn’t stop and I didn’t ask. We didn’t exchange any wisdom or wit; he didn’t pull up under the big old tree and start showing me pictures of his grandchildren or his prizewinning roses. Sudden camaraderie was not about to break out between us, so my best bet was to keep my mouth shut and not annoy him more than I already had. This I did while he drove along the track and around it, turning up the road to the house, which now loomed before us in the rain. It was an old two-story house, old when Geiger had bought it would be my guess, built here sometime well before the 1920s for another old sodbuster now long dead. None of that mattered now. Willis pulled around to the side and parked under a long overhang. A set of steps went straight up from there. We got out of the car, he gestured at me sullenly, and I went up ahead of him, emerging onto a wide wraparound porch. I stood at the railing looking out at the farm, which was just coming to life in the gray morning. I could see up to the track where the horse was being led back through the gap. The groom held him while the hooded man stood apart, and the boy sat straight in the saddle. On the road he hopped off and they all walked down to the barn where a black man stood waiting with a hot bucket of water. They were a hundred yards away but my eyes were good. The ginney washed the mud off his horse and then skimmed off the water with a scraper. Steam floated off the horse like the bubbling ponds around Old Faithful, but I still couldn’t see anything of the hooded man’s face. His hood kept him dark and mysterious.

I heard Willis cough behind me. He said, “You comin’?” and I said yeah sure. His tone remained surly while I tried to keep mine evenly pleasant. I followed him into the house through a side door. He said, “Wait here,” and for once I did as I was told. He disappeared along a totally black corridor. A moment later a light came on, far down at the end of the hallway on the other side of the house. He motioned me with his hand and turned into the room. Almost at once I was aware of another light beaming out into the hall, and when I reached it I saw Willis sitting behind an enormous desk. My eyes also took in two dozen horse pictures on the far wall, winner’s circle pictures with an oil painting in the center. The centerpiece was a great painting of a magnificent red stallion. The caption said, Man o’ War, 1921.

“I’ve got a few chores to do before we talk,” Willis said. This was okay. For the moment I was at the man’s beck and call; if I computed what he was paying me on a per-hour basis, I would be way ahead of the game for the seeable future. I had never made anything close to this kind of money when I was a cop, so if he wanted me to sit I could sit here all week. At some point I would hear his story, I’d tell him what if anything I could do or try to do for him, and maybe, if the answer was nothing and his demeanor was civilized, I’d consider giving him a chunk of his money back. For the moment I didn’t want to drop even a hint of that possibility. Willis asked if I wanted coffee. I didn’t; I had had my quota in the restaurant but I said sure, I’d take a cup, I’d be sociable. Who knows, it might help us break some ice, I thought. Willis disappeared and I was left to give the room another inspection alone.

The first thing I noticed was, there were no books anywhere.

The second thing, which took me slightly longer to determine, was that Geiger himself appeared in none of the winner’s circle pictures. I got up and walked along the wall looking at them.

A winner’s circle picture, in addition to being a quality professional photograph, gives some good information in three or four lines. First there is the name of the winning horse. Then it tells the racetrack where the win occurred; then the date, the name of the winning jockey, the horses that ran second and third, the distance, the winner’s time, and the names of the owner and trainer. In all of these, H. R. Geiger was named as the owner and trainer, but the only men who had come down to stand with the winning horse and jockey were Willis and the groom. There was no gang of celebrants in any of them and this, maybe, told me a little more about Geiger. Even in cheap claiming races a crowd often assembles around the winning horse. The groom must be there to hold the horse; the jockey, still seated in the saddle, and a whole bunch of people dressed in suits and ties, flowery dresses or plain shirts and jeans, all friends of the winning owner. I had seen winner’s circle pictures that had twenty grinning people crowded together as if they personally had pushed the hapless nag the entire six furlongs. But here was a whole wall showing only four faces in each: Willis and the groom, the jockey, and the horse. Willis wore his western attire, boots, the hat, and a string tie tight at his neck. The pictures were in chronological order. The oldest was from April 1962, the most recent from March 1975, about twenty years ago. Geiger’s winner in that first shot had been a dark filly named Miss Ginny, who had gone to the post with all four legs wrapped. Willis was a slender young man in those days, he stood almost timidly; the jockey wore a look of authority as if he, not Willis, had been running things; and the groom was a serious black kid who looked straight into the camera. The picture had been taken at Hot Springs, Arkansas: a bright, sunny day from the look of it. The top half of the photo shows the finish line and I could see that Miss Ginny had won handily, beating the place horse by five lengths.

I moved along the wall looking at each individual picture until, at some point, I felt uneasy. I didn’t know why then: If I had thought about it at all I might have attributed it to the almost unnatural sameness of the people in the circle. From year to year they never changed places: it was always Willis standing alone on the far left, then a broad gap, then the groom, the horse, and the rider. The jockey was the same skinny white kid for that first half-year; then a series of jocks had replaced him, each riding for the old man for a year, more or less. The ginney was mostly the same black kid; he had been in the first picture and was in the last, with three white kids taking turns with him, holding the horse in the sixties. What was so unusual about that? I finally decided it must be Willis. He wasn’t the owner or the trainer; he didn’t hold the horse; he had no real purpose in the picture as far as I could see, and yet there he was, standing far apart, staring into the camera with that same eerie way he had. Expressionless—that’s how I would describe him. He looked almost like a mannequin, a man with no soul.

“Here’s your coffee,” he said suddenly from the doorway.

I turned and looked into those vacant gray eyes. His expression never changed: maybe that was part of it. Only when I had irritated him back at the restaurant was it plain just from looking at him that I had. I said thanks and took the mug. Our hands touched briefly before he drew his away. His skin was cold. He wore his western shirt buttoned tight around his neck—not even the string tie to give him a more naturally uptight look. If uptight was what he was trying to project, Junior Willis was doing that. His long sleeves were also buttoned, and the whole picture was of a man who couldn’t relax even for a moment. He had not brought any coffee for himself, and as soon as he had delivered mine he left the room again. I drank it to be polite and waited some more. Fifteen minutes passed, marked by no sound other than the ticking of the clock in the corner. I heard footsteps: Someone walked down the porch just past the window. I heard a door close and I figured whoever it was had come inside. There was a momentary murmur, two voices talking in monotone: then an angry shout. “Goddammit, doesn’t she realize these horses can lose the best part of their racing lives while they screw around with a snag in the will? We’ve got to get everybody on board and pulling in the same direction here.” I heard Junior’s voice, lower but still mostly distinct. “Let me warn you about something, Damon. I know she’s your sister,” and at that moment Damon said, “Half sister, goddammit, half sister!” There was a pause, then Junior said, “Maybe she’s your sister but I know her a helluva lot better than you do, and I’m telling you, you’d better not try any of your loudmouth bully-boy tactics on her. In the first place, she doesn’t care whether these horses ever race. In the second place, she won’t be moved by money or threats, and in the third place, it’s just plain dumb to piss her off. Let me work on her.” There was more talk in lower muffled tones, as if they had moved away and were standing across a room or perhaps in the next one. Nothing then for another ten minutes. I looked at the clock and soon I heard footsteps again.

Willis came in alone. Now he looked more annoyed than before. I watch people in situations like that, I am a veritable hub of nerve-endings, I notice changes, and what I knew at the moment was that some kind of change had occurred, no matter how small. A change in the face of an unchangeable man is something you notice. I tried to make it easy on him: I sat at the front of the desk and said, “Just been looking at your pictures,” and Willis only nodded. He didn’t seem to be focusing well; he was trembling mad. Then, almost thirty seconds later, his eyes did focus on the wall and he said, “So what do they tell you?” I thought there was a clue in that: He was trying a little too hard to find out if I could see my own hand in front of my face. So I looked again and suddenly I saw what I had missed the first time around. Then I had been looking too intently at the action in the winner’s circle itself: now I saw a dozen flecks of white behind it as I quickly skimmed the whole gallery. In April 1963 a woman had stood in front of the lower grandstand behind the winner’s circle. Her face was clear in that first long-ago shot; I could see that she was decked out in a white dress with a carnation on her lapel. I glanced at the next picture and there she was again, same white dress, fresh carnation, and she stood in the same place behind the circle. Whatever had just happened on that spring day in 1963, she liked it. I didn’t point this out immediately. I said, “They tell me you’ve been with Geiger a long time,” and I glanced at the other pictures. The woman was always in the same place behind the action, in that gap between Willis and the horse. For more than ten years, with some notable gaps, she had been there when Geiger had won a race.

“Who’s the woman?” I said.

“Mr. Geiger’s wife.”

“Was there a reason why she never came down in the winner’s circle?”

“I’m sure there was. There must have been.”

“Am I supposed to guess that as well?”

“Go ahead. I won’t be able to tell you if you’re right; I never discussed things like that with either of them. But give it a shot if you want to.”

“Well, let’s see. She was shy. She was humble. She was eccentric or quiet or just superstitious.”

“Interesting choice of guesses.”

“Which would you pick?”

I didn’t think he’d answer that. But after a moment he said, “Maybe all of them.”

“Interesting answer.”

“She was an interesting lady.”

“I take it from the past tense that Mrs. Geiger is no longer with us.”

“She died in 1975. She was just forty years old.”

“Was this an unexpected illness?”

“You sound suspicious.”

“I was a cop for years. Homicide cops are always suspicious when people die.”

“It was quite unexpected. She had severe allergies.”

“And that’s what killed her?”

He nodded. “Mr. Geiger was devastated. They were very close.”

“Did he stop racing after that?”

“Not right away. But he didn’t put up any pictures after she died.”

“He didn’t need to. What he’s got fills up the wall nicely.”

“There are many more in the file. Mr. Geiger won a lot of races. But this represents the best of them…the best of her. It covers the whole brief time they were together.”

I didn’t know whether to find this touching or morbid. She had been dead about twenty years and he seemed to be saying that Geiger had never stopped mourning. I left some open pages in my notebook, where Mrs. Geiger had died, and creased the corners.

“There were some gaps in the continuity,” I said. “Here’s just one in 1964, then she was back again in 1966, then there are other gaps along the way.”

He looked at the 1964 shot. “That’s when she was…that’s when she had Sharon. Her daughter.”

He was still uptight: he had trouble saying the word pregnant, and he quickly changed the subject. “Lots of people recommended you. Still, I can’t help wondering how much of a book expert you are in real life.”

“That depends. I know how to tell the front free endpaper from an errata sheet. I know a first edition when I see one. Beyond that it gets fuzzy pretty fast. There comes a point where the best expert is the guy with a good gut…the guy who’s cautious and on guard…who’s got the best instincts. The guy who can look at a book he’s never seen before and say, ‘that knocks my socks off,’ and be right almost every time. And the guy who knows how to look it up once his instincts have been, so to speak, aroused.”

I told him there are experts on Americana, good solid bookmen who know nothing and don’t care about modern lit. “I am a generalist. That means I know a bit about a lot of things and not everything about anything. I have a fair understanding of what makes a book valuable, and I’ve got a good system for finding out what I myself don’t know.”

He stared at me.

“Just for the record,” I said, “I have never called myself an expert on anything. But I’ve got good juice. When I see a book I usually know if it’s a bad one, just a good one, or maybe a great one. Beyond that we’ve got to search and find out.”

This seemed to please him. “How do you do this searching?”

“I’ve got a good reference library. And I was on the book fair circuit for most of a year. I saw some great books and I made some great contacts. Specialist dealers, collectors, experts in their fields, guys I can call on if I need them. And a few gals, too.”

“How are your experts on kids’ books?”

“I know just the man if the books are good enough. The best expert you can get.”

Immediately I had thought of Carroll Shaw. Shaw was the curator of the booming collection of juvenile material at the Blakely Library in Northern California. I knew him the way many booksellers and librarians come to know each other, as voices on the telephone. I also knew a high-end specialist in Americana and a librarian who was putting together a collection of incunabula. I had never met any of these men but we had done some good business together, and a mutual trust had formed between us. That year I spent on the book fair circuit was like a postgraduate course in bookselling. I discovered again what I had heard long ago through the grapevine, that a bookman is only as good as his contacts. If I came across a great piece of scarce juvenilia, I knew Shaw would buy it and he wouldn’t quibble over the price. Sometimes when I called and he wasn’t in, when I was on the road and time was running short, I would buy a piece for him on a blind, at my own risk. Once I spent fifteen thousand on a book I had never seen but I knew well by reputation, I liked it and I was ready to live with it if it went bad. I liked Shaw because he always got me the money with no hassle. I didn’t have to hard-sell him a book, I never wasted his time with second-grade stuff, and now he had become one of my valued contacts. I scratched his back; he scratched mine. He was always my first stop when I needed a quick answer to an obscure question on an eighteenth-century kids’ book. A ten-minute phone call often saved me ten hours of digging through reference books.

“That’s good,” Junior said, warming to me, at least for the moment.

I turned again to the wall of pictures. “Mrs. Geiger was a striking woman. Is there a reason for the white dress?”

“She liked it. Isn’t that reason enough?”

“Maybe. But this goes beyond liking something, don’t you think? Was it some kind of good-luck thing, a superstition of some kind?”

He didn’t answer that. After a while I said, “It’s almost like a fetish.”

I braced for another explosion but he faced this invasion into Mrs. Geiger’s character calmly.

“She did believe strongly in luck if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I guess what I’m asking is how relevant all this might be to the real reason I’m here. Look, I’m perfectly willing to shoot the breeze, but if there’s a point I’m missing it.”

“Mrs. Geiger was the book collector.”

“Ah.”

“She was a very serious book collector. She spent at least as much money on her books as Mr. Geiger spent on his stable.”

“You can buy a lot of books for what one of these horses would cost you.”

“Or maybe just one. It’s like anything else; it’s relative. At least I’ve learned that much this year. You can buy a cheap horse or a cheap book. Expensive horse, expensive book. She knew what she was doing with books just like Mr. Geiger always knew horses. She was damned good at it. Maybe you think you’re good at it but I’d bet serious money that she was better. She was a helluva great bookwoman. She could have been a dealer at the top levels of your profession.”

“Why wasn’t she?”

“She didn’t choose to be. Money didn’t matter, so why sell ’em if you don’t need to?”

“What kind of stuff did she collect?”

“Kids’ books, history, you name it. No popular junk history…original documents, early books. If a book had significance she knew what that was, like you were just saying about experts, and she bought it. She never worried about the money, but she knew that a truly rare one would go nowhere but up. Didn’t matter what field it was in, she had a feeling for a great book.”

“There are people like that. I envy the hell out of ’em.”

“There was no one like Candice. Someday somebody will write a book about her and her books.”

“Sounds like you know a bit about it yourself.”

“I know what I could learn in my spare time. I’ve been reading up on it, trying to make sense of it. But by the time I knew enough to talk to her about it…”

I arched my eyes, waiting for the answer.

“By then she had been gone for years,” he said.

“So you do know books, is that what you’re saying?”

“I’ve been trying to educate myself, but it’s not easy when you’re tucked away in Nowhere, Idaho, and you’ve got nobody to talk to. Like you said, there’s a lot to learn, a lot of trial and error, and I’ve got horses to take care of. I can sometimes tell one edition from another, but I don’t know enough to appraise anything. The terminology alone…but that’s why I need you, isn’t it?”

I walked along the wall and looked at the pictures, paying no attention now to the horses or to Willis. Now I looked at her. She was always directly in the center, never more than ten feet behind the circle: apart yet central. Her face was the one ever-changing element. She wasn’t beautiful but she sure was striking. She had an unforgettable face. She looked like a lady, then a temptress, then a reveler; she looked thoughtful and regal, mischievous and funny and sad. In one shot she stuck out her tongue impishly, and in the very next one, taken on the same day at Ak-Sar-Ben in Omaha, she looked ready to cry. Geiger had won two races that day.

“She looks drugged in this one,” I said.

“She should have been an actress. She’d have been a great one.”

“But she didn’t do drugs…”

“Hell no. Do us all a favor, don’t go there again.”

“Did she ever do any theater?”

“No. She played all her roles just for him.”

I thought we had arrived at an unexpectedly intimate place in our talk. He smiled, the first time I had seen that from him, on the wall or in person, and I felt myself trying to warm toward him in spite of my earlier misgivings. I knew there was more that needed saying but for the moment I wasn’t inclined to push him. Then I said, “Tell me about them, Mr. Willis,” and I seemed to be pushing him after all.

“What do you want to know?”

“How long did he race after she died?”

“For a while, but there came a time when his heart wasn’t in it. He didn’t feel the need anymore, and God knows he didn’t need the money. But once a year we went to the yearling sales and if he saw one he liked, he bought it.”

“And did what with it?”

“Just enjoyed having it, and working with it. Watching it grow and learn, watching it run in the early morning. I don’t suppose you’ll understand that.”

“And he never considered going back to racing?”

“I think he toyed with it. Sometimes he’d say to me, ‘I think we’ll take this one to Santa Anita this winter,’ or, ‘Maybe we’ll go to Hollywood Park this year.’ But he never did. He had been a master with cheap bad-legged horses; that’s what he was great at and enjoyed doing. He loved taking a horse nobody thought would run again and bringing it back.”

A quiet moment passed. “We’ve got some classy horses here now,” he said. “Not like the old days, when everything had to be patched together. Some damn good studs, some truly fine broodmares…”

I thought that might explain the man in the hood working the horse in the rain, but now I had to ask. “Who’s the man up at the track?”

“Mr. Geiger’s son Damon. He arrived here late last week.”

“How was his relationship with his dad?”

“Hasn’t had any, not for years. None of them have.” He watched me out of the corner of his eye. “Now you’ll be wondering what he’s doing working the horses.”

I nodded. The thought had crossed my mind.

“Go ask him,” he said, without any warmth.

“So Damon just shows up and starts giving orders. Have I got it right so far?”

“That’s about it.”

“Any reason for him to think he can do that?”

Willis shrugged slightly.

“You ever think of stopping him?”

“Damon doesn’t stop real easy. He is a blood relative, and I imagine he thinks that makes some kind of difference.”

“Does it?” I asked. “Where are the other sons?”

“Cameron’s already here. He was sniffing around before Mr. Geiger died. I expect Bax’ll be here sometime.”

“He didn’t come to the funeral?”

“None of ’em came, except Sharon.”

“So if and when Bax does get here, then what?”

“Then we’ll see. I don’t think there’s any love lost between any of ’em. But how would I know, I’ve never had much to do with those three.”

“And now the old man’s dead and the food fight begins over his estate.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“What did Mr. Geiger’s will say?”

“The farms go to Sharon. I’ll eventually get some of the horses. Bax gets some; so does Damon. I guess we’ll have to fight over which ones. And there’s a sizable cash bequest that’s split up among us.”

“Split five ways?”

“Four.”

I looked at my fingers and counted out five. “Cameron was disinherited,” Willis said.

I arched an eyebrow and he said, “That seems clear enough. He’s a bad one.”

“What about the books?”

“They’re part of the estate. Sharon will probably want them. But we’ll see.”

I wrote some notes. “You mentioned farms, plural.”

“There’s another one in California.”

Then, off the cuff, he said, “It was their private place. Candice died there.”

I tried to move him back to the books but he couldn’t find the words to get started. At last he said, “Candice…Mrs. Geiger…collected books all her life. She was a true…what’s the name for it?”

“Bibliophile,” I told him.

“That word makes me cringe. It doesn’t sound quite respectable somehow.”

“You’re thinking of bibliomaniac. There’s a difference.”

“Explain it to me.”

“A bibliophile truly loves books, a bibliomaniac just hoards ’em.”

“Why the hell would anybody do that?”

“At its worst it becomes a mental illness. Bibliomaniacs have been known to fill up houses with books they never read. They get their books however and wherever they can. If they have no money…”

“They’ll steal ’em.”

“Many have gone that route. Some have become amazing thieves, able to get major treasures out of libraries all over the country. But they’ll also steal from a Goodwill store. Having the book becomes far more important than what the book is.”

“They sound like a bunch of goddam crackpots.”

I told him about bibliomaniacs, some I had known myself. One Denver man had so many books his foundation had cracked and the house had listed wildly toward the Rockies. The place was crammed with books to the ceilings, every closet was full, he had books piled under his kitchen sink, his floor had buckled, and he didn’t have the money to get it fixed. Another fellow had been buried under books when a moderate earthquake hit Southern California. Cardinals and bishops have stolen books, hoarded them, filling rooms and houses, sheds and outhouses with plunder. Rosenbach, probably the best-known bookman of the twentieth century, tells of men who trekked around the world to get a single book, and Holbrook Jackson in The Anatomy of Bibliomania describes a French collector who bought books by the basket, by the yard and acre, filling up rooms and houses, evicting tenants as his book stash grew. Jackson also tells of books bound with human skin, the nipple of the female breast forming a distinct swelling on the cover. Some ghoulish bibliomaniacs have even made headbands out of human hair.

These stories were true but they were lost on Willis. “That wasn’t Candice,” he said abruptly. “She didn’t have time for that. I told you how good she was. She knew more about books than most professional booksellers like you learn in a lifetime. She was remarkable.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that at the moment. When do I get to see her books? That’ll tell us a lot more about Mrs. Geiger than anybody’s opinion, won’t it?”

He reddened in anger. “What is it with you, Janeway, were you born this impatient? Haven’t I paid you enough to talk to me first?”

I felt justly chastised. “Yes sir, Mr. Willis, you surely have.”

He let his eyes roam along the picture gallery, lingering for what seemed a very long time on one shot halfway down the wall. The house was quiet now: No bumps or creaking woodwork, no footsteps walking anywhere within earshot. He looked at me and I thought he might begin then, but again he looked away and the long silence continued. He said to the wall, “It’s not easy to make a stranger understand what happened and why when you’re not sure why yourself.”

“That’s okay. Get at it any way you want to.”

Willis leaned over his chair and cupped his face in his hands. “Candice…” he began, but again he interrupted his thought, letting his hands slip up his face till he almost covered his eyes.

“Silliest goddam thing,” he said. “Can’t imagine what’s wrong with me.”

“Take your time.”

He took a deep breath. “Maybe if I just explain Candice and the books, it’ll be easier.”

“However you want to do it. If I have questions later…”

He stared at the wall, promising nothing.

“She looks young,” I said. “I didn’t know Mr. Geiger, but from the little I’ve heard about him, he would’ve been quite a bit older.”

He nodded.

“Maybe as much as thirty years.”

“It happens,” he said. “You hear about those May-December romances. It happens.”

I knew he was right, I just never understood it. Why would a young woman marry a man old enough to be her father? It happens: That would have to explain it, at least for now.

“Candice was thirteen when she started collecting books,” he said. “She actually started long before then, but that’s when it became her passion. Her life.”

He nodded as if she had just spoken to him and approved what he’d said.

“Her father indulged her in everything she did.”

They had lots of money, he said.

Lots of money.

“Her father made a vast fortune in aluminum.”

Aluminum, tin, and steel.

“Her maiden name was Ritchey.”

Suddenly, without another word, I understood a few things. Ritchey Steel ranked just below Kaiser as a key player in the Allied buildup during World War II.

“If Candice wanted a book, suddenly there it was. All she had to do was say so. She was his little girl. Nothing was too good for her.”

He bought her lovely things from the Victorian era and earlier, many books with beautiful decorated cloth covers. At first she collected the kids’ classics. Joel Chandler Harris. Robert Louis Stevenson. James M. Barrie. Aesop. Tom Thumb. Grimm’s fairy tales. Mother Goose and Alice, Pinocchio and the Arabian Nights.

On and on.

She never lost her love of juveniles. Even later, when her interests broadened into adult literature and history, she was always a sucker for a pristine Hans Christian Andersen or a Red Riding Hood from the early nineteenth century.

“From the beginning she was a perfectionist,” Willis said. “At fifteen she’d reject a book if it had a blemish inside or out.”

Old Ritchey and his daughter lived in a fantasy world. She never had any friends her own age; it was always Candice and her father. As a birthday present she was given a whole shelf of classics. That was her first real experience with fine first editions, on her fifteenth birthday.

“I learned just last year what he spent on her birthday presents each year. Mr. Geiger had reason to go through her things, papers and mementos they had packed away years ago. You mentioned a dealer named Rosenbach.”

“One of the so-called legendary big boys of the old days. Books have in fact been written about his life and times.”

“What do you mean ‘so-called’? You say that as if you didn’t believe it.”

“No aspersions on Rosenbach, I’m sure he was great. It’s just me. I don’t like the word legend. Today every young hot dog is a legend.”

“But you wouldn’t doubt Mr. Rosenbach’s knowledge or integrity.”

“Not at all.”

“And if someone bought a library of books from Mr. Rosenbach—things like Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Moby Dick and Huckleberry Finn—you’d figure that those books would have been what they purported to be.”

“I’d be shocked if they weren’t.”

He nodded. “Mr. Ritchey spent twenty thousand dollars on her birthday that year.”

“What year was that?”

“She’d have been fifteen in 1950.”

I sighed, deep enough for him to hear. A man could still buy books like that then, at prices that looked positively quaint to us almost half a century later. Twenty grand would go a helluva long way. “That was a nice birthday for a kid,” I said.

“Her father believed that great books seldom take a drop in value. So once she had demonstrated her own understanding that she would take care of them, he looked at it as an investment. He was investing his money and at the same time he was making her happy. She was easy to shop for; she never wanted anything else. He bought her books for Christmas or birthdays, or just because he felt like giving her something. All bought from Rosenbach or some dealer of that caliber. You can only imagine what those books would be worth today.”

“You could actually figure it out fairly quickly.”

“I get the feeling there’s an ‘if’ coming.”

“If you had the books to work with. That would make it simple.”

But I already knew it wouldn’t be that simple and his face confirmed it. He said, “What if you had a list, if you assumed everything was as it should be, if they were all first editions, if you assume original bindings, the condition was fine…”

“That’s already a lot of assumptions, Mr. Willis.”

“If you had a roster from Rosenbach, on his letterhead, with his signature…”

“That would all be good. Still, to an appraiser, nothing can substitute for actually seeing them. Feeling them. Smelling them.”

“Well, I’m sorry to say you can’t.”

“Then my assessment would be based on some ideal set of circumstances, wouldn’t it?”

“Surely Rosenbach’s reputation…”

“…would tell us what they were like when he sold and delivered them.”

“I’ve also told you how meticulously Candice cared for her books.”

“That’s all fine. But we don’t know what might have happened to them since her death.”

He nodded grimly as if he had already assumed that. We sat without speaking for a moment; then I said, “I don’t think you brought me out here to do a simple book appraisal.”

“I would like you to look at the books…upstairs in her old room.”

I waited patiently for whatever might come next.

“Figure out what’s missing,” he said.

Okay. If the records were still intact, I could do that. Elementary, Mr. Willis.

Then he said, “Find out who took them.”

This was a bit more complicated. It was beginning to look like I would earn my five thousand after all.

“Get them back,” he said, “or write me a statement saying why you can’t.”

Then he said, “Since you were such a hotshot homicide detective, maybe you could put Sharon’s mind at ease while you’re digging around.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “About what?”

“See if you can figure out if Candice was murdered,” he said, and the case got murky.
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We climbed a dark set of stairs and went down a hall to a long room at the end. There had been no more conversation after he dropped his murder bombshell; he stared at me for about fifteen seconds but at the moment I had nothing to add. There would be time later for questions; now the books needed to be seen. I heard a key click in the door and it creaked on old hinges. The room was darker than the stairs. Willis said, “Wait, I’ll get us some light,” and he disappeared into the inky black. He pulled open a thick drape, turned on several lights, and the room was suddenly brighter than the day. I stopped at the threshold and let my eyes scan the bookshelves for almost a full minute while Willis stood stone still, watching me from across the room. He seemed content to leave me alone and let me discover the room in my own way, and I warmed to him a notch for that. There were perhaps five thousand books on the shelves, but even from a distance I could see that some of the titles were reprints, what we call reading copies in the trade: old books to be sure, but old in itself means nothing. To a casual eye they might look valuable but to a bookseller their wholesale value was no more than ten dollars each.

Now I came into the room and made a slow trek around it, my eyes skimming the spines on each shelf. Occasionally I gestured at a book and Willis nodded his permission to touch it; I took it off the shelf and opened the cover gently to the title page, looked at the copyright page and returned it immediately to its place. So far they were all juveniles and illustrated, mostly very fine first editions with occasional cheap reprints. I took out my notebook and scribbled some words—facts on the left of the rule, impressions on the right. I stopped at half a shelf of Helen Bannerman books—The Story of Little Black Quibba, Little Black Mingo, Little Black Bobtail, and others. Most were mid-range first editions but over the top of their market in such beautiful shape as these. They were gorgeous, flawless, perfect books, now nearly one hundred years old, almost sensual in their original bindings.

Willis noticed my interest and said, “Tell me about those.”

“They’re beautiful. You’d have to go a long way to find any of these titles in such fresh condition. That freshness is the big factor. How many copies like this are available? You said Mr. Ritchey knew that great books seldom fall in value, but I wonder if he really understood the dynamic of what would happen in the future…today, for example, in the age of greed. If there are no others in this condition, there might as well be none at all. The value doubles and doubles again, year by year, on a far more impressive scale than any bank would pay you in interest. Forget auction records and price guides—a dealer can ask what he pleases. Mr. Ritchey was right, these kinds of books are among the best investments you can make.”

“And there’s no question that they’re real.”

“Oh, they’re real, all right…except for the most valuable title. Your Little Black Sambo’s a Chatto & Windus reprint from the 1930s.”

“What does that mean?”

I thought he knew full well what it meant but I told him. “It’s a very nice book, Mr. Willis, but it’s worth $50, more or less.”

“And the original would be what?”

“I’d be guessing.”

“Then guess.”

“In the same kind of condition, which as I’ve said you just can’t find today, maybe twenty grand. These kids’ books were made for kids. They were often flimsily made and treated badly. They just didn’t hold up.”

He let out a long breath. “Goddammit!” he whispered.

“A real collector with deep pockets might pay two or even three times that,” I said. “There’s an old cliché in the book trade about the world’s best copy. I think almost any bookseller would say that about these books.”

“Goddammit!” He slammed his way down into a chair.

“Sorry,” I said.

“What about the ones that are left?”

“Don’t hold me to the fire on this; I’d really have to look ’em up. But a ballpark figure for each might be in the thousand-, two-thousand range.”

“So he took the right one.”

“Looks like it. Which means he knew what he was after.”

I moved on. It was the same story on the Frank Baum shelves: Superb, lovely first editions with notable gaps. The Daring Twins was here; The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was gone, replaced with an early reprint, authentic-looking as hell on the face of it; The Life and Adventures of Santa Claus had been replaced with a 1902 later printing, actually worth fair money I thought, until I saw some silverfish damage hidden inside the backboard; The Flying Girl was real, in a gorgeous, untouched 1911 dust jacket, but The Road to Oz was missing. I made a note that the replacement volume was an early printing, worth $200, I guessed. Near the end of the shelf was a reprint of The Wizard of Oz signed by the film cast: Judy Garland, Ray Bolger, Bert Lahr, Frank Morgan, Jack Haley, Margaret Hamilton, and Billie Burke.

“Oh, wow,” I said softly.

He leaned forward in tense expectation. “What?”

“Just a helluva nice book. I wonder why whoever he was didn’t take this.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Is it real?”

“I’m wary of signed books, but yeah, it sure looks real.”

“Why are you wary?”

“There are too many people today who can sign books and make it look real. But the ink is old and it’s from different fountain pens. If she bought this long ago and you have records telling where and when and from whom, we can assume it’s real. At least for the moment. And as we say in the trade, these people ain’t signing any more of ’em.”

“Any ideas?”

“Maybe whoever took these, he wasn’t looking for this one.”

“I don’t understand what you mean by that.”

“I don’t either. Yet.”

My first theory, that the thief knew what he was doing and went after the highest-end stuff, was suddenly in trouble. Why pluck a book like The Wishing Horse of Oz when more valuable books were within arm’s reach, just as easy to conceal, just as quickly tucked away and gone? Her Disney section had been ravaged: so many wonderful and hugely expensive books, so easily replaceable with good-looking reprints for book-ignorant guys like Willis and Geiger. The value would be in the tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, I thought, adding the tally mentally and putting in nothing extra for such amenities as signatures. I did find a nice Disney Pinocchio under Collodi, signed by Disney with a generous and highly readable full-page inscription. Beside that was a true first edition of the same book, 1883, in Italian: a major rarity if my memory could be trusted. A section away, I found the first British edition of Alice in Wonderland, suppressed by the author and virtually unavailable anywhere. I had no reliable idea, but in this exceptional condition I guessed sixty to a hundred grand, maybe twice that. Softly I said “Jesus,” and Junior leaned toward me, waiting. “Another good one,” I said.

“How good is good?”

I smiled at his choice of words and told him what I thought, adding the usual caveats. He nodded and I moved on. Under Clemens was a pristine Huckleberry Finn, signed by the author, but the Tom Sawyer was gone, replaced by a reprint from the late 1890s. “Strange for a thief to take one and not the other,” I said, but life was strange, and maybe this wasn’t so strange after all. Her Joel Chandler Harris stuff looked untouched: all first editions, some signed, all in that wonderful condition. There was a Song of the South misfiled, the Grosset & Dunlap edition from 1947, and again it had Disney’s signature.

I moved around the room, taking in the obvious high spots: a run of Milne’s Pooh books, beginning with the first, When We Were Very Young, then Winnie the Pooh, and Now We Are Six, and The House At Pooh Corner, running on and on through the long series, all in dust jackets, oh my pounding heart, the jackets, it made my scrotum tingle just to touch them. And the Beatrix Potters!…The Tale of Peter Rabbit missing with a cheap substitute, but a gorgeous unbelievable signed limited of The Fairy Caravan and other first-edition fairy and bunny books were real. I had reached the Arthur Rackhams: more fairies in original drawings and books. The Compleat Angler had been replaced, but A Midsummer Night’s Dream and other signed limiteds had been left. For the moment I did little more than glance at the Tolkiens. I sat on the other chair and Junior and I looked at each other.

“So what’re you thinking?”

“Mr. Willis, I have seen a lot of great books, but today I am astonished.”

He looked gratified but only for the moment. “Your astonishment is duly noted. The question is, what do we do now?”

“Depends on what you want. I can go around this room and put prices on your books…theoretical prices on the ones that are missing, real prices on what’s still here. I can do that, but I can’t testify to what I haven’t seen, and just making the appraisal will take some time. I could be in here for several weeks.”

“I don’t care about the cost. But I do need it wrapped up soon.”

“You made reference to the books being stolen, maybe. If you can produce rosters and billings from Rosenbach and others, you might make that case for the insurance company.”

“Where else could they go? You think they just sprouted legs and walked out?”

“I’m being cautious.”

“I haven’t got time for caution.”

“Then maybe, sir, with all due respect, you’d better find the time.”

I saw instant fury in his eyes but he calmed himself and said nothing.

“They’ve been in here for what, twenty years?” I said. “Since she died they’ve been sitting here and it looks like they’ve been getting picked off one by one. Now you’ve got ’em under lock and key; you can wait till we see what we think might have happened. Let’s try doing it right, see exactly what’s missing, and work from there.”

“And do what about it?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Catch the bastard that did this and put him in jail, what do you think?”

“And get the books back.”

“Yeah, sure. That goes without saying.”

“Nothing goes without saying.” Without writing, I thought. I had a sudden notion that I’d need everything defined on paper with this guy. A long moment passed.

“Mr. Willis, let me explain something to you. A book thief, unless he’s doing his dirty work for some personal motive, usually sells what he steals as quickly as he can. In this case, I’ve got a hunch that whoever did it knows damn little about books and cares even less. He is taking whatever he takes because he has access and somebody else told him what to get.”

“How the hell could you possibly know that?”

“I told you, it’s just a hunch. But that’s how I’d proceed, till I discover something that leads me somewhere else. Whatever happened, we have no idea when the books were lifted—may have been last week, maybe ten years ago.”

“Well, it wasn’t yesterday. And I’m pretty sure I know who did it.”

“Then you don’t need me, you need the cops.”

“If I could prove it, maybe you’d be right.”

“So what you want me to do is get the proof.”

Suddenly his thinking seemed to change again. “Sure. But I’ll settle for getting the books back. I don’t need to make a fuss.”

This time the moment stretched into a long minute. I didn’t ask him who he suspected, not yet. I didn’t tweak him on the subject of Mrs. Geiger’s death. All in due time.

“What about the insurance?” I said. “You’ll need to have everything documented. Those boys don’t just hand out big checks because I tell them to.”

He was shaking his head and suddenly I had a sinking feeling. “Don’t tell me they weren’t insured.”

He seethed his answer into the wallboard. Another long minute passed. I could have said a lot of things then, but what was the point? The last thing a dope wants to hear when it’s too late is what a dope he’s been.

“What’s your best guess as to when the thefts occurred?”

“I don’t know. Maybe years ago.”

“That could be a deep window of opportunity.”

“The rooms have been locked for two years. And people haven’t been around.”

“What people?”

“Nobody. There’s been no one living here except Mr. Geiger and me for a long time.”

“How long?”

“Since Sharon moved to her own place, seven, eight years ago.”

“So before that, anybody who had easy access to the house could have gone in there.”

He nodded, just barely, and I said, “Who might such a list include?”

“Mr. Geiger’s three sons.”

“What are their names?”

“Cameron, Damon, and Baxter.”

I already knew that but now I wrote it all down and raised my eyes in a go on motion. “His daughter Sharon,” he said reluctantly.

“That’s still a small list.”

“There were some servants, a cook, some house people, and stable hands. They never lived here, though, and they’re gone now too.”

“Gone where?”

“Mr. Geiger had me let them go after we realized we might have a problem.”

“After you discovered there were books missing.”

“Yes.”

“No particular reason to suspect them?”

“No. When something like this happens, you hate to look at the people close to you.”

“Have you kept tabs on those servants?”

“Sharon hired them.”

He looked annoyed as I wrote a long entry in the notebook. “Let’s not go there,” he said.

“Why not? Is Sharon suddenly off limits?”

“If that’s how you want to put it.”

“How long did the servants work here before Sharon hired them?”

“You don’t hear so well, do you?” he said, and now what had begun on a testy note and seemed to be improving was testy again.

“This really is a simple question, Mr. Willis.”

“Suppose I decline to answer it…or any other questions along that line?”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

This time the silent stalemate extended across one minute and into the next.

“I think I should tell you,” I said: “I’m not inclined to take this on, as things stand.”

He sneered at me. “Yeah, right. You’re not about to walk out on this.”

“Try me.”

Another minute passed. “I can’t work for somebody who wants to dictate how I must do it,” I said. “If you know so much about investigation work, do it yourself.”

He flushed a bright red and finally said, “All right, what was the question?”

“How long did the house people and stable hands work here before they were fired and Sharon hired them?”

“The older ones, years. I hated to let them go, but…”

“Who else might’ve gotten in there?”

“Some people, just visitors. Some friends of Sharon’s, friends of the three sons as well. But that’s been long ago, and they were only here for short periods of time. You don’t frisk people going in and out of your house.”

“Maybe you should have. Who else? Any wives of the brothers?”

“Damon married young, they split almost before the ink was dry. I never met her.”

“What about Sharon? She got a husband?”

He shook his head and I studied his face deadpan.

“Of course there’s me,” he said. “If you want to go that route.”

My pen was still, poised on the notebook. “Did Geiger ever give you any reason to believe he suspected you?”

“Would I have the keys to those rooms if he did?”

I had a clever-as-hell answer for that but the moment was awkward enough. Instead I settled for a straight question. “Since you brought it up, what is your standing here?”

I couldn’t tell for a moment whether the question had offended him. He said, “I am the man who has paid you to do a job. The executor says I’m to continue running things the way I’ve always been doing.”

“Until the estate is out of probate.”

He nodded.

“So as things now stand we’ve got two angry blood relatives and one more who might show up at any time.”

“Afraid you’re gonna get arrested?”

“It wouldn’t be the strangest thing that’s ever happened. I just believe in playing it straight, Mr. Willis, doing things according to Hoyle. If I can.”

“You can ask the executor.”

“And meanwhile, if Damon or one of the others shows up and demands to get in here…?”

“Leave that to me.”

Another awkward moment passed.

“What’s wrong now?” he said. “Do you think I took the books?”

“Mr. Willis, I have no idea yet what I think. I barely know you and I haven’t seen the others at all. Right now I’m just asking some questions.”

I made a few notes and returned to my premise. “Whoever did this didn’t do it in a weekend. Those books were carefully removed over time, maybe for years, which points to Geiger’s children, maybe the servants…”
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