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“Literate, amusing, and surprising, while at the same time spinning a crack whodunit puzzle.”

—Chicago Sun-Times
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“A pleasurable whodunit with real motives, enough clues to allow a skillful reader of mysteries to make some intelligent guesses, and a plethora of suspects.”

—Chicago Tribune
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“Roberts concocts colorful and on-the-mark scenes.”

—Los Angeles Daily News

IN THE DEAD OF SUMMER

“Tart-tongued, warm-hearted Amanda’s sixth case is as engaging as her others, and here she gets to do more detection than usual.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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Introduction

Sometimes we see things only after they are out of sight.

To me, having grown up in Philadelphia, New Year’s Day meant the Mummers’ Parade, an all-day festival of thousands of extravagantly costumed men strutting and playing their special string-band music. 

And every January 2nd, I forgot all about them. Until, that is, I moved 3,000 miles away and found myself, one New Year’s Eve, describing those parades to people who’d never seen them. When I saw and heard my friends’ reaction, I belatedly realized what a unique treasure they were. How on earth had I taken this phenomenon for granted? I had to write and tell people about them.

Alas, given my murderous inclinations, my “tribute” to the Philadelphia Mummers was to kill one of them during the parade while thousands of people watched. My apologies.

Out in the rest of the world, things have changed a great deal since The Mummers’ Curse was written. Not the strutting, dancing people who parade. They’re a more diverse group now and they include women, but mostly they are still splendidly who they were since the parade began 101 years ago. 

But you’ll notice as you read this on a device that would have seemed a futuristic fantasy to Amanda, that she says, as if it were a ridiculously far-fetched idea, that maybe she should get a fax, or e-mail, and she’s still obliged to use the school’s payphone when she needs to make a call. Technology has raced ahead with no regard for tradition. Happily, the world of the Mummers has not.

Gillian Roberts

August 2012


One

“YOU’LL CATCH YOUR DEATH.” MY mother had lived in Florida a long time, and her weather perspective was sun-damaged. I said nothing.

“Would it be a bad idea to listen to me once in a while? Might make a good New Year’s resolution.”

In hindsight, that wasn’t a dumb suggestion. Alas, one doesn’t get hindsight until it’s too late to use it, so I didn’t listen to her suggestion to listen.

Nor did she stop nagging. “I can’t believe you’re dragging a grandchild of mine along with you,” she said. “The high is supposed to be five degrees. It says so in the paper here.”

The Southland paper was always full of happy news and it was always the same: extra, extra! rotten weather everywhere else.

And, indeed, damp, bone-crunching misery had been our lot for a while and was predicted as well for the first day of January.

“I told you to come here for winter vacation,” she said. “It was eighty-four today.”

I had called to wish my parents a happy New Year and had, in a desperate but ill-chosen attempt to make conversation, mentioned that Mackenzie and I were taking Karen, my sister’s older child, to the Mummers’ Parade the next morning. In fact, we three parade-goers were spending a quiet New Year’s Eve together at home, the better to have hangover-free eyes and ears the following day.

I thought my folks would be impressed with this show of domesticity. I was spending New Year’s Eve with a six-year-old. I thought they’d happily misinterpret that as a sign I was headed in what they perceived as the right direction. But the only direction my mother ever clearly perceived was hers, be it philosophical or geographical.

“Five degrees there and beautiful here,” my mother repeated.

Ever since she moved south, the woman has suffered from the delusion that I crave data on comparative atmospheric conditions. The greater the disparity between the mercury hither and yon, the more urgent her need to share this news. Had they only invented the Weather Channel sooner, she’d have been a natural as its anchorwoman.

“We took a walk,” she said. “On the beach. At sunset. Daddy and me. Tonight.” Semaphore-speak, telegraphese, teensy sentences, as if my mind were too frostbitten to absorb more than one fact at a time. “It was balmy. I was sweating by the end.”

“Make sure to wear sunblock,” I said briskly. “You don’t want your face looking like beef jerky. Meanwhile, I’d better check on Karen and…”

“Poor child will freeze.”

“Stop making her sound like the little match girl. It’s her cultural heritage.”

“Freezing or matches?”

“The Mummers’ Parade. If we needed to strut our stuff on a warm day, we would have been born in New Orleans. We’re tough, we’re Philadelphians. Having our parade on the least likely day of the year seasons us, makes us all that we are.”

“Karen doesn’t live in Philadelphia,” my mother said. “She lives outside the city. They have their own traditions.”

I pictured the Main Line denizens in their duck-patterned golf pants playing banjos and doing the Mummers’ strut around the eighteenth hole. It did not compute. “I think clipping coupons is their folk tradition, Mom, and it’s not entertaining to watch.”

“Oh, Amanda,” she sighed. We were ending the year as we’d begun it, with my mother vaguely disappointed in my choices and actions. At least there was symmetry.

*

“Hey, Karen,” I said the next day as we shivered on the sidewalk. “What’s two and a half miles long, sixty-nine feet wide, twelve feet high, and covered with feathers?”

“A riddle,” she said. “Good! But is there a knock-knock part?”

When I shook my head, she gave up. “The Mummers’ Parade!” I said, although it was difficult making merry through clattering incisors. As we watched the last of the parading comics, I recalled why I’d skipped the last several dozen parades. The air and wind acted like a sushi-master’s knife on my skin. The environment was sufficiently evil to make in-person parade-watching a spectator sport for masochists, but not evil enough to postpone the event. Parades were rescheduled when rain or snow endangered the expensive and fragile costumes and instruments. Nobody worried about endangering spectators.

“What this city needs is the sense to stage an outdoor extravaganza when the weather’s decent.” Mackenzie said this with a wink and a good-ol’-boy drawl that was meant to, but didn’t, take the edge off his words.

It would, indeed, be lovely if so oversized and lavish a spectacle were held when there was a hope of benign weather. Instead, it’s an annual challenge, our gritty Yankee street game—Mummers vs. Mother Nature. Both show up in full regalia and do battle from dawn to dark. The contest generally ends in a tie.

But this isn’t something else to blame on Philadelphia, something the city could arbitrarily change. “It has to be now,” I said.

“Why?” Karen asked.

Mackenzie cringed. Or maybe it was only the cold that put the crease between his eyebrows and made him say, “Not again.”

I ignored him and turned toward Karen. “Because mumming has roots back a thousand years or more,” I said. “The Druids made noise to scare off demons in the dark part of the year. People in different parts of Europe wore masks and costumes—in fact mumme means mask or disguise in German. They gave plays for their neighbors, all at the time when the old year was dying.”

Mackenzie slumped as if his backbone had abruptly dissolved.

Why had I suggested this outing? As I recalled, it followed a heated debate over whose parade was better. This was based on pure hometown boosterism, given that neither one of us had ever actually seen the other’s event.

But Mardi Gras gets such excessive PR, I had virtually spectated.

“Obviously,” Mackenzie had said, “Mardi Gras is better known because it’s better.”

I had to educate him. “Wrong. Mardi Gras is a capital S social event—as in Society. It’s status to belong to a certain Krewe, and I’m sure not just anybody can join. The Mummers put on as spectacular a production—but they’re working class and always have been. This is a folk celebration, not chronicled in the Society pages. These are people who don’t keep detailed records of their every move or declare that there’s a pecking order of social correctness within their clubs. There are rivalries—good natured and based on skill or success or style, and the members have to like a new guy before he’s accepted, he needs to be sponsored, to come to a few meetings—”

“So it’s a closed world, too.”

I shrugged. He was correct, but it was a different sort of closed universe, and there was still a vast difference. And so I had dared Mackenzie to a parade exchange. As a bonus, I tossed the detective a professional incentive, the question of what had become of one Theodore Serfi.

The Tuesday before Christmas Serfi had attended a weekly meeting of his Fancy Club, then disappeared without a trace. Since then, there’d been persistent rumors that he was now being served as a pasta topping, an ingredient in a rival family’s blood sausage. Bus and billboard ads for King’s Sausage had been unofficially augmented, so that they now read Whose Blood is in King’s Sausage? The understood, if unverified, answer was Ted Serfi.

I had a different theory. “Years ago,” I told Mackenzie, “Mummers kidnapped men and held them hostage until New Year’s morning, when they’d make their captives march with them. Maybe Serfi will reappear with a new brigade. Maybe this is a gimmick, a historical reminder.”

Mackenzie thought Ted Serfi, who was reputed to have been “connected,” had been “Hoffa’d,” as he put it, and at any rate, was a missing person and not a homicide detective’s concern. But in a show of good will, he’d said that if Ted Serfi came strutting along, prisoner of a rival brigade, he’d be happy to apologize for his cynicism.

Another reason for my attending was an article I was writing about the Mummers. Correction: an article I intended to write. As faculty advisor to the school newspaper, I was dared by the editor-in-chief to verify or disprove the expression, “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.” He was writing a feature about our faculty, based on that dreadful maxim, so what could I do but accept the challenge? I, too, would commit journalism. I would write and sell an article of my own.

Although I’d already prepared my Pulitzer acceptance speech, I actually hadn’t yet had time to write more than notes. What I had done instead was share each interesting factoid I discovered. In the course of doing so, I also discovered that Mackenzie and I did not always agree on what was interesting and what was not.

Even as I watched a ribbon-bedecked passel of comics strut by, I had three-by-five cards at the ready. Unfortunately, it was too chilly and complicated to take off my mittens and retrieve the cards from my bag.

“Are those men Druids?” Karen asked.

“Aunt Mandy will answer all your questions in her article,” Mackenzie said. “That is, when she finishes it. Which will, of course, be some time after she begins it.”

“Your mean streak is wider than Broad Street, Comus.” I gestured at the parade route.

“Mean?” Mackenzie said. “Comus?”

A year and a half of guessing what the damned C.K. stood for, and I was no closer. “Comus was the god of revelry. Of mirth. Song, dance, and wine. But you’re too mean to have that name.”

“He isn’t mean,” Karen said.

He wasn’t either mean or Comus, simply the unbearable sort who did what he said he was going to and who thought everybody else should do the same. He expected me to write the article, wanted me to because I said I was going to and because I wanted to. And he knew I was afraid to actually do it, to risk proving that nasty adage true. And so he tweaked and poked, and I acted outraged and found excuses galore, and the article continued to pend.

“Are they Druids, Aunt Mandy?” Karen asked again, giving me a reprieve.

“No, but they might be the great-great-how-many-great-grandsons of Druids. And of a whole lot of other people who brought their New Year traditions to the new country. The Finns masqueraded, and the Swedes started the year by shooting off guns—in fact, the people we call Mummers really call themselves Shooters.”

“But they will not be shooting today,” Mackenzie said. “They don’t do that anymore. Haven’t for a long time.”

Karen looked relieved.

“The English put on a Mummers’ Play, Scotch-Irish men dressed in women’s clothing—”

“Like that,” Karen said, pointing at a male comic dressed in the traditional Wench style, with a flouncy dress, golden shoes, and long pigtails. She and her male counterpart, The Dude in a sequin-trimmed tuxedo, were out of the minstrel show tradition, but Mackenzie shot me a look and I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I stayed with the European influences. “As I was saying, the Germans wore masks and disguises, including one as an early kind of Santa, called a Belsnickle.”

“He was one mean Santa,” Mackenzie said.

I beamed at him. He wasn’t sneering, or yawning, he was participating.

“I think maybe I could write your article myself,” he said. “In fact, maybe I should.”

I turned off the beam.

Karen looked wide-eyed at the idea of a mean Santa.

“Like Santa, the Belsnickle wanted to know who’d been naughty or good,” I said, “but unlike Santa, when he found the naughty ones, he whipped them.”

“And the good ones?” Karen asked. “Did they get presents?”

“Their present was not getting whipped. Santa quality control has improved a whole lot over the years. And looks. He had ugly, strawy hair and beard, and a mean face and plain clothes, except for his fur-trimmed pants…”

Fur. I shivered. Even the nasty Belsnickle got to wear it. It was not P.C. to think of it, but I did. However, the only fur I own was home, meowing and clawing the furniture.

In all honesty, it would have been nice if those Scottish, Irish, English, and German people had decided to celebrate the spring solstice. Then, I might not feel as if a Phillips screwdriver had been inserted in my forehead.

How had New Orleans known to pick up on Lenten traditions instead? I flashed with irrational resentment—those rich Southern folk had snatched the good season and left the freezing cold for poor, hard-working Philadelphians.

“Anyway,” I said, “people have been celebrating this time of year, and in ways like this almost forever, but in Philadelphia, all the separate traditions combined and became this very special parade.”

Mackenzie looked near-comatose. He spoke in a flat voice, as if telegraphing news to me. “You needn’t feel obliged to tell the child everything you know.”

“She asked.”

“When kids ask why things are the way they are, grown-ups say, ‘Because I said so,’ or, ‘It’s how we do it, that’s why.’”

“That’d save a lot of time in the classroom as well.” Suddenly, I’d become The Woman Who Tells Too Much. My desire to share ideas hadn’t annoyed him until we were living together. “And you say you love history,” I muttered.

“I do. As well as the saying: ‘Everything in moderation.’ And that includes Mummers and exposure to foul weather.” He pulled up his parka hood and faced a group of comics who were ridiculing none too subtly some national political leaders.

We stamped our feet and rubbed our hands while our breath made smoky patterns. Savvy Philadelphians cultivate friends with apartments or offices overlooking the parade route. I resolved hereafter to base friendships on real-estate access, not compatibility.

I had been concerned about how a six-year-old, conditioned to special effects via TV, movies, computer screen and control pad, would react to an ancient, handmade spectacle. We’d come after the Police and Fireman’s bands had passed, and a goodly portion of the enormous comic division as well. Since then, we’d inched forward as early-arriving spectators left. We watched, as best we could, a troop of comics in season-denying hues—intense apple green, hot pink, butter yellow, and electric blue—both on their satin and sequined costumes, their triple-tiered umbrellas, and often on their faces.

Before the civil rights movement of the Sixties, many of the clowns would have been in minstrel’s blackface, but nowadays their makeup was less offensive and more interesting.

And years ago, whatever the color of their faces, the comics and everyone else in the parade would have been male. Dressing in drag was and is a favorite way of clowning around, and female impersonators were still preferred to the real thing, but female-females, after their own struggle, could also now participate.

The family in front of us—friends and relatives of the springtime group—called it a day and we moved up to the barrier. Karen giggled as a straggler comic—his face something other than human behind its frosty lilac glitter—reached out his forefinger and painted a lilac stripe down her nose.

And all of a sudden, the chilly nonsense on the street seemed the only right way to bring in a new year and I understood its evolution and rationale. Outside beyond us, the forest was deep and frightening and frozen. Anything could happen in its dark recesses. But not here, with its insistence on bright color and sound, its smiling music and clowns. Not here.

“How soon will your buddy be on?” Mackenzie was not a parade person. To me, there is something magical about people putting their hearts and imaginations on display, turning their raucous happiness into music. And there’s something mystical about living behind a mask, creating an entirely new identity, not necessarily human, if only for a few hours. So much of our lives seems devoted to insisting on who we are, on asking to be noticed—and then, this, an encasing, removing, reversal, one day of the year.

All that leaves Mackenzie cold, no matter the temperature. He fidgeted much more than Karen.

The buddy he referred to, Vincent Devaney, was a Philly Prep teacher who’d helped me with my research. He had, in fact, suggested the topic, and he was the main reason we were shivering our way through the first day of the year. Four months ago, he’d joined the faculty, after majoring in biology at Temple University and, as far as I could tell by his interests, minoring in Mummering. Or maybe it was the other way around. A third-generation New Year’s Shooter, he was bent on educating people about things both scientific and mummerific.

“Vincent’s in a Fancy Club,” I said.

“And that means?”

“There are four divisions. We’re still watching the first, the clubs in the Comic Division.” I waved toward the street, where more comics, the Mummers closest to the original carousers, the least organized, the most spontaneous, and the most numerous on New Year’s Day, strutted by.

“And the Fancy Division is second—next?”

“Yes. The Fancy Clubs, the ones with the frame suits.”

“Which means Vincent will be on soon, then?”

It was like talking to a child, except that the real child was less of a pest.

Mackenzie pulled a paperback out of his pocket, looking up only when a new group approached, and sometimes a second time because of the quality—as in excellent or horrifying—of the band hired to accompany them. The Comics and Fancies are allowed to have music played—but only on instruments not used by the String Bands. The combination of bongos, bells, and whatever else was left, was often less than pure delight.

Nonetheless, Karen, mouth half-open, eyes wide, watched a very young boy done up as a stylized Harlequin. His small suit was a mosaic of spangled diamond shapes that made him look like a fluid stained glass window topped by a glittery cap. “I would like to do that.” Her voice was hollow; she sounded like a possessed baby in a horror movie.

“It probably looks like more fun than it is,” I said. “It’s even colder out on the street, the suit’s heavy with all that stuff sewn on it, and they still have a long way to go before they reach the judges’ stands.”

“I would like to do that,” she repeated in her lovesick, mesmerized voice.

No wonder. The splendiferous boy glittered and sparkled. He wasn’t bundled and huddled on the sidelines. He was the center of attention, a star, making merry, dancing to the music. High on his life and not yet, presumably, on the spirits that reputedly kept his elders warm this winter’s day.

“Yessss,” Karen said.

My sister would probably never let me see her daughter again. I was supposed to support the idea of a Main Line life, beige and tailored, not one featuring feather boas and golden slippers.

Mackenzie was less entranced. “Wish they’d speed things up,” he said.

“Why? Does the Mardi Gras rush by at Mach speed?”

By way of answer, he took a tissue out of his pocket and blew his nose. “This is on TV,” he said softly. “The whole thing. We could go home, light a fire, make a pot of coffee, snuggle on the sofa and see it. Or better still, tape and fast-forward it. Make them strut double-time. One turn and twirl per man allowed. It’s not like you’re takin’ notes or doin’ anythin’ you couldn’t do at home.”

Guilt, guilt. Didn’t he understand that my hands were too cold to hold a pen? “You Southerners are hothouse flowers,” I said. It wasn’t a rational answer, but it was my only counter-argument to his irresistible idea of being comfortable.

But just as I felt on the verge of retreating, the first Fancy Club’s banner car arrived. Not Vincent’s club, however. People applauded as they sighted the sea of approaching figures, hundreds of undulating feather-trimmed jewels.

I, too, felt a rising excitement. I hoped I never became too sophisticated to be dazzled by the pure extravagance of the spectacle.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Karen announced. “Bad.”

“We’ll have to hurry,” I said.

“Don’ I wish,” Mackenzie said. The speed of the parade had not picked up, which was lucky, because it felt a very long time making our way out through the crowd. “Excuse me, excuse us,” I said repeatedly, weaving through the now-deep throngs. Mackenzie remained at the barricades, holding our space. After we’d tripped over dozens of feet and annoyed countless spectators forging our way out and around the corner, we waited in line near urban outhouses rocking in the wind. And despite the distance and bluster, we could hear the pleasant cacophony of the music. I kept one ear tuned to it, trying to tell if a new group was nearing.

The music was temporarily stilled when Karen had completed her task, so on our way back, we stopped for hot pretzels with mustard for all, but mostly for Mackenzie as a peace offering.

We munched, stomped feet, and waited for the next group, timing the wait with puffs of frosty breath. Mackenzie, with no subtlety, looked at his watch. “How about lying and saying you sat through the whole thing?” he asked behind Karen’s back.

“I can’t leave before Vincent marches. What if the camera doesn’t come in close enough to see him? How will I tell who’s who?”

“Why would it matter?”

It seemed a debt I owed. Vincent Devaney had let me peek into his world. I could at least witness its day of triumph.

Teaching was important to Vincent. It supported him, his wife, and young son. He seemed good at it and enthusiastic. But mumming was his passion, the world of the Mummers his community and true village, the Mummer’s year his meaningful calendar. He was nearly distraught when rivalries, both personal and financial, surfaced within his club and threatened to end its existence. They’d patched themselves together enough to make it to this day, and it was important that I be here, because nobody was sure they’d survive till the next parade.

Mackenzie’s mournful exhale resembled a dragon’s snort. Then, despite the fat pretzels and the thermos of hot chocolate I’d brought, he went off to find more food. To kill time, I thought.

The light became subdued, as if the sky were on a dimmer, and the wind continued to pick up, blowing a debris-laden swath down the wide wind-tunnel expanse of Broad Street. I thought about the String Bands, the Clubs still back at the starting point with miles to maneuver before they reached the judges’ stands at City Hall. What did they wear under the satin and feathers to avoid freezing?

And then the next banner car slowly approached, and it announced Vincent’s club. His group—several hundred strong—approached with difficulty. A fancy suit is as ornate as its name implies—a piece of handiwork, with towering plumed and constructed “hats,” or backpieces, face masks, ruffed collars, and trains often so enormous they require page boys. And every inch of man and suit is lavishly decorated.

But a Fancy Club member could also wear a frame suit—a hundred pounds of wood and metal covered in silk and lace, like a hoop skirt that begins at the neck. It takes strong shoulders to carry a structure two dozen feet in circumference all the miles and hours of the parade, even with wheels on the vertical struts. And that’s on a still day.

In a stiff wind like the one now blowing, capes can act as sails and frame suits seem hell-bent on either skidding out of control, taking their man along with them, or collapsing into heaps of wood, steel, and fabric.

A frame draped and covered in iridescent panels approached, surrounded by men in silver suits with feather-trimmed capes made of filmy layers of shimmering colors—a rainbow billowing over gold and silver cloth. The frame suit replaced the recognizably human with pure texture and ethereal color. It was a moving octagonal tent with a gryphon head, a glorious monster whose chiffon and feathers blew wildly in the wind.

This, then, was the real descendant of the medieval demons the ancient noisemakers held at bay. Here was the monster, possessed and owned. Under control.

Almost. The suit lurched and bucked, as did another suit, a variation on this one’s mother-of-pearl coloration. It was a mark of pride to be strong enough to endure hours of carrying the weight of a frame, plus a headpiece that could add another hundred pounds, but today, being trapped in the center of one must have felt less of an honor and more of a punishment as the forms waged war with their wearers.

One tent seemed in more trouble than the others. The men around him, capes flapping, helped steer the frame, which careened like a ship in a storm. Civilian helpers crossed the barricade and added their strength to steady the form.

The one visible part of the man was a portion of his face, weighted below with the enormous frame and dwarfed above by an outlandish headpiece that threatened to buckle or take off in flight. He was painted as Pierrot, with dead-white makeup and features drawn in black. Below the right eye was a fifty-carat “ruby” of a red tear.

The head, overshadowed by its costume, looked toylike.

Another frame suit approached. I scanned for Vincent Devaney, but it was impossible to distinguish features with collars and panels blowing every which way. And, in fact, I didn’t know if Vincent was wearing a frame. He had worked on one with a friend, but they had also worked on a regular suit, deciding to toss at the last moment for who would wear which.

Karen’s teeth chattered. I sniffed the hollow smell of approaching snow. Enough was enough. I couldn’t spot Vincent, even though I knew this was his club, but I could nonetheless compliment him on his splendor. Time to go enjoy another all-American tradition, like central heating. “After C.K. gets back,” I said, “it might be a good time to—”

“Not l-l-leave,” the wanna-be Mummer wailed. “I’m n-n-not cold!”

“I don’t want us to get sick, and—” I became aware of a rising murmur across Broad Street, a something-is-happening sound. I expected to see an overturned or wrecked frame suit, but I didn’t.

People pressed forward. The noise level increased.

Mackenzie returned, both hands holding hot dogs.

“I c-c-can’t see!” Karen wailed. We’d lost our vantage point as people jostled for a better view of…something.

Mackenzie passed me the franks and lifted her onto his shoulders, making her a human periscope. “Now, can you?” he asked.

“Yes, but there’s only the same stuff.” She’d stopped stuttering, but now she sounded peevish. The noise across the way became less diffused, sharper, marked by shouts. “And people pointing.”

“At what?” Mackenzie asked with more interest than he’d heretofore demonstrated.

“At the barrel-man,” Karen said. I assumed she meant a frame suit. “He’s disappearing.”

“Falling down?”

Mackenzie sounded frustrated. He did not like viewing things secondhand, but at the moment, his sight line was blocked not only by an enormous man who’d moved in front of him but also by Karen’s mittened hands, which she held across his eyes.

“Yes,” she said. “No. He’s not falling down. His head is.”

And then I, too, saw it—just as spectators on the other side screamed and surged onto the street. The gryphon-headdress sank, lower and lower, until the man’s face was swallowed by his frame. His headpiece banged on the suit, ostrich feathers and golden sequins skewed and wobbling. The pearly lace tent swayed but stopped moving, and as if a contagious and debilitating disease had spread out from it, the other marchers, in ragged sequence, slowed, then stopped, and the music of the hired band dribbled to a halt.

I looked at the other Mummers, tried to make them out, but their disguises worked and I had no clue as to whether I was seeing Vincent Devaney.

“Is there a doctor here?” a voice shouted from the ranks of the Mummers. “Heart attack! Help!”

His words carried on the wind. The unnatural silence had slowly spread backward up Broad Street as clubs and spectators realized something was wrong.

A woman pulled free of the crowd, a young boy holding on to her hand. She lifted a silver-embroidered panel and put the boy’s hand on it, as if mooring him, while she ducked under, inside. How strange, I thought, to have to examine a man with a cloth-covered jungle gym on his shoulders. I wondered for how long the noise, the wind, the wheels, and the strong support of his suit would carry along a man having a heart attack, a man who was unable to gesticulate or to be heard above the music and the crowd.

The woman climbed back out, shaking her head. Now, the area grew preternaturally quiet as everyone leaned forward to hear. Mackenzie quietly transferred Karen back to the ground. I could sense his muscles tighten inside the parka.

The doctor’s words rippled across the street, carried on dozens of voices. “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.”

“He’s…”

Dead, dead, dead. The word was passed with dull finality. “Dead” in near-whispers that reverberated as each person took hold and transferred the word to the next.

I wondered how the doctor had reached her conclusion so quickly. Had she tried to revive him? Used CPR? How could she be so sure?

Someone may have asked her that, because she put up a hand. Once again, her words were relayed back and across, making what she said all the stranger and more upsetting.

“This man was shot.”

Shot! Shot! Shot!

It seemed impossible. He’d been in the midst of hundreds of thousands of people for hours, and not uninterested passersby, but spectators watching him, his chest surrounded by steel rods, wooden framing, and cloth.

But it had happened. The Shooter had been shot.

My mother had been right. He’d caught his death.


Two

KAREN AND I MADE OUR way through a silent city to the loft. I yearned for a public hue and cry, a real reaction. Something dreadful had happened, and only the air currents—both atmospheric and electronic—seemed agitated.

I turned on the TV for a quick look. “Murder at the Mummers’ Parade,” a voice said on the hour. “Details on tonight’s Headline News.” And on another channel, “The Mummers’ Curse? That’s what some wags are calling today’s tragedy, the second in two weeks involving a Philadelphia Mummer.”

The second tragedy. But Ted Serfi had disappeared, and he hadn’t been mumming at the time. Besides, there were those rumors, suspicions that he was “connected.” That was nothing like being shot dead in full view of watching crowds.

I turned off the TV. I didn’t think Karen needed her day’s horrible images reinforced. We could talk or play games, while I waited to find out if my co-worker was still alive. I was sure they knew by now—his fellow Mummers would have ID’d him in an instant. But there was the notification of next of kin. That sort of thing.

“The parade!” Karen said as I turned the TV off. “You said we could watch it.”

“But that was before…don’t you think…how about a change of scene? We could read, or play a board game, or—”

“The parade! You said.” She pushed out her bottom lip in a clear, if unendearing, she-who-is-peeved pose.

It didn’t strike me as wise to remind her that the parade had turned sour, terrifying, or that she was upset. I turned on the television again.

From then on, we snuggled on the sofa and watched while sipping from steaming mugs of chicken noodle soup. Outside the loft’s high windows, loose pages of newspapers and decimated bits of city trees whipped by, reminding me of the cyclone in The Wizard of Oz, except that Mummers didn’t get shot in Kansas.

It was a good time to be behind doors, inside walls. It would have been a better time if all three of us were there, but Mackenzie considered finding himself at the scene of a fatal shooting a divine—or a least a legal and professional—sign that he was required to remain. He was correct, but that didn’t make me love the fact.

At the time Karen and I left it, the parade had well and truly stalled. Nobody knew what to do beyond clearing the crowd sufficiently to allow the body to be taken from its awkward cage and moved to a cross street where an ambulance waited.

The Mummers, vulnerable and stricken on their merriest of days, had milled uncertainly, except for the men in the frame suits who did their damnedest to stay upright and didn’t dare any fancy milling.

I wasn’t ready to leave when Mackenzie suggested it. I was still scanning for Vincent, fearing, when I didn’t find him, that he was the caged-in corpse.

But Mackenzie had been right to say we should leave, if not for my peace of mind, then surely for Karen’s. From there on in for a goodly time, the Mummers, from what I could glean, went into limbo, unsure of what was the right, legal, or smart thing to do. They decided to stop out of respect. But before word could travel through all the ranks, somebody realized that the Comic Clubs and one Fancy had already passed City Hall and performed their four-minute routines for the judges. Prizes had probably been decided for the Comics. Stopping penalized this and the two remaining Fancy Clubs, all the String Bands, and the Fancy Brigades. A year’s labor, a year’s passion, gone. Whoever had murdered the Mummer had thereby simultaneously murdered the entire parade.

Or maybe the equation went something like: twenty thousand living marchers, one dead. Besides, even to the corpse of a Mummer, being responsible for canceling the parade would be ignominious, a fate truly worse than death.

So by the time Karen and I arrived back at the loft, the parade was in motion again, and now, the lords of Broad Street, the String Bands, were in full swing. Karen watched TV, her mind obviously only partly with Macavity and me. She kept one hand on the cat’s back, as if securing herself to something yielding, safe, and soft.

I checked my answering machine, hoping Mackenzie had called while we were en route.

He hadn’t. My mother had. I listened to New Year’s wishes and muted distress, commenting that since I wasn’t home to take the call, I had decided once again not to listen to her, and she hoped I was at least enjoying the parade. “Something sad around here,” she said. “Remember I told you about Dr. Landau’s cat?”

I shook my head at the machine. I didn’t remember any of this, nor did I feel guilty about this failure on my part. And in any case, I knew my mother would review the data she felt important. Again and again. Precisely the way Mackenzie said I did about the Mummers. I didn’t want to think about that. “She went away,” my mother’s voice said. “Dr. Landau, not the cat—to visit her married children for Christmas, and hired her regular cat-sitter, Violet.”

If I sped it up or simply walked away, would I be teaching my niece to ignore her elders? I stayed and listened.

“Violet called me all upset. Sid—Sid’s the cat—is sick. Terminally. I’m down as the emergency number. There’s no way to reach Allen—”

Who was Allen? Another kitty? Another kitty-sitter?

“—because they went to somebody’s ski place, can you imagine? Snow!—and the vet thinks Sid needs to be put to sleep, the dear thing. Sid, I mean. Not the vet. Isn’t that awful? In a way, I’m glad she doesn’t know, she loves him so much, and my goodness, she’s a doctor, dedicated to preserving life, she’d be—”

I gave up on who the she was, along with the idea of being a role model for my niece, and I fast-forwarded to the remaining message, hoping again that it might be Mackenzie. Again, it wasn’t. It was my least favorite student, Renata Field.

I upset myself when I actively dislike a student. It feels unethical, as deserving as the antipathy might be. Luckily, it doesn’t happen often. But it had surely happened with Renata, and the feeling was set in reinforced concrete.

“Happy New Year, Miss Pepper.” Her chilly voice made it abundantly clear that she in no way meant her words. “I hope you’ve been thinking about me. I was thinking about you because it is a new year, and a new start, and my last year in high school, and I’m hoping it will be a happy year for me, too. See you soon.” And that was that.

If Renata would put the energy into classwork that she put into trying to avoid the consequences of doing nothing except cheat, she might have an academic chance. But instead of doing her homework, Renata had repeatedly claimed I’d lost it, then handed in one take-home essay after she’d copied it, verbatim, from an A student.

I split the A between the two of them, which gave each a 50, which in turn translated into F’s. That was before winter break, and Renata had called me every other day since. The calls did not make me fonder of her.

I left the answering machine and sat down next to Karen, who still stared straight ahead. We both oohed and ahhed, although her oohs and ahs seemed a bit forced, at the sea of glittering instruments backed by equally ornate musicians.

Mackenzie had been right. This was the way to watch the parade—and if we’d done it his way all along, he’d be with us now. I tried not to think about that.

Four or more generations danced before us, from a child barely out of toddlerhood all the way up to a man who moved with the careful deliberation of old age. Their theme was “The Peaceable Kingdom,” and fantastic lions with feathery “manes” drilled beside silver and white lambs. The band members wore capes the colors of the U.N. flag, and their headpieces had platinum doves stitched on the satin.

I love String Bands. Their one-of-a-kind music is the sound of the parade and to me, its heart.

I’m not sure, however, why they’re called String Bands, because in addition to guitars, mandolins, banjos, bass viols, and violins, there were stringless clarinets, saxophones, flutes, and keyboards, both the metal ones of glockenspiels and the faux-ivory of accordions, plus drums—bass and snare. Stringed or not, those haphazardly collected and oddly combined instruments gave the bands their unique, upbeat sound.

The String Bands’ anthem, the one song every band includes in its repertoire, is “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers,” which contains the essence of their sound—exuberant, irrepressible, overflowing happiness. Not a music designed for tragedy or anything less than high-stepping.

“Time for your initiation,” I told my niece. “Now that you’re at least partly a girl of this city, it’s time for you to do a strut.” I leaned close to her. “The people in New Orleans do not have this at all,” I added, and then I stood up and demonstrated, doing my own variation, which boiled down to whatever felt good and moved in time to the music, and wishing I, too, wore blue and white mirrored sequins and didn’t feel so plain and unadorned.

And after a brief interval, Karen stood up and grinned as she took one step forward and half a step back, lifting an imaginary cape, bending forward and simply moving to the music.

We both giggled, and I didn’t explain—not a syllable—that the strut was probably an imitation of the African-American Cakewalk of long ago. This bizarre and wonderful celebration is one of the few places the stuff tossed in the pot had actually melted. But I kept it to myself.

And when we had made our way around the entire loft and collapsed back onto the sofa, Karen exhaled in a massive, shoulder-lifting, ultimate sigh and looked at me. “That was very bad, what happened,” she said with great solemnity.

I agreed.

“I was scared. The people screaming scared me.” I nodded.

“Even though I got to be on C.K.’s shoulders.”

“That part was good.” We held hands.

“He said there wouldn’t be any shooting this year. That all the shooting was a long time ago.” Karen’s tone was solemn. A great deal was at stake.

“He thought that’s how it would be. That’s what everybody thought, because this was not how it is, or was. This never happened before. This will never happen again.” Please, oh, please, don’t make me a liar on that last count, I silently begged. I needed to know that almost as much as Karen did.

“I wish I didn’t know that Mummer was dead.”

“Me, too.”

“I wish he wasn’t dead.”

The phone rang. I bolted. This had to be Mackenzie.

But the voice had no southern softness, no bass undertones. “Mandy!” my sister said. “You’re home. Karen’s there, too, isn’t she?”

“Yes, we’re—”

“Thank goodness you didn’t go to the parade. I’m so relieved!”

“Actually, we—”

“Did you hear what happened? Somebody shot a Mummer!”

“Yes, I—”

“Killed him! He’s dead!”

“I know. I—”

“That city! How can you live there?” She sounded more like our mother every day, a fact that would curdle her blood if she were aware of it.

Certainly, the city isn’t often mistaken for Utopia, but my sister’s method of disengaging, standing back, and pointing didn’t help. Besides, I was tired of blaming everything on geography. Cities don’t kill people, guns do. I hoped the murderer turned out to be one of Beth’s suburban soulmates.

“Karen’s fine,” I said. “But we were there.”

“There? Where? Not at the—”

“Yes. At the.”

“Nowhere near what happened, I hope.”

“Right there. When he fell into his suit. She seems okay and we’re talking about it, but you should know, in case she has bad dreams or anything.”

“Mandy!” Her inflection suggested that I’d purposefully exposed my niece to urban slaughter.

“It wasn’t like we could see anything gross.” A weak defense, but the best I could manage. “And we’re comfy up here now, and talking it through, so don’t worry.”

“I don’t feel good about her in an old warehouse in that city. No offense intended.”

“I’m taking some, anyway. This is historic Old City. Where I live once was a warehouse, but now it’s a loft. This is chic, Beth. This is Philadelphia’s SoHo.”

“I don’t go to New York’s SoHo,” she snapped. “And I certainly don’t take my babies there.”

This was a bad way to start the year, and the basis of it, the problem of the increasingly fearful suburbanite, of walls real and imagined, deserved a bigger chunk of time and thought than I was willing to donate at the moment.

“I’m sorry you were so worried,” I said as sweetly as I could, given that she hadn’t even asked whether I was all right. Let alone Mackenzie. “Would you feel better if I brought Karen home right away? We’re settled in with hot soup and the TV, but…”

She was too well bred, or at least too cowed by what my mother had said was the code of female politeness—never inconvenience anyone but yourself, a code my mother did not necessarily follow, by the way—to say what she meant, which was “bring my baby home now and I don’t care what you want.”

Beth sighed. I waited, counting on her excellent, if antiquated, standards. I wanted to stay put until I found out more about the Mummer. “No, no,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean… Thanks for offering, but I guess I’m being… I know you didn’t put her there on purpose. I tend to be over-protective at times…”

And thus do the city sister and the country sister once again stave off a value clash; plus, the trip to the hinterlands was suitably delayed.

However, two hours later, I’d had my fill of sequins, struts, and strings, but I hadn’t gotten a call from Mackenzie. His unpredictability and unaccountability were speed bumps on our path through life together. I was working at adjusting, not only understanding the demands of his profession, but honoring them. I took deep breaths and made a heartfelt New Year’s resolution to stop resenting Mackenzie’s job.

I instantly resented the need to make such a vow.

“Had enough parade for a while?” I asked Karen, who looked groggy. “Ready for the glories of Gladwyne?”

She regarded me blankly. We’d finished our soup and bread and topped it with ice cream and Oreos. Perhaps too many, her glazed expression suggested.

“Home. Yours. How ’bout it?”

She nodded. She was a big girl, not a baby like her brother, she was fond of reminding us. But she’d been on the town for twenty-four hours, slept in a strange bed in a former warehouse, seen a parade and a murder, and she was tired and homesick, although, like her mother, too polite to say so outright.

*

Even now, at the frozen nadir of winter, Beth’s suburb maintained a green lushness, although I don’t know how. Trees lose their leaves even on the Main Line, and climbing vines freeze. The residual greenness must be further proof of how money colors everything. I sighed and rang her bell.

Beth had a visitor, a slender woman with hair the color of pink grapefruit juice and features sharp enough to slice paper. As we unwrapped Karen, who had been packed off to my place wearing enough to survive a month of snow camping, we were introduced.

“This is my friend, Quentin Reed,” Beth said.

I’d already met women friends of Beth’s named Sidney, Michael, and Claude. Perhaps she collected the ambiguously named, but what to make of a day spent watching men dressed in sequins, feathers, lace, and satin, and an evening with a woman named Quentin? Perhaps we were headed for androgyny at long last, but was it a good thing?

“My parents really, really wanted a boy,” Quentin-the-girl said with an engaging grin.

True equality will be had when I meet a man named Rosabelle or Tiffany who says, “My parents really, really wanted a girl.”

“Quentin’s a therapist,” Beth said in an overly calm voice, after Karen had run upstairs followed by the household’s galumph of a dog, Horse. “You’ve probably heard her.”

“Yes,” I said. “Of course. That’s why you sounded familiar.”

“Good day,” she’d say on the radio. “This is Dr. Reed On the Air.” I had come to think of Dr. as her first name and Air her last. But as I’d drive wherever, listening to her ripe, fruity voice giving urgent advice and telling her “true stories”—nasty-funny case studies of neurotics she’d known—I’d imagined her fuller, older, much more subdued looking.

“The radio doctor.”

She smiled. “Among other things, yes.”

“Pleased to meet you.” I was, even though I’m leery of the sound-bite solution, of keeping therapy zippy enough to maintain ratings.

“I felt it would be good to have someone at the ready if Karen needs to ventilate,” Beth said.

Ventilation seemed the concern of steamfitters. Besides, was it wise to hire a shrink before there was any sign of emotional problems, like purifying drinking water just in case? Or did it instead insure that there would be problems?

“I agreed,” Quentin Reed off-the-air said, not surprisingly. “Given the dimensions of the child’s trauma. To be an eyewitness to such a dreadful event. The death, in essence, of a beloved icon, a clown.” She looked devastated herself.

“Not a clown,” I began. But that was irrelevant and arguable. “More to the point, we weren’t precisely eyewitnesses to the crime, only its results. I suspect that nobody actually saw it happen. After all, there were thousands of people watching, and not a peep until he collapsed, so it couldn’t have been too obvious when he was shot. Mostly, this is going to be a gigantic headache for the police.” And create more nights alone for me.

“Forgive me, but I find that a purposefully dispassionate—no, let us say dissociated—appraisal of a human tragedy,” she said in her mother-knows-best voice.

I felt properly rebuked, improperly perverse. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I meant, the good news for Karen is going to be what makes it a problem for the police because there was precious little to see. No blood, no fearsome dying. All you could see was a painted face, and then it slipped down inside his costume. His headpiece stayed on top and the costume still stood up. It almost all looked unchanged. Much less violent than TV cartoons, to tell the truth.”

Quentin Reed’s mouth curled into a beneficent I-have-compassion-and-pity-for-your-unbelievable-ignorance smile. “I’m sure you’ll agree that a six-year-old is a much more vulnerable spectator than you would be. And death is so final, so absolute.”

Not a whole lot of room for debate there. What could I retort? That now and then there were temporary deaths? She’d have me shrink-wrapped in a white jacket within seconds. So I smiled, nervously, agreeing with who knew quite what. However, even if she’d said something grossly incorrect, how can you convince a serenely self-assured, certified mentally healthy professional that you are fine if she doesn’t think so? The more intense the protests, the more smugly superior the pro becomes. Nonetheless, probably because I am demented, I pushed on. “We didn’t see the shooting. We didn’t see his wound. The actual crime probably didn’t take place anywhere near where we were. The wind and momentum and maybe tradition kept him moving, possibly for blocks. We only saw him slide—”

“Yes, yes,” she said. “You’ve made that clear. I must say that I’m not only worried about Karen, but about you. Perhaps more so. You are in serious denial. You’ve been on what was intended to be a happy, bonding outing and instead, you’ve witnessed a hideous murder.”

“I’ve been trying to say that we didn’t witness the—”

“And you have the maturity to comprehend its full significance,” she barreled on. “Not only was the man murdered, but so were your dreams and hopes for the day.”

Were the two things equal? One dead man versus my soured plans?

“It isn’t healthy to stuff feelings,” Quentin Reed said. “Makes you sick.”

Was she actually Beth’s friend? Did they talk this way to each other all the time? And weren’t shrinks supposed to listen? “Doctor,” I began, then I had a thought. She was going to be peering into Karen’s psyche. “Your specialty—your branch of medicine…that’s an M.D.?”

Quentin cleared her throat.

“In…?” I was being rude, but so was she, reaming my brain with a pickax and without invitation. “Child psychiatry?”

“A D.P.M. actually. I was originally a podiatrist.”

A foot doctor, indeed.

“Of course, I then got a master’s in therapy.” From a diploma mill, I’d be willing to bet. I flashed my sister a look. Was she listening? Horse-the-dog clomped back down the stairs, his rump wiggling with each step. My mental health didn’t trouble him in the least, and he came over and sat on my feet.

“Sweetie,” Beth said over-brightly, in a tone she generally reserved for her children. I understood how mentally mature she considered me. “Why so resistant? Why not take advantage of Quentin’s presence?”

The rock-bottom truth is that I believe that stuffing and stifling selected feelings can work toward the general good, also known as civilization. Not stifling leads to freeway snipers, mail bombs, and talk shows. Be honest, who’d you rather have across the table for the long haul? Queen Victoria or Geraldo?

What’s so great about mental health, anyway? For starters, what would it do to literature? What kind of novel would a self-actualized Anna Karenina produce? What play would be left if Quentin Reed had worked through Macbeth and his lady’s power drives? How interesting would a serene Holden Caulfield be? A Joan of Arc medically relieved of those voices?

Stories require neurosis, psychosis, obsession, and delusion, so why abet anyone attempting to squelch those things?

The dog was the only perfectly adjusted creature around, and while he was delightful in a canine way, you really couldn’t base an opera—even a soap opera—on his life and times. We need mental disturbances and stifled emotions.

But my sister looked so desperately concerned that I apologized for my perversity. “I knew—know—one of the Mummers in that club, so I have a personal reason and concern in addition to normal worry.”

I had made things worse. “You knew him?” Beth looked ready to cry.

“I hope not, but I don’t know. I don’t know who was shot. The costume, you know, the makeup. The distance. That’s why I don’t think Karen was overly—”

“You knew a Mummer?”

“I hope I still do.”

On the Air looked as astounded as if I’d claimed familiarity with a Martian, not somebody from the other side of City Line.

Beth shut her eyes. As if by knowing one of them I’d been contaminated and, much more significantly, had endangered her daughter. That because I knew one, had a link, the dead man had chosen to die at Karen’s feet.

Beth was a basically good person. Even more than basically—she was a good on-the-top person, too. But her domesticated life in the green suburbs was corrupting her, leaving her too surprised by and incredulous about reality.

“Time to head back,” I said. “Mackenzie will be home any minute.” I wiggled my toes, signaling Horse to dislodge. He turned his head and licked my fingers.

“Where is he, then?” Beth asked worriedly. “I thought he had the day off. I thought the two of you were taking Karen to the parade. Is he working?” Beth turned to Dr. Quentin. “Her, um, boyfriend. They live in a warehouse.”

She made us sound like squatters huddling in the deserted shell of a building. She had never been snotty about my tiny Trinity house. Its three and a half rooms wouldn’t have filled a quarter of the loft, but living in the cramped former abode of a poor Colonial person obviously had more panache than living in the spacious former residence of Oriental rugs.

And boyfriend? C.K. was thirty-five. I was thirty-one. A little long in the teeth for boy- and girlhood.

I gritted my long teeth and reminded myself she meant well. “We were there,” I explained. “At the parade. As observers. But Mackenzie’s a homicide detective. There were thousands of people freaking out, a blocked street, a dead man. He went to help. He has to.” Here I was, justifying behavior I otherwise complained about.

“Ah, a homicide detective. And by attempting to identify with him, no wonder you can be so…matter-of-fact about death,” Quentin Reed, healer, said. “But the strain—you’re a teacher, a nurturer, not someone accustomed to death. In any case, your friend’s at work and it’s cold and dark outside. Why don’t you stay? Have a cup of tea, put your feet up. Ventilate. Pals talking. This isn’t a session, merely a chance to unburden yourself.”

It would be rude to suggest that she wasn’t my pal. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m fine.” I was about to remind them that the Doc, needed or not, was on call for my niece, except that I had a moment’s horrified speculation that maybe Beth had summoned her for me all along. “Karen will be fine, too,” I said, sidling as close as I dared to suggesting that no shrinks—or podiatrists—were required.

Ah, but I had forgotten that my niece, once again mesmerized by the never-ending parade in the next room, wanted to be a Mummer. Wait till she told her mama. Dr. Reed would go off the air and become a permanent resident, a household appliance.

“Never hurts to be cautious, does it?” the doctor asked with a knowing smile.

I’m not certain caution ever helped, either, but instead of saying so and appearing even more contrary and city-ruined, I made my farewells.

The dog seemed truly sorry to see me go.


Three

BY THE TIME MACKENZIE ACTUALLY came home, the sky had fallen. The howling wind whipped snow around buildings, and my man looked as if it had mugged him.

His red nose contrasted dramatically with his frost-bleached skin. “Took forever,” he groaned. “Nobody wanted to move, to lose their spot, in case the parade was still on or in case TV cameras were coming. Nobody had seen anything more than what we saw.”

“Please—I hope this isn’t rude, but can we cut to the chase? Who was it? What happened?”

When Mackenzie is stressed, his Southern speech patterns intensify, which is to say, slow down, slur out, and take too long for this short-tempered Yankee to bear. And Mackenzie was most definitely stressed. I offered him mulled wine in partial atonement for my inherent impatience.

“Fellow named Patricciano,” he said.

“Thank heavens!” I realized how cold-hearted that sounded. “I mean—”

“I know. It wasn’t your friend or anybody you know.”

But as I poured a mug of the hot spiced wine, I saw a face. Dark hair, dark eyes. Puckish features filled with ready charm. Patricciano. “What’s his first name?” I asked.

“James.”

I inhaled long and heavily and remembered the evening Vincent had taken me to his Fancy Club. His friends and fellow members didn’t want me inside at first, and then, when they relented, it was only for a controlled and censored peep. They were afraid a journalist—for so Vincent presented me—an outsider, and worst of all, a female, might describe the suits they were finishing. Their themes and designs were secret, known only to them and a priest whose job it was to tell clubs if they’d inadvertently chosen the same idea. That’s as far as the information was supposed to go until the New Year’s Day parade. The competition between clubs might be good-natured, but it was also real. The prize money was minimal compared to the cost of the suits, but winning was important. Designs and details were as carefully guarded as state secrets.

But later that evening, several of them had coffee with me at the Melrose Diner. I met Vincent’s wife, Barbs, who was overly cordial and nervous. Also a silent, dull fellow named Fabian with a silent, dull chip on his shoulder, and a brother and sister, Stephen and Dolores Grassi, both dark, fine-featured, and quiet, although Dolores’s hair was spectacular, rising above and around her small face like a Mummer’s headpiece. Dolores’s fiancé was also there, and he was the man whose puckish face attracted me, not because of its features, but because of the personality behind them. He was also the most helpful and charming of the assembled Fancy Club members.

“They called him Jimmy,” I said. “Jimmy Pat. He was a nice guy—cute and funny. Very animated. Engaged to a girl named Dolores Grassi. They’re getting—they were supposed to get married soon. Poor Dolores! He drives—drove a produce truck for a group of Jersey farmers. What a shame.”

Mackenzie looked gratifyingly amazed. “While acquiring his entire family history, did you also find out why somebody’d want to kill him?”

“Vincent must be distraught. They’ve been friends since childhood. So were their fathers. Tommy Pat, Jimmy’s father, was like a dad to Vincent after Vincent’s own father died. That’s how come Vincent joined a Fancy Club, even though lots of his relatives are in String Bands. Because Tommy Pat belonged to it and brought him in when he was fourteen.”

I could sense C.K. listening only halfway, waiting with unpleasant information to hand me in an unwelcome trade. “What is it?” I asked.

“Devaney was the only name I knew in that club, so when we were surrounded by upset, not particularly sober Mummers and spectators, I thought maybe I should talk to him.”

I didn’t like his sidewinder approach, slowly told or not, didn’t like the hedging, conditional ideas, explanations, and phrases like I thought maybe.

“His bein’ a teacher and all,” he continued, “I hoped he’d be less incoherent. Calmer by trainin’. An’ I thought, his knowin’ you, there’d be a connection, maybe he’d talk more freely.” He rolled his head to the left and right, as if his neck hurt.

“Yes, and?” I said it even though I suspected I might be happier not knowing what came next.

“Couldn’ find him.” Mackenzie paused, one eyebrow raised as he watched me.

“Meaning what?” I tried to keep my expression impassive. Mackenzie couldn’t see my blood pressure rising, and what Mackenzie couldn’t see or intuit didn’t count.

“His buddies,” he said, “were confused about his whereabouts. When he finally appeared, one asked where he’d been, and another said the first was too drunk to see somebody next to him. He may have had a point. I’m not sure how much they can notice besides the weather and the music after a few good hours. But apparently, there are diverse opinions as to Vincent’s whereabouts when his fellow Mummer bit the dust.”

“Why do you sound that way? Why apparently? Why are they divided on his whereabouts and what does it matter?”

“Muddies things further, is all. Was he or wasn’t he there?”

“If he wasn’t, then he couldn’t have shot anybody.”

“So you’d think he’d make it real clear where he was, but he wasn’t partic’ly communicative, even before he realized what’d happened and went into shock, supposedly.”

Supposedly? “And even if he was there, he wouldn’t shoot anybody—certainly not Jimmy Pat—so why do you care? Vincent can’t be a suspect.”

“Everybody’s a suspect at this point, everybody who had opportunity.” He wearily ran his fingers through his hair. The salt-and-pepper curls had much more resilience than he seemed to. “Of course,” he said, “if he left the street, we will surely find somebody who saw him elsewhere. It’s not easy bein’ inconspicuous in feathers and shimmery stuff. Of course, even in the parade, there were ten or so of them around the frame suit, all dressed like Devaney, so who’s to know who saw what when?”

“Does anybody know where Jimmy was shot?” I asked.

“Stomach.”

“I meant at what point on the parade route.”

He shook his head. “He was joking and fine when they set out, pretty drunk within a few hours, but a party boy, according to all, able to handle liquor. And then he was dead. Friends thought at first he was passing out. They thought he’d get it together in time for the judging, and they’d rib him about it all next year.”

“What about the noise of the gunshot?”

Mackenzie shrugged. “There are silencers. Besides, given the racket with the brass band and people whistlin’ and callin’ out, who’d hear anything? Who’d think it was unusual if he did hear something?”

“Is anybody considering—don’t laugh—suicide?” I found the idea ridiculous myself, but still and all…

Mackenzie sighed. “Where’s the gun, then? And what would be the sense of that, anyway?”

“Well, how could a killer be invisible?”

“What if he wasn’t? What if he was right there, twirlin’ and marchin’ and doing his thing, like another Mummer would be?” The suggestion was made in a soft voice which did not make it less ominous. “How about somebody with a weapon under his costume? There are enough flaps and gussets and plackets and whatever-you-call-’ems to hide a cannon.”

“How about the people who rushed to steady the suit?”

“The official helpers?”

“Some looked unofficial, too.”

“How about somebody ducking inside the suit?” he asked. “It’s the size of a room.”

“Why would anybody? And wouldn’t everybody notice and remember?”

“I have been told that despite the rest stop on Washington Avenue, there are those who use the commodious frame suits as mobile outhouses.”

The idea was disgusting, but then, so was the gigantic urinal tent on Washington Avenue, and Lord knew where females went when nature called.

Mackenzie had an eloquent, continental shrug that expressed infinite weariness with the world’s evil potential. This time it probably also encompassed the idea of men disappearing into the pleats and panels of frame suits.

“Wouldn’t Jimmy Pat have shouted? I mean, being shot…”

“Shot several times, in fact, but who’d hear? Who’d know it wasn’t a normal feelin’-good expression? Also, Jimmy Pat might have been so tanked he didn’t feel the bullet, or he could have gone into shock, or at least not understood what was happenin’, until it was too late.”

“Then what are you going to do?”

He finished off his mulled wine. “We need a whole lot of forensics, like calculations of how fast or slow that kind of bleed would go given the temperature, the fact that the victim was in motion, and some kind of reconstruction of how fast or slow the brigade was moving. Blood alcohol level. Wind-chill factor. We need to check the street for blood, but how many people strutted over wherever he bled, and now, this snow is not helping. And then what I’m goin’ to do is pray for a miracle. If anybody saw it happen, why didn’t they make a fuss? And if nobody saw it happen, then what?”

“Surely somebody saw it happen, but they didn’t know they were seeing it happen.”

“If a person sees a crime in a forest, but doesn’t know he’s seeing a crime, did he see it?”

“What is the sound of one homicide detective being snotty?”

He yawned, and I felt a twinge of compassion. He was tired, disappointed, and frustrated at the prospect of a difficult, if not impossible, investigation.

He sank into the downy softness of our most recent extravagance, a sofa made of leather so butter-soft and palely glowing, I was sure it had been the hide of something gentle and mythical, most likely a unicorn. I hoped it had died of old age.

“Ahhh,” he said. “Quiet at last. It hurts to listen to that many people. I must have gotten five hundred names. Not that anybody had much to say, except how horrible this all was and that they didn’t know what the hell happened and they were royally freaked out.”

“I met somebody named Quentin who’d love listening to their traumas.”

He rolled his eyes. “You going to tell me his history, too?”

“Hers. And the only part I know is that her parents really, really wanted a boy.”

“Wouldn’t anyone’s?”

I sat down next to him, the better to throttle him. “You’re so easy,” he murmured. “Any time I want to see a cute knee jerk…”

“I was thinking…”

He sat up straighter. His hair seemed to uncurl and go on alert. Despite his avowed preference for “smart women,” they sometimes frightened him. Or at least I did.

“It’s a brand new year,” he said. “Surely Philadelphians have more than Mummers by way of tradition. Don’t you folk make resolutions? How about you make a serious one to—”

“Stop thinking?”

“Stop thinkin’ about what you’re thinkin’ about, which is what I’m supposed to think about an’ concentrate instead on thinkin’ about what you’re supposed to be thinkin’ about.”

“If I could follow you, I’d try. But all I meant was that I know some of the people involved, so could I help you?”

“Sure. I’d like you to tell me whatever you know, just the way you did about Jimmy Pat. But if you mean could we job-share, then the answer is no. Adamantly. Definitely. Absolutely.”

“Get off the fence, Mackenzie. You want me as a partner or not?”

He had the grace to grin.

“So, then,” I said. “Don’t you think I could—”

“I think you, or somebody, could make dinner.”

“Dinner?”

“You remember. Food. The stuff that gets rid of that yawningly empty sensation. This somebody doesn’t have the energy to cook tonight, and don’ know who’s open for takeout on New Year’s Day.”

Given that the cat was unlikely to whip up a repast, that left me as the somebody. I am a moody cook. I have my moments, but only when I feel like it. Mostly, I don’t.

The grinding dailiness of food preparation makes me feel trapped in an alimentary canal. I can hear the hollow boom of empty stomachs, the gurgle-song of digestive juices. Buy ingredients, they warble; prepare them, serve them to me in a new form, clean up from the serving and the cooking, and then—well, I don’t want to think about the finale of the roundelay. And if you listen to it, obey it, do it—then you have to start all over again. Couldn’t we take care of all that and save a whole lot of time if we were fitted with long-term batteries instead? I think Mother Nature was on the phone when the idea of sustenance came by for review, and she waved it on.

Besides, even though we now shared the loft, the kitchen was still, unmistakably, Mackenzie’s. He tried to be nonchalant about it, but I could feel him watching that I didn’t scratch the tin lining of his beloved copper pots, and that I left the counters sterilized in case we’d have to perform brain surgery later in the evening. I like to slop things around, feel industrious through an abundance of clutter, then do a decent cleanup. Life is too short to polish a copper pot, which, just like the rest of the food cycle, needs constant redoing.

Luckily, we still had the chicken-vegetable-noodle soup, most of a good crusty loaf of bread, and a bottle of Pinot Noir. On my less inspired days, whatever I cooked seemed like leftovers—even when we’d never had the food a first time.

“You have to remember,” Mackenzie said from the sofa, “that somewhere is a person who shot a man in front of hundreds of thousands of spectators. A person, therefore, who isn’t easily intimidated. Cold-blooded. Not a person to frighten by pushing on him or meddlin’.”

“Meddling! You make me sound like a—”

“Meddler.”

“I wanted to help. That was all.”

“Does it have anythin’ to do with your friend’s being involved?”

“Why are you picking on him? You said everybody was a suspect. You don’t know anything except that Vincent was hard to find today. Which argues in his favor, anyway.”

Mackenzie nodded. “He’s a suspect, then, is that okay?”

“Why? You sought him out because he teaches at my school and you knew his name. Teaching with me isn’t a crime, but you’re making it one. That’s why I feel involved.”

“Far as I can see, you always feel involved. Have you ever considered puttin’ this quirk to use?”

“You called it meddling.”

“Not that way. You could turn a profit by labeling it a problem, a societal ill. You know the drill. Females who love crime too much. Homicide addiction. Women who snoop too much. Write a book, go on talk shows. Confessions of a crime junkie.”

He pronounced it as crahm, but a slur, slurred, doesn’t sound less offensive.

“A twelve-step program,” he went on with low-grade Southern glee, “startin’ with step one: one crime at a time. You’ll make a fortune.”

“Never mind. It was an offer, nothing more. End of topic.” I said it mildly, actually meant it, although I was still worried about Vincent Devaney’s whereabouts and/or why Mackenzie was suspicious of him. But in the meantime, peace was restored in our little household. After awhile, we even remembered that there were things to do together that were more fun than discussing crime and punishment.

Later, Mackenzie napped. He had to go back to work at midnight. I lay on the bed, watching the digital adjustments of our Doomsday clock. We’d gone to a Boxing Day party after Christmas. Each invitee brought his worst gift for a blind swap.

I wound up stuck with the Doomsday clock, and nobody else tried to trade for it. No wonder. And no wonder somebody had gladly given it up.

It sat on the dresser, either a grisly piece of humor or just plain grisly. On a black marble slab, a lighted panel said:

YOU HAVE

359,160 HOURS

15 MINUTES

27 SECONDS

LEFT IN YOUR LIFE. ENJOY THEM.

THE TIME IS NOW: 10:47 P.M.

Enjoy them, indeed. Who had thought the device up? What kind of person bought it as a Christmas gift—and for whom, with what motive? As I watched, my remaining time dwindled, second by second. Three hundred and fifty-nine thousand hours didn’t seem enough, particularly when I could watch them diminish. I worried whether the clock maker had accounted for the leap years in my future, for daylight saving time, for medical breakthroughs and random violence. Did this mean it didn’t matter if I exercised or started smoking again or rode a motorcycle without a helmet or jaywalked?

When the telephone rang, I realized that I had dozed off. The Doomsday clock said 1:05 a.m. Also that I had two hours and eighteen minutes less to live.

The caller brusquely asked if Mackenzie was there and told me that if so, I should immediately wake him.

We’d overslept. The alarm on the real clock, hastily and wrongly set for a.m. instead of p.m., had remained silent. Actually, only one of us had overslept since I’d never intended either to go to sleep at eleven or to be up at midnight.

Mackenzie looked so exhausted, I felt cruel for waking him. It didn’t seem fair that baddies got to do their thing whenever they so pleased, and goodies had to play the game according to the criminal’s timetable.

I saw him off, then shuffled back to bed, intending to sleep straight through the last day of my vacation, even if it meant missing hours, minutes, and seconds of remaining life.

It had taken me awhile to get used to the wide-open expanses of the loft after years in my historic but constricted house. When I first moved in here, I felt stranded in a wilderness. Nothing above the high ceilings but roofing, nothing below but other spaces, too often silent, and an art gallery that was closed at night. For a month, I half hoped the walls would close in, like something out of Poe, but now, I was accustomed to a skylit ceiling and plaster and brick horizons I could barely see at night. The dangerous expanse had become breathing space.

Macavity, who was supposed to be the skittish one, had taken ten minutes max to call the place home.

All of which was to say that both the cat and I were soundly asleep when the door to the loft opened.

I wouldn’t have noticed, it was done so quietly, except that Macavity did notice and pounded over my hip and chest en route to his under-bed hiding spot. It’s amazing how much a cat makes itself weigh when it’s stomping you. “Detour, you inconsiderate beast,” I groaned. The cat spoke back.

“Since you’re already up…”

I screamed. And lost a huge number of seconds and minutes of the potential joy I had left.

“Din’ mean to startle you, thought I heard you—”

“For God’s sake! How could you not think you’d scare me? What are you doing here? You just left! Why didn’t you knock, or make noise—what are you doing here?”

“Workin’. And now that you really are up…”

I was. Definitely. All systems jump-started even though, squint as I might, I couldn’t see a hint of daylight through the windows, or even through the skylight. “It isn’t tomorrow yet.”

“It’s four forty-six a.m.,” he said in a bright voice that assumed I was lucky he hadn’t let me sleep past this fabulous hour. “I’ll make coffee,” he added, and he relocated to do so.

There followed an inordinate amount of grinding, tamping, clattering, and cabinet-slamming for so minor a task.

I dragged my bod out of bed, into the arctic of a brick-walled expanse whose heat had been turned down for the night. I insulated my feet with a pair of Mackenzie’s ski socks and pulled a hooded sweatshirt on top of the oversized T-shirt I wore as a nightie. I did not look like an ad for eternal womanhood, but I was warmer. “What is it?” I muttered. I caught the first fragrant fumes of brewing coffee. “What’s going on?”

“I missed you, so I made a detour. Nice that we live so close to headquarters.”

“I’m always glad to see youuuuu….” The you turned into a gigantic yawn. When it was finished, I continued. “Only, sometimes more than other times. I thought you were working.”

“I am.” Enough had dripped into the pot to pour us each a cup. I felt more nervous with each nuance of coffee-serving minutiae, as if Mackenzie were inventing a ceremony for an onerous event. Something was amiss if the man visited this way at this hour while on a new homicide case.

He rummaged around until he found leftover bagels, then he sliced two and put them in the toaster oven.

“You’re gonna get a call,” he said, “later, from the department. Billy Obenhauser, okay? Wants to talk about your buddy. Devaney.”

“Why?” I knew that business that Mackenzie had said earlier, but I didn’t know why. “As a character witness?”

“As an alibi.” He sat down across from me and sipped his coffee, never taking his eyes off my face. I hoped the attentiveness was love, not surveillance.

“Whose?” I asked. “For what?” Those weren’t over-bright questions, but I was sleep deprived and even if I hadn’t been, the idea still wouldn’t have made ready sense.

“Vincent Devaney’s. He insists—not to me, to Billy, who was questioning him—that he was not around for the probable time Jimmy Pat was shot. Says he was with a teacher from his school. Namely, you.”

“But I was with you!”

“I know that and you know that. Devaney seems the only one who doesn’t know that. Of course, there are gaps like when you and Karen left. I can’t vouch for then.” He waited.

So that hadn’t been love light in his eyes but the gleam of professional observation. “What are you intimating? We stood in line for the Porta Potti, and then we stopped at a pretzel vendor’s.”

“And the other time was when I went to get us hot dogs.”

“What are you saying, C.K.?”

“Just the facts, ma’am. The thing is, Vincent doesn’t appear to have known that we were parade-viewing together. Or that I’m a cop. You never told him about me?” He seemed to feel slighted.

“About you? Told him what? I notified him of your existence. Of our relationship. And probably about what you do for a living.” We’d talked lots in the months during which I was supposedly writing my article.

The article. I felt an avaricious and shameful flash. Would it be more salable because of the murder?

I had to think about precisely what I had told Vincent. Before school ended for winter break, I’d mentioned that I was taking my niece to the parade. I had no idea whether I’d said Mackenzie would be there, too. Probably not, because I couldn’t have known for sure two weeks ago. The man’s schedule is not exactly predictable. So it could have appeared I’d be at the parade with Karen and no one else. The implications of this made me sad. “He’s not a killer,” I said.

“Nobody is. Everybody is, pushed enough.”

“They were like brothers.”

“So were Cain and Abel.”

“Come on. Best friends, then.”

“Fighting over everything,” he said, surprising me. “Pretty heatedly about who would be the next club Captain.”

I waved that away. “Good-natured rivalry, that’s all.”

“Even about who would wear the frame suit. And Jimmy Pat had a habit of always winning their contests. This could have been one contest too many.”

“You’re pushing too hard. Not Vincent.”

Mackenzie raised an eyebrow.

“That’s all I know and now I’ve said it. So why does somebody else have to question me?”

“Ethical gray area if I question you about your whereabouts. I was part of them, remember?”

“Then why this visit? Surely, warning me about being questioned is even grayer.”

“I’d never warn you about police procedure. That’d be wrong. I’m here because I can’t bear bein’ away from you too long.”

“Am I supposed to know that this Billy person is going to happen?” I asked. “Or that Vincent named me as his alibi?”

“Kind of slipped out, didn’t it. Post-pillow talk. Maybe it would be best not to mention it when Billy calls, which won’t be for a while.”

“He’s actually waiting until daybreak?”

“He has other things to take care of first. A lot of what he’d want to know from you about timin’ depends on forensic results.”

So I was privy to something that wouldn’t be called upon for a while. Why let me know this? Wasn’t this the man who a few hours earlier had advocated recovery from meddling addiction?

He must have seen the questions bopping through my brain, or at least had enough brains of his own to recognize that they needed to be addressed. He leaned over the little table to put his hand on mine. “You may think I’m about to eat a bagel, but it’s more like crow.”

“No metaphors or similes until daybreak,” I said.

“He trusts you, this Devaney. He didn’t call and alert you to his considerable lie, did he?”

I shook my head. It felt heavy with woeful suspicion.

“An’ it is a lie, isn’t it?”

I exhaled with annoyance.

“Had to ask, is all. See why I can’t interrogate you or take a statement?” Point well made.

“Thing is, he trusts you to protect him. Which is to say, with a relationship like that, maybe you’d find things out that we aren’t going to, like why he’s lying and what’s really going down. At least, you might find out more quickly and easily than we could. Save time. He owes you that, doesn’t he? You could be helping him out of big trouble.”

“Officer, are you saying what I think?”

“Who ever knows what you’re thinkin’?”

“Are you not he who forbade me even to speculate?”

“Live and learn.”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

“You won’t? But…but you always…”

“Not unless you say it. Out loud.”

“Aw, please…”

“Clearly, comprehensibly.” I folded my arms across my chest.

He swallowed, scowled, took a deep breath, and looked as if the required words might gag him. But Mackenzie is a brave and practical man.

“Okay,” he said. “To speed things up, and since he has already involved you in this, and if you feel you could or should, would you talk to your friend Vincent?”

I considered this a moment. “I’d like a declarative sentence, not a question.”

He tapped his fingers on the table. “I could use—”

“Say my name, would you?”

“Mandy, I would appreciate your help on this.”

“No problem.” The light through the window facing east was pearly. Almost dawn. I went over to his side of the table, sat down on his lap, kissed him, and whispered in his ear. Not sweet nothings. Reality. “You are a most excellent man and right about many things, but you are wrong about one thing. You’re not about to eat either bagels or crow. Your only option is charcoal.”

I stood back up and extracted two cremated bagels from the toaster oven.

Sometimes it takes entirely too long to get a man to admit he needs you.


Four

VINCENT WASN’T ANSWERING HIS PHONE. I’d waited a decent interval until households with early-rising toddlers would be up. Then I’d waited longer, until even households with hungover adults would be up. But all I got in return for my patience was a machine that promised to get back to me. It lied.

“It’s me, Vincent. Me, Mandy.” I sounded like I was auditioning for a Tarzan movie. “It is I, Vincent,” I said next go-round. Maybe he only responded to the grammatically correct.

Why did I have to tell him that we had to talk? I wasn’t even supposed to know that he was using—abusing—me as his alibi, but he certainly knew it. We were friends. Why hadn’t he called me?

From outside and below, I heard the whir of snowplows and the occasional scrape of a shovel hitting sidewalk. The part of the sky I could see was soft gray. The sun had risen and presumably was up there somewhere, but in a reclusive mode. Probably waiting until later, when its overdue appearance would slush up the snow in time for it to freeze into a layer of ice by nightfall.

Things are bad when you’re miffed with the sun.

Two hours and four more messages later, with Billy Obenhauser’s interrogation looming, I’d had it with Alexander Graham Bell. I’d communicate the old-fashioned way, in person, braving the not-so-great outdoors.

I couldn’t imagine Vincent committing a cold-blooded murder, or fleeing. I could, however, picture him biding his time at home, in shock at the implied accusation of having committed a crime.

I didn’t want to drive on unplowed streets, so I waited for a holiday-schedule bus an inordinately long time. This sleuthing stuff, even this talking-with-my-friend stuff, was less than convenient. Vincent had better be worth it.

He lived near Ninth Street, in the same neighborhood as his parents did and his grandparents had. His in-laws lived five blocks away and his wife’s brother and family, a few blocks over. In South Philly, a remarkably constant and intact world of its own, there was nothing exceptional about this ongoing proximity. While the rest of the country subscribed to the different-is-better theory, following jobs and whims to all corners of the earth, South Philly remained amazingly cohesive, generations choosing to live close to one another—young men ignoring Horace Greeley and never going west, not even as far as West Philly.

Many of the houses around here were never on the market. They were inherited, passed on to family, sold directly to a known quantity, preferably a relative.

In contrast, my parents had left home, hearth, and offspring for the sunshine of Boca Raton, and Mackenzie had loped out of the Louisiana Bayou for college m Texas and crime-busting up north. He had a brother in San Diego, a sister in Minnesota, and other siblings and siblings-in-law scattered hither and yon. The thing was, neither of our families found it odd that we were fragmented, but the Devaneys would have considered it heretical, close to tragic.

I contemplated these various cultural norms so intently that I missed my stop, and in walking several blocks, I had more chance to wonder why they called our climate temperate, when it was anything but. Maybe it meant the climate had a temper. A bad one.

My favorite part of Ninth Street was the market, where buying food was personalized and close to enjoyable. As opposed to the sterile all-business atmosphere of a supermarket, this marketplace is a blur of noise and movement as people push their way between small shops and stalls set out at the curb. Vendors hawk specials; chickens squawk; cottontail rabbits and piglets and lambs hang limply from butchers’ hooks; fish gleam in woven baskets; and the aromas of oregano and ripe cheeses flavor the air. The Italian Market, we used to call it, but it has become more international, with Puerto Rican specialty shops and a definite Asian edge. Today, the market seemed tired, dazed, recuperating from New Year’s parades official and traditional, both the one up Broad Street and the nonstop hometown revelries afterward on Second—known as Two—Street.

I passed a building with a large and colorful mural on its side. It depicted the market and, looming in front of it, Frank Rizzo, former police chief and mayor. The scale was odd—the stores, small, and Rizzo, enormous, hundreds of times his size. A new Wonder of the World, the Colossus of South Philly.

Vincent lived on a side street of flat-faced shallow homes that rose abruptly from the pavement. No trees, no front lawns, no grass or low bushes softened the meeting of hard surfaces. Each home had three marble steps leading from pavement to front door, a window to the left of the door, and two windows facing the street on the second floor. Some were natural brick, others had been painted or stuccoed over. All were lovingly maintained, except for one whose paint was peeling and crackling, but it was for sale and would undoubtedly be brought up to speed once it found an owner.

Philadelphia’s row houses were the local equivalent of New York’s high-rising railroad flats. Manhattan Island had nowhere to go but up, but here, with all the space in the world, when quarters for workers were required, we expanded horizontally. Two or three bedrooms, one bath upstairs, living room, dining room, kitchen, one behind the other, downstairs. Houses sharing common walls to conserve heat and expense.

Over the years, the people of Vincent’s neighborhood had personalized their addresses in ways apartment dwellers never could, with window boxes, shutters, wrought-iron stair rails, metal awnings, and aluminum or fake stone siding. Each street of homes wore many faces, and for better or for worse, South Philly was an idiosyncratic patchwork. At this time of year, it was particularly exuberant with colored lights outlining doors, windows, and rooflines above which, often as not, sat Santa and all his reindeer and below which were front-window Nativity scenes. That and last night’s snow moved the neighborhood to within shouting distance of a Currier and Ives.

I banged a brass knocker attached to an evergreen front door. The brick facade of the house was the color of aged burgundy, and its shutters matched the door. I could tilt sideways and peek through lace curtains into a living room dominated by a heavily decorated Christmas tree and the spastic sounds of TV cartoons.

I banged more heavily and pressed the doorbell, twice. The noise of cartoons raged on, but I also heard human voices.

Vincent’s face appeared at the same window I had peered into. Not a subtle lookout system. I waved and pointed at the door.

He looked resigned, not thrilled, to see me.

“I’ve been calling you,” I said as soon as he admitted me. “We have to talk.”

His son, a bowl of pink-and-yellow dry cereal on his lap, sat on green carpeting in the middle of the precise room with its yellow brocade sofa and end chairs. Even TV snacks were color-coordinated here.

The boy turned toward me. “Hi,” I said, remembering my manners. “Chipper, isn’t it?” His name was Vincent, Junior, and they were avoiding the Little Vincent syndrome, although I think they could have found a more appealing substitute than Chipper. “I’m Amanda Pepper, and we met when your dad brought you to see where he worked, remember?”

Chipper squinted and said, “Hi.” Then, since I was not nearly as interesting as a cartoon, he turned away.

“Kids!” Vincent raked his hair with his fingers. “No manners.” I didn’t think his son’s deportment was what troubled him. “We’ve told him a thousand—”

“I have a question, Vincent,” I said. “I need to know why you’re using me as an al—”

“Barbs, this is Mandy Pepper, remember her?” Vincent spoke too loudly and emphatically. His nervousness bounced off the pale green walls. I turned and saw her, plump and apprehensive, in the arched entry to the dining room. “Teacher at Philly Prep? You met at the diner that night?”

“Sure,” Barbs said quickly. “Good to see you again. Excuse the mess. We weren’t expecting anybody. Take off your coat, why don’t you?”

I unbundled myself and looked around. It was not a house where I’d drop outer garments on a nearby chair, even if I were staying for two minutes. Barbs put out her arms and I handed most of my wardrobe over.

“Your house looks beautiful, and that’s a gorgeous tree.” Enough niceties. We had a murder suspect here, the posse was on his trail, and I’d been given oblique and short-lived permission to save both the day and the friend. “I’m sorry to barge in,” I said. “I left messages on your machine, but perhaps it isn’t working?”

Without commenting on the condition of her answering machine, Barbs left, arms full of my coat, hat, and bag. She was back in two or three seconds.

“I called all morning. I was worried.”

Barbs’s eyes flitted from her husband to me, and she rubbed the knuckles of one hand with the other. Perhaps she had a tic. Perhaps arthritic pain. More likely she was suspicious of both her husband and, now, of me. Of having had the vacuumed rug pulled out from under her secure world.

“Why?” Barbs asked after a too-long pause. “Why would you worry?”

Hadn’t Vincent told her he was in trouble? Had he told her he’d been with me? What reason would he have given for seeking me out during the parade, and wouldn’t she know it wasn’t true? No wonder she watched me warily. I tried to ease her palpable fear. “I guess, considering what happened to…to Jimmy Pat,” I said. “Practically in front of me. It leaves a person twitchy.” That should be sufficiently obvious and nonthreatening.

“You were there, then?” she blurted out.

So I’d been right. She didn’t believe her husband. She knew his story was suspect.

“I told you she was!” Vincent said sharply.

“I meant…” she began lamely, then she gave up looking for a face-saving edit. She blinked a few times and switched to a hostess mode. “Did you enjoy the parade?”

“Did you enjoy the parade?” Vincent echoed. “Aside from that, Mrs. Lincoln, how’d you like the play? Jimmy Pat got killed, Barbs, so how could she enjoy the parade?”

Whereupon he took my elbow, steering me away. Barbs stood with her mouth agape. “Sorry,” he said to her. “Didn’t mean to be short. Kid’s making me nuts. Those shows! Come down—but bring coffee or something?”

“Sure, Vinny,” Barbs said overeagerly.

I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to atone for spousal disbelief. Her spouse was lying. But instead, I said, “Please don’t bother yourself. I don’t want a thing.” Actually, I felt the vague nausea of too little sleep, and the idea of food was not pleasant.

“Any fruitcake left?” Vincent asked.

“No, please, I really don’t feel like eating.”

“Or how about whatever’s left of your Christmas cookies, or the Bûche de Noël? Hey!” he said with special emphasis. “It’s lunchtime, so how about Pepper Pot?” He put a finger up and declaimed:

Here we stand at your front door

Just as we did the year before.

Open the door and let us in,

Give us all a drink of gin.

Or better give us something hot,

A steaming bowl of Pepper Pot.

“What could be more appropriate for our Miss Pepper, huh, Barbs?” He sounded feverish, manic. “It’s probably named for Mandy’s family.”

Nothing was named for my family, except me.

Barbs continued to look apprehensive. I didn’t blame her. Vincent was rushing out words in a nervous torrent, as if he were on amphetamines or his first date.

Or as if he were nervously trying to stave off a deserved accusation.

“Truly, I’m not hungry,” I said. “Thanks, but—”

“It’s traditional,” Vincent said. “New Year’s Eve open house with Philadelphia Pepper Pot soup. New Year’s Day, too. Lots of people, they don’t make it anymore, even on Two Street. Nowadays, it’s more cold cuts, but Barbs and me, we like traditions.”

I wish something more glamorous than a soup made of the muscular lining of beef stomach bore my family name. Prince Orloff got veal, Melba got a peach dessert, Caesar got a salad, and I got tripe soup. Oh, it’s historically interesting, being said to have turned the tide of the American Revolution. When Washington’s troops were starving, often deserting, all the cook had on hand was tripe, peppercorns, and scraps. His improvised soup saved the day and maybe the whole campaign at Valley Forge. Maybe, therefore, the country.

I’m glad we’re no longer a colony of Great Britain’s, but all the same, tripe is tripe. I had never tasted the stuff, and had no desire to begin today. Nonetheless, Barbs was headed into the kitchen, so I followed Vincent to a door in the dining room, and down a staircase. Under fluorescent lights, boxy banquette seats lined two of the narrow room’s paneled walls and faced an oversized TV and a collection of CDs and tapes on another. The floor was covered with black-and-white vinyl squares.

“Did this myself,” Vincent said. “Look here.” He lifted the seat of one of the benches to reveal toy storage. “Kid’s supposed to use this room to play, make his messes, watch his TV—put in an entire entertainment center, but does he? No, he has to be where the action is. Barbs and I—we escape down here from him, he’s such a terror.” His pride in both his handiwork and his son was evident.

“Maybe when he’s older.” I inspected the paneling. “You’re really good with wood, aren’t you?”

His look was wary, on alert. I couldn’t imagine why until I remembered that he built his club’s frames because of his carpentry skills. Everything in any way related to the fatal parade must feel fraught with dangerous meaning now.

“We have to talk fast,” he said. “I told Barbs all that food on purpose, to delay her.”

“Why?”

He turned away, walked over to the entertainment center, and ran an index finger over the TV screen, as if removing dust. “Damn,” he said. “I can’t explain. That’s the problem, you see?”

“Not at all. Not any of it, starting with why you said you were with me.”

He turned to face me. “If I swear I didn’t do a thing to hurt Jimmy Pat—never would in this lifetime—could you believe me?”

“I already do.” Kind of. Mostly. Pretty much.

“Good. But I can’t say where I was.”

“So you weren’t in the parade, beside him?”

“Why don’t you believe me!” It wasn’t a question and it wasn’t plaintive—it was an accusation. “What am I, a liar?” He slammed his fist into a wooden support beam. “How come I’m on trial, even with you? Why do I have to justify my every—”

“Hey!” I held my hand up like a traffic cop. I also maneuvered so that he was no longer between me and the staircase. “I’m not the enemy. Simmer down.”

He took several deep breaths. “Sorry,” he said.

So was I. I’d caught a glimpse of an explosive temper I would not have suspected.

“I’m really…strung out. But I couldn’t have done it, even if I’d gone crazy and wanted to. It’s easy enough for people not to know if somebody ducks out for a minute. Guys do it, you know, to take care of calls of nature or get a little cheer.”

What he was saying was that nobody had a clue where you were at any given time when thinking back. What he didn’t say was that it was therefore easy to concoct any alibi you liked.

“I was away, and I wasn’t toting a gun or hurting anybody. They tested me last night. There wasn’t any residue on my hands.”

Would there have been on a man wearing gloves? I’d have to ask.

“Anybody could have done it, anybody who was there, or watching.”

Very helpful.

“All I know, it wasn’t me. I thought I could cut out for a few minutes, nobody’d notice or care…and look at this mess. If I lie and say I was there, then they say I did it because of stupid stuff. Jimmy and me, we were always having contests, friendly rivalries, you know, but they don’t understand. If I tell the truth, I can’t prove it.”

“All the same, I can’t cover for you.”

“Why not?” He seemed astounded.

“Why are you asking me to?” I had to know, and quickly. We were racing ahead of the speed at which soup reheats, but also, whether or not Vincent knew it, ahead of Obenhauser.

“Barbs…she’s an insanely jealous woman.”

This wasn’t exactly news. Barbs hadn’t tried to be subtle about her suspicions upstairs. But all the same. “Jealous of me?’

“God, no!” He smiled.

For a nanosecond, I was relieved that his wife didn’t consider me a threat. But that was instantly replaced by burning resentment that the idea seemed ridiculous, laughable, to Vincent. What was I, chopped liver? At thirty-one, I was older than he by half a decade—maybe more, but so what? Didn’t that give me seasoning?

“The thing is, I used to go with Dolores. Jimmy Pat’s fiancée. In high school. Six years ago.”

Dear Lord, he was young. I had assumed that with a house, a wife, a toddler…

“You know how wives are about old girlfriends.”

Wifely attitudes are not my special area of expertise, but I did think that high school romances were like training wheels on your first bike. Valuable helps for getting up to speed. Beyond that, they provided fodder for scrapbooks, reason to mist up at old songs, and cause to act out during a midlife crisis. Vincent was too young for the last option, and I couldn’t believe he was honestly suggesting that his wife, his real-time love, the mother of his son, thought he might have killed Jimmy Pat in order to get Dolores back or avenge her being claimed by another. That was ludicrous, or at least I sincerely hoped so.

“So what?” I finally asked. “What relevance does that have?”

“Everybody knows. It’s not like the cops aren’t going to find it out right away.”

“Find what out? That was then and this is now. What does high school or Dolores have to do with this murder?”

“Nothing. But, see, when I ducked out—before anything happened, Jimmy Pat was fine—I checked, because, well, I left to see…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Her.”

“Dolores?”

I had spoken in a normal tone, and he winced and glanced up the staircase before he nodded. “Why?”

He shook his head. “She was in distress. I can’t explain. Made a solemn promise.”

“To her?”

“To myself and my God, that’s who.”

“Okay, so tell the police the truth. She’s your alibi. Let her tell the secret, whatever it is. It can’t be as bad as murder.”

He shook his head again. “I can’t.” He looked toward the staircase.

“Barbs will have to understand.”

“Dolores dropped me. Dolores is that kind of girl, being so pretty, being a Grassi, having everybody look up to her, her family, having things easy, whenever she wants them. Fickle, you could say. But in the end, even if you know all that about her, and I did all along, being dropped still hurts, and hurting makes it different, not really over, you understand? Barbs still worries about it, but when Jimmy Pat started dating Dolores, what, was I not supposed to see him, my best friend, because of who he’s with? I adjusted, but Barbs, we could go out with Jimmy Pat and Dolores a million times and she’s still never relaxed.”

I couldn’t help but note that he hadn’t said his feelings for Dolores were no longer romantic, only that he’d adjusted to being with her as Jimmy Pat’s girl. I wondered if Barbs’s suspicions were justified, even if it was only dumb yearning on Vincent’s part.

“As long as Dolores makes it clear why you were looking for her,” I said, “then Barbs won’t have anything to be upset about. Am I right?”

“She can’t. Dolores can’t. Wouldn’t. It’d shame her, asking to secretly see me while she’s engaged and all. And now, with Jimmy Pat…”

“But she asked to meet you?”

“What did I say? Didn’t I say that?” The temper was back on a high simmer, ready to break into a boil.

“Whoa,” I said again and waited till he stopped overreacting. “She asked to see you at a specific time, right?”

“But, the thing is,” he said, “she wasn’t there, so I didn’t see her and she can’t say where I was, so why stir up a hornet’s nest, create shame? Because you know, people will talk—if it’s me, and then Jimmy Pat dead and all.”

“You never found her?” He shook his head.

“So after a while you gave up, went back, and found Jimmy dead?”

He nodded mutely, sorrowfully.

“Bottom line is, you have no alibi.”

“I’m innocent, I swear on my son’s head. But when the cops kept asking me where I was, I panicked. All I could think of was you were there, I was there, why couldn’t I have been looking for you? Why won’t you cover for me?”

“Because it isn’t true.”

“It could have been true.”

“Besides, my—” I faltered, as always searching for the missing term for the Mackenzie roommate. Society’s word makers don’t create nice labels for things they aren’t sure they want to have, like romantic partners living together while legally single. “The man I live with was with me,” I said. “And he’s a cop. On this case.”

Vincent looked as if I’d slapped him, as if I’d taken away his only chance at avoiding the guillotine. And I suddenly wondered if perhaps he had shot his old buddy.

Who had ever said or known when it had happened? Why was Vincent so eager to establish that he was away when nobody yet knew when that should have been? Maybe he was in the parade the whole time, next to Jimmy Pat, close enough to brush by on a twirl and plant a bullet. Maybe it did matter enough who became Captain of the club, whose father didn’t die young, who wound up with Dolores Grassi. Maybe the wearing of the frame suit was the final straw.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Truly. Even if I don’t understand why you’re in this mess, I’m sorry you are. But my hands are tied. Aside from ethics, there’s no practical point to my lying. It won’t work, not for a minute.”

“Oh, God,” he said, “what am I going to do?”

“How about trying the truth?” I asked softly. “It’s so much easier.”

“I told you. I’m not going to shame her, particularly now that he’s dead, it would be…” He might have explained more, but just then, after an overly loud warning knock—what did she think/fear was going on down here? And why warn us so loudly that she was about to witness whatever it was?—Barbs began her descent carrying a tray laden with steaming bowls and baked goods.

That was the end of Mission: Devaney. It hadn’t been a particularly rewarding time. I still didn’t know whether I believed my fellow teacher and friend. I only established that he had a temper sudden and fierce enough to make me wonder, and what seemed a long-lasting yen for Dolores Grassi.

Ah, yes. I also established that I wasn’t at all fond of Pepper Pot soup.


Five

IT WAS NOW LATE MORNING. Barbs’s soup and fruitcake lay heavy, greasy, and overly present on the floor of my stomach, and even so, provided scant insulation against the cold. I had no idea what I should do next, so I called home for further instructions from My Leader, who wasn’t back yet.

Which is when I remembered that I didn’t have or want a leader. But neither did I have a sense of direction, and I would have liked that.

I reconnoitered and figured out that I was pretty much nowhere. And so was Vincent, far as I could see.

I didn’t understand. Shouldn’t a decently working marriage be able to withstand the innocuous truth? So maybe he carried a torch for an old girlfriend. Not optimal, but was it such a world-shaking big deal? Did it really matter all that much as long as he held the torch and not the girl?

Or was Barbs onto something, and was Vincent lying? What was it really with the old girlfriend, his good, now dead, guy-friend’s fiancée? Did he mean he wouldn’t shame Dolores with the truth, particularly now that her fiancé; was dead, because he wanted to stay in her favor? Or because the truth would reveal him as a man having an assignation with his best friend’s fiancée, and make him seem even more suspicious?

Dolores seemed the key to everything. If Vincent were telling the truth, then where had she been? Why was she “in distress,” as he’d put it? Why had she summoned him if admitting it publicly would “shame” her?

Still, I was certainly not going to barge into her home and demand answers while she was in mourning.

The night we’d all gone with Vincent to Melrose Diner for coffee, I had remarked on her luxurious black-brown hair, more out of awe than admiration, although I didn’t say so. I was rendered momentarily silent by how high and wide it flung itself, like a self-contained organism, an other that accompanied her, not something that grew out of her head. She was a small, delicately made, and fragile-looking woman—until you factored in the hair, which added a good half a foot to her height.

She had a natural flair, a gift, she said with innocent pride. And she could make my tresses just as bouffant as hers. Dolores, it turned out, was a hair stylist at a place called Salon d’André. The name had stuck because it seemed to combine a lot of pretension with no imagination. I envisioned André in a pencil-thin moustache and a beret.

I assumed it wouldn’t be difficult to find his salon.

It wasn’t, particularly after I finally looked it up in a phone book and got on a bus. That came after a half hour of cold and aimless wandering.

It wasn’t until I reached the store that I remembered it was Sunday.

But the shop was, miraculously, open, with a small handlettered sign taped to the window. “For the convenience of our loyal customers, we will be open Sunday, January 2nd until lunchtime.” Although I felt as if the day was already 50 hours old, it was not yet lunchtime at André’s.

“Hi, there. Help you?” A woman in a bubblegum pink smock and Jean Harlow hair flashed a smile as she worked the chair nearest the door. Then she turned back to her client, scissors in one hand. “Your ends are a mess,” she told the owner of the hair. “You’re not conditioning like I said, are you?” Her client mumbled apologies and lowered her eyes.

There were four other work stations, three other operators clipping, blow-drying, and hair-setting, respectively. There did not appear to be a receptionist, so I walked over to the pink lady who’d hailed me. “It’s last minute and all,” I said, “but being as it’s after New Year’s, all the parties over—” as if I’d just completed an exhausting round of silver-spangled galas. Aside from the Mummers, I’d had a spangle-free vacation.

“I thought, maybe, I could be worked in.” Winding up with a hair high-rise seemed a fair admission price. I was counting on clichés being true, on the neighborhood salon being the epicenter of gossip.

“Dunno,” the woman said. “I doubt it, today. This is only, like, emergencies. Being as we were closed and we’ll be closed tomorrow, Monday, too. Still, let me take a look.” She flashed another smile. She had a deep and appealing dimple, and I suspected it caused her to smile whatever her mood. “Be one sec,” she told her client, who looked unhappy.

“You have gorgeous hair,” the pink lady said to me. “Great color. That auburn looks almost natural.”

“It is natural.”

“Could use styling, though, a little oomph.” She strode to a small desk and checked the appointment book. “I’m Andrée,” she said as she flipped pages. “Two e’s, accent on the first one. Andrée Jansheski. Left the second e off the sign. It was easier.”

It appeared that I, not Andrée, was the one with too little imagination. How silly to have assumed that the cross-naming phenomenon was limited to my sister’s friends on the Main Line. Was it a fad I’d missed? An underreported aspect of the women’s movement that I could pretend to write another article about?

“You’re in luck. I have a noon with Marty. Right now.” She twinked another Andrée smile. It was a most impressive dimple. “Depending on what you want, how long it would take.”

“Darn, I wanted Dolores,” I said. “I met her awhile back and told her I’d be in for an…um…a styling.”

Andrée turned dark-circled eyes toward me. “I’m real sorry, hon, but Dolores isn’t available.”

“Should I make the appointment for later in the week?”

She shook her head. Her crimped bob didn’t move at all, as if it were a molded part of her head. “She won’t be in for an indefinite spell. Today, we’re only open a few hours anyway. But Marty’s good, too. You’ll like her.”

The woman at the farthest end of the shop stopped clicking her scissors and instead waved them at me. I waved back and smiled.

“All our operators are expert beauticians,” Andrée said. “Ask anybody in the neighborhood.”

“I’m sure, but all the same, I had my heart set on…when will Dolores be back?”

Andrée’s bottom lip raised until her face was pure rueful resignation. “Who can tell, hon? Wish I had a crystal ball, but till I find one, I don’t know any more than you do. When things like this happen…” She shook her head again. The white-gold waves remained in place like an ad for fixatives. “Out of the blue…”

“Is she ill?”

“You didn’t hear?” Her brown eyes grew wider with a gleeful willingness to share bad news. I had hit pay dirt

“Hear what?” I tried to look confused and a bit alarmed.

“Ohmigod, and you her friend and all.”

“Actually, I’ve only met her once. We went out for coffee.”

“What, that isn’t friendly? You saying you don’t like her?”

“I didn’t mean…”

“Of course not! Who wouldn’t like Dolores?”

“Andrée?” The woman on the chair swiveled around. “Phyllis will throw a fit if I’m not done in time.”

Andrée nodded. “In a sec, Stel. It’s real bad,” she said to me, her voice lowered to a stage whisper. “Hate to be the bearer of bad news, especially about somebody you know.”

Her client was a buxom woman whose flat features looked naked and overblown under her wet hair. “Excuse me?” she said, loudly. “Andrée?” She tapped her watch with a polished fingernail and looked meaningfully at the hairdresser.

“Yes, right. Sorry, Stel.” Andrée turned to me. “Stand next to me, hon, while I finish her up. Toss your things over there. That’s Dolores’s chair. Too hot for coats in here.”

I put my things on the bright blue chair. A photograph was tucked into the mirror above the work station. I recognized Jimmy Pat’s puckish features and Dolores’s enormous hair.

I went and stood near Andrée. The three other operators looked me up and down during this process. I got the feeling my hair, which more or less does what it wants to on its way to my shoulders, wasn’t passing muster.

One of the other operators, a hennaed redhead in her early twenties, was setting an elderly woman’s hair in pin curls. I had no idea those tiny implements still existed, let alone were still used for styling. And Marty, the middle-aged, no-nonsense sort, was finger-fluffing and arranging the still-wet frosted hair of her client. The third beautician looked like she’d been airlifted from a war zone to the salon for safekeeping. She was agonizingly thin, with enormous eyes and pokey elbow bones and a hairstyle that possibly aimed for punk, but emerged as waif. Her client had a manicurist working on her at the same time.

“Hear about the guy in the parade got killed?” Andrée asked as she separated out a lock of Stel’s hair. “Guy in a Fancy Club?”

“I saw it,” I said.

“Who didn’t? The TV showed it enough, didn’t they? Hope the bad publicity doesn’t ruin future parades.” Andrée watched me in the mirror, much more attentive to my potential reactions than to her snipping. Stel was about to have a bad hair day.

“Couldn’t do away with the Mummers if they wanted to,” Stel said, caught up in the conversation, “and who does? It’s like…” She couldn’t think of anything. “It’s like a tradition.”

“Exactly.” Then Andrée looked at me in the mirror, meaningfully. “That guy who died was Dolores’s fiancé.” She paused for effect.

I opened my eyes as much as they could go. That seemed to be what Andrée’d wanted, and she nodded, vigorously.

“Supposed to marry him on the fifteenth of this very month,” she said, “and now he’s dead. Like that. If you could have been here for her planning and preparation. The lace for the train, her mother’s veil, the bridesmaids’ dresses—oh, and then one of them, Stacy, found out she was going to have a baby, she’d be in her sixth month by the wedding, and all the fuss about how to have her wear the same dress and not show because Dolores wanted every single second to be picture-perfect. ‘The day of my life,’ she called it.”

“I heard rumors,” Stel said.

Andrée ignored her. “Dolores is like that. Whole family is. Attention to details. Everything has to be just so. If the Grassis do it, you know it’s done the way it should be. Always been that way. Proud people. And you have to believe that in a family of four sons, the youngest one, the only girl, their baby daughter is going to be sent off in style. The flowers—if you could have heard the talk about what kind of bouquet for her, for the bridesmaids—”

“I heard there was trouble. Big trouble.” Stel was feeling shut out and petulant.

“Trouble? I’ll say there’s trouble. He’s dead!” Andrée said.

“I mean before,” Stel insisted.

I was a front line correspondent in the war of the gossips. Who’d be the victor who’d get to charge the hill first with news of The Big Trouble?

“A makeup specialist was going to come in that morning,” Andrée continued. Stel, I suspected, sagely remembered the scissors in Andrée’s hand and kept quiet. “I was flattered, she wanted me to do her hair. But even that, we talked about the styling for weeks. It was going to be gorgeous, piled up, with curls on the side, just so, and now, look, everything gone because of some lunatic.”

“Andrée—” Stel whined. “You know. About Jimmy?”

Andrée was not about to turn over the flag, give the field to Stel. She upped the volume and continued her advance. “Who’da thought of such a thing—killing a Mummer goin’ up the street? I tell you, people have gone crazy. And Dolores such a sweet one, too. So sad. A widow before she’s a bride.”

“But I heard—you must have heard, too…”

That was clever. Stel outflanked her opposition with her prior knowledge. We both know this, she was saying in essence, I admit it’s not fresh news, so why don’t you let me say it?

“You never heard anything that said Dolores wasn’t a sweetie, did you?” Andrée’s smile, despite the deep crease of dimple, was slightly frosted.

Brilliant defensive ruse. She had refused to answer the obvious, and had instead deflected the question by protesting a completely imaginary argument. Andrée didn’t subscribe to the idea that the customer was always right.

Stel shriveled, became less inflated and buxom. “Of course not,” she said. “Don’t I know the Grassi family? We go way back, and I would never say a word against them. Nobody would, but with me, it’s even more. My mother’s second cousin is married to Dolores’s father’s sister’s brother-in-law. We’re related.” She took a deep breath. I could almost see her weigh her options. How bad a haircut would she get as punishment for stealing Andrée’s thunder? How much would it bug her to keep her gossip to herself? To allow someone else to usurp it?

She chose being the first to say over placating her hair-cutter. “But I did hear,” she said emphatically and loudly, “there was trouble. Who knows if there would have been a wedding?”

“What kind of troub—” I began, but Andrée talked over me.

“Everybody heard, except I wouldn’t have said.” The stylist tightened her lips into a tightly pressed o as she snipped an edge of hair. “Andrée Jansheski doesn’t speak ill of the dead. And Dolores never breathed a word of it herself, so who’s to say if it was so?”

Trouble. Wedding-preventing trouble. Did that translate into Vincent Devaney?

“She doesn’t deserve this, the sweet thing. That’s the shame of it,” Stel agreed.

One law of gossip is to pause and say sympathetic things about those you are about to dismember, thereby demonstrating that you are not biased.

“Don’t you think she’s a sweetie?” Stel abruptly asked me.

I nodded. “Sure.” A sweetie isn’t the way I’d instinctively label anyone, but Dolores had seemed a pleasant, self-satisfied, gruff but well-meaning girl. Not that I could remember much that she’d said or done. She’d been mostly a table ornament, frankly. In fact, both the Grassis had been silent observers. It had annoyed me, because theoretically, Stephen was there to help me with information about his club, but instead, he seemed reluctant to give me the time of day. Neither of them was a sweetie.

“In fact,” Andrée said, “we’re going to see her in a few minutes. That’s why we’re closing the shop. You come, too. Cheer her up. Make a little visit.”

“Oh, but I—”

“It’s not far. Girard Estates, you know? Nice house, too.”

“It’s not that, I—”

The redheaded operator, who’d been murmuring quietly with her client, joined our conversation. “Look, they can’t even have a wake yet, let alone bury him. The cops, the tests they have to make, you know. Makes it extra hard on her. There’s like no way to end it, no real place or time for people to say how they feel.”

“A sweet girl,” Andrée said. “A hard worker. So come. Spend an hour, make her feel better.” A big smile this time.

“I don’t really think I should—”

“What, you maybe have something more important to do than comfort a friend in mourning?”

“I would go myself,” Stel said. “If it weren’t for Phyllis.” She sighed loudly, rolled her eyes toward me. “My sister has a condition, depends on me for everything.”

I murmured in what I hoped was a sympathetic manner. I felt sucked into the vortex of a lot of lives.

“I went over last night.” This from the pin curl woman as an old-fashioned hairdryer was lowered over her head. The redheaded operator turned on the machine and the pin curl woman continued to talk. Shout, actually. “The family is so upset! What a shame! Her father—I thought he’d have a heart attack!”

And at that point, they all seemed to abandon the subject of Dolores. The only sound in our little corner was the snipping of Stel’s bad ends.

I was afraid that having danced around the heart of the matter, everybody was now content. I didn’t want to push, to interrupt, but I surely wanted to know why it had been suggested that Jimmy Pat might not have become Dolores’s husband even had he lived. I wanted to hear that Vincent Devaney was not the answer. I could still see Barbs’s fearfully suspicious eyes.

Andrée broke the tense silence. “Now that Jimmy Pat’s gone, nobody but Dolores will ever know for certain what was going on in their hearts.”

“If she even knows. Knew,” Stella said. “I mean, really knew.”

If Dolores knew? Wasn’t she the problem?

“I heard it from Molly, you know her?” Stel asked.

Andrée shrugged irritably. “Who doesn’t know Molly? She has a big mouth, and I’d tell her that to her face.”

“She’s good friends with Dolores’s mother. She was upset.”

“She didn’t tell you what was going on?” Andrée asked me.

“Dolores? We’d just met, you see. I’m writing this article about—”

“It’s the Semow girl’s fault,” Stel said.

“What Semow girl?” Marty, the black-haired operator, asked. “How come I didn’t know?”

“Because this is not a place of gossip,” Andrée said with not a trace of shame or self-awareness. “Besides which, we’re all grown-ups and we know it takes two to tango. Can’t go blaming only one of them.”

“Okay, but who Semow shouldn’t I blame?” Marty asked.

“With the card shop on Christian, between Two and Third,” Stel said. “Kind of a dump, that store. I don’t know how they stay alive, maybe just by being open all the time. Anyway, she’s always been wild for Mummers, living near so many clubs, but particularly for one of them, Jimmy Pat. I guess this was like her last chance for him.”

“He shouldn’t have had a thing to do with her,” Andrée said. “He shouldn’t have played that game.”

“Bachelors sow wild oats. It’s the girl’s responsibility.”

Goodness me. Not only pin curls but the double standard was alive and well. And what did this mean? Another woman was involved. How embarrassing would it be for Vincent to realize that his other woman’s man had another woman? Infuriating enough to off the other man?

Cherchez la femme was the old rule of detection. How would that work here? Would Jimmy Pat’s other woman cause Dolores distress and make Vincent’s rescue and love fantasies all the more vivid and urgent? Make Barbs the more furiously jealous? Make Dolores shoot her fiancé? Or make Dolores’s rival shoot her seducer? Or make Barbs shoot the fiancé? Or make Vincent…

OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml

Table of Contents




    
    		
        Table of Contents
    


    		
        Copyright
    


    		
        The Mummers’ Curse
    


    		
        Praise for The Mummers’ Curse
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        Acknowledgments
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Fifteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        The Bluest Blood
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Fifteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        Eighteen
    


    		
        Nineteen
    


    		
        Twenty
    


    		
        Adam and Evil
    


    		
        Praise for Gillian Roberts and Her Amanda Pepper Mysteries:
    


    		
        Please see the end of the book for a conversation between Gillian Roberts and Amanda Pepper.
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Fifteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        Eighteen
    


    		
        Nineteen
    


    		
        Twenty
    


    		
        Twenty-One
    


    		
        Twenty-Two
    


    		
        In Conversation
    


    


    


OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
GILLIAN ROBERTS

THE MUMMER'S CURSE

THE BLUEST BLOOD
ADAM AND EVIL

BUNDLE

#3

e





