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  “It’s like a big animal attacked her—a dog, coyote, or somethin’ like that. Coroner thought she’d been dead maybe four, five days; body started to decompose. Her throat’s all ripped up and chewed on. I never seen nothin’ like it in all my years takin’ pictures of corpses.” The coroner’s photographer dropped a set of prints on the detective’s desk. “Got an ID yet?”




  Chief of Detectives Browning turned the set of photos around and quickly flipped through the top few. “Doyle’s pulling together the report—I’ll give him the pictures.”




  “Don’t bother,” the small, scruffily dressed man replied. “I’ll email him digital images. These are for my private collection. She was real young—hard to tell now, but good lookin’. Long blonde hair and big—”




  “Beat it, Ralph,” Browning interrupted. “And take the pictures with you.”




  “I just wanted to know her name—for my own records, that’s all.”




  “I said, beat it!” Browning stood up and pointed to the door. “I don’t waste my time on sickos.”




  Ralph grabbed the photos. “Big freakin’ deal,” he said. “See if I do any favors for you.”




  “Out!” Browning sat down and stabbed at a button on his desk phone.




  “Yeah, Billy,” Doyle answered.




  Ralph slammed the door as he left Browning’s office.




  “Heads up—that little worm, the photographer with the coroner’s office, is on the way to see you. He wants info on that young girl who got mauled in Valley Forge. Don’t tell him anything. That’s an order.”




  “I was just comin’ to see you about the same thing. Got a voice message from highway patrol down in Florida while I was on lunch break—this case is gettin’ really weird. You busy?”




  “Come on over,” Browning replied. “What was the girl’s name?”




  “Cartwright,” Doyle said. “Amy Cartwright. She was twenty-four.”




  ~*~




  Detective Doyle’s large bulk hung over the sides of the gray, metal chair that sat next to Browning’s cluttered desk. “Got a positive ID right away. Housekeeper came in for her regular weekly cleaning and discovered the body. The victim was an art student. Most of the time she lived alone in an apartment downtown in Philly. She spent occasional weekends at the house—it’s her parents’ house. The parents are well-off. Old money. They’re on an extended visit out of the country—some sort of artsy, charity thing. They’ve been contacted and are comin’ back tomorrow.




  “Lotsa surprises in the coroner’s report,” Doyle continued. He flipped through the printed pages in a manila file folder on his lap. “Cause of death was heart failure. She’d had heart problems and corrective surgery as a child. The trauma to her throat occurred after death.”




  “Probably rats—rats got in the house after she died and chewed her up,” the chief detective responded.




  “Nope, not a rat. A human. Human teeth marks. Coroner says there’s no doubt they’re human. Another strange thing—there’s no broken windows or evidence of forced entry. The place was all locked up tight—nothin’ bigger’n a chipmunk coulda got in. No sign of a struggle, either.”




  Browning shook his head in disgust. “Another goddamn sicko. Someone who thinks he’s a vampire, no doubt. All these vampire trash movies and books got some nutcase thinkin’ about suckin’ a young girl’s blood.”




  “Well, it wasn’t any vampire. I mean, they were human teeth marks.”




  Browning smirked. “No shit,” he said, sarcastically.




  Doyle didn’t respond to the sarcasm. “Kid was clean—no drugs and no criminal record. The housekeeper’s been with the family for years. She says the kid was an outstanding student and never got in trouble. We’re checking out her friends and fellow students. With the house all locked up like that, I’d put my money on someone she knew—someone with a key.”




  “What about the call from Florida—you did say Florida?”




  “Yeah, Florida. A highway patrol sergeant just called and left a message; he was trying to get contact info for the dead girl, Amy Cartwright. He said that her new Corvette was found abandoned at the scene of a robbery-homicide down there—clerk was shot dead inside a liquor store. I’ll call the sergeant back soon as we’ve finished talkin’.”




  “We gotta keep this away from the press. The story’ll go viral if they get a whiff of the vampire angle.” Browning pressed another button on his desk phone. “Estelle, call the uniforms downstairs; tell them not to let that guy Ralph—the little creep from the coroner’s office—leave the building. Get him back up here right away.” He turned to Doyle. “We gotta get those pictures of the girl away from him, now.”
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  The tightly drawn curtains efficiently shielded the nursery from the late-afternoon sun. Inside the darkened room, Gordon was trying to coax his baby daughters to sleep. In his soft, baritone voice, he’d read aloud their favorite stories, and then hummed an old Irish lullaby—a song Karen always sang to the girls at bedtime. Karen knew the words, but Gordon didn’t, so he only hummed the tune. After a half hour of their father’s stories and songs, both twins were breathing deeply, lost in sleep.




  Gordon had just finished tucking the girls in when a persistent rapping on the beach cottage’s side door threatened to destroy the restful atmosphere he’d created. “Damn,” he whispered as he flipped the switch on the baby monitor and tiptoed from the nursery. He softly closed the door and moved down the hall to the kitchen to silence the racket before it woke the slumbering twins.




  “I got it,” he called to his sister Mary as he passed the living room where she was watching television.




  When he opened the kitchen door a shadowed, seemingly disembodied head peered in through the outer screen. “Gordon Hale, is that you? It’s Myra Silk, from next door.”




  Gordon was stunned. He hadn’t thought about the old woman in years and assumed she was dead. “Mrs. Silk, I—I didn’t know you were back on the island,” he stammered. He fumbled with the rusty hook-and-eye latch and then pushed open the wooden screen door. “Please come in.”




  “We arrived just last evening. Hattie’s here too; surely you remember Hattie?”




  Gordon didn’t remember Hattie, but after an embarrassingly long pause, he said, “Why, Hattie. Of course.”




  “We didn’t open the house last season. We went to Palm Springs instead.”




  Gordon was thoroughly confused. While he dimly recognized the hunched-over old woman who stood before him, his only certain memory of her was that long ago, his father had sold Mrs. Silk the “big house”—the unwanted mansion next to the beach cottage that she and her nurse had made their winter home.




  Mary heard their voices and was drawn to the kitchen. She blankly stared at Myra Silk until Gordon came to her rescue. “Look who’s here. It’s Mrs. Silk, from the big house.”




  “Mrs. Silk. Of course.”




  “I was just telling Gordon that we didn’t come to Florida last season. We stayed with friends in California instead. That’s why you didn’t recognize me.”




  “Oh, I recognized you all right,” Mary lied. “You often had Gordy and me to tea when we were children.”




  Mary’s mention of tea at Mrs. Silk’s jolted Gordon’s memory, and unpleasant recollections from his childhood flowed into his consciousness: the musty-smelling sunroom in the big house, the collared shirt and uncomfortable shoes his mother had insisted he wear, the tepid milk, and the sawdust-like seedcakes he was expected to finish. Worst was Mary’s interminably long piano solo, which she played mechanically, without rhythm, and without pause between stanzas. Tea at Mrs. Silk’s was one of the torments that Gordon’s overbearing mother had forced him to endure.




  Mrs. Silk’s jet-black hair and intense blue eyes differed little from Gordon’s slowly returning recollections of the somewhat-younger woman who’d been his mother’s friend. Her austere, ankle-length dress and severe orthopedic shoes reinforced his childhood memories of her foreboding presence.




  She frowned and the deep wrinkles that surrounded her mouth and lined her cheeks ran together.




  “I was saddened by the news of your mother’s passing. Only a few of the old families are left on Castle Key. I’ll miss our gettogethers.”




  “Thank you for your concern, Mrs. Silk,” Mary said. “We miss her terribly—don’t we, Gordy?”




  “Of course,” Gordon flatly replied.




  Mary gestured toward the living room. “Would you like to come in, Mrs. Silk? I was just having coffee and watching the news.”




  To Mary’s relief, Mrs. Silk declined. “I don’t want to intrude on your Sunday evening. I just came over to let you know that we’re here, and to offer Hattie’s services for Gordon’s poor wife. Hattie’s a trained nurse—not an RN, mind you, but just as capable. She gives me my shots every day.” The old woman turned toward Gordon. “Beverly, the clerk at Kopel’s market, told me the sad news about your wife—brain tumor, she said.”




  Gordon ignored her question. He only discussed Karen’s terminal illness with family and close friends.




  Mary broke the awkward silence that followed Mrs. Silk’s unanswered question. “Thanks for the offer, Mrs. Silk, but Karen’s being well taken care of by Dr. Quigley and a day nurse. Gordy and I manage with the babies.”




  “Your husband and the boys aren’t with you, then?”




  “No, they’re back in Boston,” Mary answered. “And I’m here for as long as Karen needs my help.”




  “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting the new Mrs. Hale. She’s able to get around?”




  Gordon took a small step toward the door. “Karen’s sleeping, Mrs. Silk. Perhaps another time.”




  “Yes, all right. I see. Then I’ll bid you two goodnight.” Mrs. Silk extended her arthritically twisted, claw-like hand first to Mary, and then to Gordon. “Let us know if there’s anything we can do for you.”




  “Thanks,” Mary replied. “That’s very kind of you, but we’re managing just fine.”




  Gordon pushed open the screen door. Mrs. Silk nodded and stepped out into the long shadows of early evening, the crushed-shell-and-gravel pathway crunching under her orthopedic shoes as she retreated. Gordon hooked the screen door and then closed the main door. He turned toward Mary and scrunched up his face. “Yuck! She’s really creepy, like some shriveled-up hag from an ancient horror movie.”




  Mary shuddered, then turned to the chipped, porcelain sink and aggressively washed her hands with dish soap. “Psycho—that’s the movie. She’s like the mummified corpse in the wheelchair at the end.”




  “She’s not that disgusting. How old do you think she is? Her hair’s still jet black.”




  “That’s dye, Gordy. She must be well over eighty. She was older than Mother, and Mother would be turning seventy-five the month after next. Even when she was younger, she creeped me out. I never understood why Mother spent so much time with her.”




  Gordon smirked. “Martinis, no doubt. Mother collected drinking partners.”




  Mary dried her hands on a dishtowel. “I think I recall Hattie, Mrs. Silk’s nurse; she’s an albino. Really scary-looking. You remember?”




  Gordon shook his head. “Albino? I don’t remember her nurse at all.”




  “Pink eyes and nearly transparent skin?”




  Gordon shrugged. “Nope, don’t remember…I thought Mrs. Silk was dead. No one’s been at the big house since Karen and I arrived last September. There haven’t been any signs of life, except for the gardeners.”




  “There was a van in the driveway, the day before yesterday. It was probably the agents opening the house. You didn’t notice?”




  Before Gordon could respond to Mary’s question, an urgent, woman’s cry came from the master bedroom.




  “Gordy, help me, I can’t see!”




  ~*~




  For a mid-February morning on Florida’s Gulf Coast, it was unusually dull and rainy. Gordon and Mary were seated at the kitchen table. Mary was in her PJs, and flip-flops, feeding the twins breakfast. Her ragged blonde hair was still damp from the shower and not yet moussed and spiked into her current style.




  The dark bags under Gordon’s eyes revealed the emotional stress that had thrown a shadow over his life. He was robotically sorting through the mail that had piled up while he’d been away, carrying Karen’s ashes back to Massachusetts, back to her frigid shelf in the Hale family mausoleum. A major snowstorm in New England had delayed Gordon’s return flight by six hours and he’d arrived at the cottage after midnight. When, at sunrise, he heard the babies’ first chirps, he’d sleepily pulled unwashed jeans and a Red Sox T-shirt out of the clothes hamper and onto his five-foot-ten, athletic frame and then joined Mary and the twins in the kitchen.




  Mary set the jar of baby food and a feeding spoon on the stripped-pine table, just out of the twins’ reach. “Ever hear of a certified nanny?” she asked.




  “Is it anything like a certified lunatic?”




  Mary smirked. “A certified nanny is a particularly British way of turning a young woman with a high school education into a pseudo-professional,” she told him.




  “The Germans do that, as well. They give everyone specialist training and a title—makes for a well-ordered society.”




  Janna reached across to her sister Julie’s highchair and banged her tiny fist on the metal tray. “All right, greedy guts, you’re next,” Mary told her and turned back to Gordon. “I met one of those certified English nannies when the twins and I were getting groceries at Kopel’s. She’s well-spoken, probably in her early twenties, and quite pretty, in a chiseled-feature sort of way. Her name is Nila—Nila Rawlings, she said. She’s staying up the beach at the Cartwrights’, with Amy. Do you remember Amy, Maggie’s younger sister?”




  Gordon responded to her question with one of his own. “You’re not seriously thinking of hiring a nanny for Butch and Barry? They’re a little old for a nanny—especially a pretty, young one. They’d probably try to seduce her.”




  “No, numb nuts, not for Butch and Barry. For you—for the twins.”




  Gordon put down the letter-opener he was holding and ran his fingers through his sandy-blond hair. “I don’t need a nanny—at least, not now. In a couple of months, when we go home, and I get back to the office, then I’ll need full-time help. I can handle things here while I get myself sorted out. I could use a house cleaner, though—someone to come in a couple times a week. I thought I’d call Mrs. Kavlosky this afternoon. She was with Mother for years. I imagine she’s retired but I expect she could recommend someone local.”




  Mary covered Gordon’s hand with her own. “Gordy, you’re seriously underestimating what it’s going to take to keep up with these two tykes. Bathing, dressing, feeding, diaper-changing and trying to do all this when you’re exhausted from lack of sleep is tough—tough for one baby and doubly so for two. And remember, you don’t do these things once a day. You do them four or five times—and on their schedule, not yours.”




  “Look, my life just turned into quicksand and these little girls are the only solid ground left. I want ’em to know they’re still part of a family, that they have a father who loves ’em and takes care of ’em. I can do this.”




  Mary squeezed his hand. “I understand,” she said. “I wish I could stay longer but we have to get ready for the spring shows and Milt needs my help. While he’s exceptional at the creative side, he’s hopeless at running a business. Milt would give away the shop to the first pretty bride who smiled at him. Look—I have to get back to Boston soon, but I can’t go until I know you’ll be okay.”




  Gordon gently pulled his hand away from his sister’s. She went back to shoveling puréed peaches into Janna’s open mouth. “I think these two are having a contest to see who can eat the fastest.”




  Julie babbled a long, incomprehensible infant sentence and pointed to Janna, who pushed the peaches out of her mouth with her tongue and grinned.




  Gordon yawned. “We’ll be okay,” he assured her. “I can do this. Besides, I need to start getting ready to return to the real world. While I was back in Concord I organized with the office to review our junior associate’s real-estate work, online. I can take care of my girls and get ready to go back to the office at the same time. I’m sure I can.”




  “Gordy, you don’t know anything about babies. During the next couple of months, it’s likely one or both girls will get sick. Let me tell you, it’s damn scary when a baby gets sick: vomiting, diarrhea, a sky-high temperature, and maybe even convulsions. It frightened the hell out of me the first time it happened to Butch. With two babies, the possibility of an accident is doubled. You, young man, need a certified nanny.” She pointed at him for emphasis. “Not necessarily a live-in. Maybe just for the afternoons, so you can take a nap and get your strength and sanity back. I can’t go home until I know that you’ll have some help nearby in case you need it.”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Gordon Hale, I’m giving you ’til lunchtime to come to your senses—and if you don’t, I’m gonna call Milt and have him put Aunt Ella on a plane to Sarasota this weekend. Ella loves you dearly and was quite fond of Karen, as well. I’m sure she’d jump at the chance to help until you’re ready to go home.”




  While Mary talked, Janna put her pudgy fingers into the pocket on the bottom of her plastic bib and removed a wad of multicolored baby food. She extended her hand to Julie and the wad fell to the floor with a plop. Both girls looked down to see what had happened.




  Gordon made a sour face. “Not Ella. Not here; not again.”




  “I know Ella’s out of touch, but she really is a sweet and loving lady. She’ll do anything to help family. Can’t she be here just ’til you’re ready to come home?”




  Gordon shook his head. “Out of touch? She and her cronies think it’s still 1950. Not Ella—no way.”




  “Gordy, you need help.”




  “Why do you always act like you’re in charge of my life?”




  “Because, little brother, I am in charge—especially now. You probably wouldn’t be alive today if I hadn’t been around to protect you. Heaven knows, Mother was always too involved in her projects, not to mention her martinis, to do more than pat our heads on the way out the door.”




  Gordon sighed. “All right, bully, I’ll talk to the nanny. Maybe she could work afternoons, just for a while. What’s this certified lunatic’s name?”
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  Mary was wheeling the two-seat baby stroller along the curving, crushed-shell drive when she and Hattie met. It was at the end of her second circuit out to the main road and back. The warm South Florida air and the motion of the stroller had lulled the twins to sleep. Hattie was standing in a manicured flowerbed behind the lush, three-foot-high sweet-viburnum hedge that bordered the drive. She was cutting flowers and placing them in a wicker carrying basket. Mary saw Hattie first. At just under six feet tall, with pale, nearly translucent skin, pinkish eyes, and a yellow patterned apron with a matching bandana covering her tight, white curls, Hattie was impossible to overlook.




  “Good afternoon,” Mary called. “Beautiful day.”




  Hattie wasn’t expecting to see anyone in the drive and was startled. “Hey—who ya got there?” she asked with a forced smile.




  “These young ladies are the Hale twins, Janna and Julie. I’m Mary, their aunt.”




  “You ain’t from around here, are ya?”




  “Why, yes and no. I’m from Boston but I’m staying at the beach cottage now with my brother—Gordon Hale, the twins’ father. The Hale family has owned the property for years. I think I remember you from when my mother and brother and I used to stay at the beach cottage when I was young.”




  “Could be, could be,” Hattie said, shaking her head. “My memory’s not so good anymore. I can’t say that I remember you or your brother. Myra’s owned this old house for a long time. We been comin’ here most every winter.”




  “You enjoy being here?” Mary asked.




  “Don’t much matter. When you’re the nurse for a grouchy old lady, one place is pretty much the same as another…How old are them babies?”




  “Just over fourteen months. I suspect you’ve heard that my brother’s wife, the twins’ mother, died recently. My brother plans on staying here on the island for a few more months before he takes the girls back to Massachusetts.”




  “Yeah, Myra told me. That’s so sad. So, when he leaves you’ll be goin’ back up north too?”




  “No, we’re about to hire a nanny to help my brother take care of the girls so that I can head home soon. I have two teenaged boys and a husband to look after.”




  “I see…So sad about the babies’ mother dyin’.”




  Mary began to push the stroller along the drive. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Hattie. Forgive me for rushing away. I need to get these two in for their afternoon nap. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”




  Mary reached over the hedge, with her hand extended. Hattie wasn’t used to shaking hands, but after briefly hesitating, she took Mary’s hand.




  “See ya round, Mary from Boston,” Hattie said and returned to the flowers.




  ~*~




  The large, rectangular sunroom of the big house looked like a consignment shop. It was choked with bric-a-brac, uncoordinated furniture, and a large flat-screen TV. An oversize, multi-hued oriental carpet dominated the center of the room and was surrounded on two sides by brown leather couches that were crackled with age. Next to the couches were two Mission end tables complete with Tiffany-style lamps. Against the wall with the window facing the driveway sat an ebony grand piano. The piano hadn’t been played in a decade. The lid was closed and covered with stacks of books and magazines. A three-tiered chandelier, dripping with dusty Austrian crystals, hung from the high ceiling above the piano. Along the right wall was an arched opening to a hallway. The floor-to-ceiling space along the wall on both sides and above the arch was covered with dozens of framed paintings, drawings, and photos of various sizes—all portraits of women and girls. An ornate Louis-XVI-style games table and two heavily carved walnut chairs of the same period were positioned behind a leather couch.




  Myra Silk was seated at the games table, a bottle of crimson nail polish and a set of manicure tools spread in a semicircle in front of her. She was dressed in a Chinese-style embroidered robe, and matching cloth slippers. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She was animatedly talking on a cell phone when Hattie entered the room through the dining-room pocket doors. Hattie had removed her colorful apron and bandana and was carrying a tall crystal vase filled with freshly cut flowers. She placed the vase on the console table next to the TV. Myra energetically waved her free hand in the air, motioning for Hattie to take the opposite chair.




  “Call as soon as you know anything more,” the old lady hissed. “Right away—don’t worry about the time.” She paused to listen. “Yes, yes, I know you are. We’ll talk about that later, won’t we?” She turned off the phone and set it next to the manicure tools on the table.




  Myra’s thin lips were set in a deep frown. “That was Clarisse; she says there’s big trouble at the clinic.” Myra continued staring into Hattie’s pink eyes. “Maggie escaped from rehab. She locked the nurse in a closet, stole her purse, and took her car.”




  Hattie slowly shook her head. “She attack the nurse—go for her throat?”




  “She just pushed the nurse into the closet and locked it.”




  “Hmm. Well, maybe the meds are makin’ her less violent… When this happen?”




  “Clarisse wasn’t positive, sometime over the weekend. They found the nurse, then called Clarisse.”




  Hattie looked puzzled. “Why they call Clarisse instead a you?”




  “Clarisse is set up as Maggie’s Power of Attorney. The clinic thinks she’s Maggie’s domestic partner. I don’t want any legal connection with me.”




  “Nothin’ but trouble—that bitch is nothin’ but trouble. We shoulda done it ’fore we left.”




  Myra glared at Hattie. “For the last time, I needed to get her cleaned up first. Don’t bring it up again.”




  “Startin’ when you got her from the pimp, she been nothin’ but trouble. Druggie whore—you wouldn’t listen. All you could see was that body—that body and that face.”




  Myra’s brilliant blue eyes narrowed to slits. “Show some respect; she’s as much my flesh and bone as you are. Not another word or you’ll feel my wrath—you hear?”




  “Savage, druggie,” Hattie mumbled, at a sound level she knew from experience to be too low for Myra’s age-impaired hearing.




  Myra took a nail file from an embroidered zipper bag. “Pennsylvania. She’s in Pennsylvania…At least, she was. Got gas with the nurse’s credit card—Clarisse traced the card. You know what that means, don’t you?”




  “She tryin’ to get away from you as fast as she can—that’s what it mean.”




  “You stupid girl! She’s going to her parents’ home near Philadelphia, to get money from Mommy and Daddy—money for drugs.”




  Hattie frowned. “We gotta go get her? But we jus’ got here, an’ I’m tired a travelin’.”




  Myra continued filing. She was unconsciously shaping her fingernails into points. “She’ll come; she bears my mark and can’t resist my will. We’ll be patient and she’ll be along soon. You know I’m right, don’t you?”




  Hattie saw that Myra was very upset. She knew that when Myra was upset, she could easily become the target for Myra’s rage. Hattie didn’t like pain and quickly tried to shift the old woman’s focus. “I met the Hale boy’s sister today—his sister and his two babies. Like you thought, them babies are real young. The sister’s name is Mary. She told me she’s leavin’ for her home in Boston as soon as they hire a nanny. She said that the Hale boy is gonna be takin’ his babies back north in a couple months—that doesn’t give us much time to get to them.”




  Myra shook the bottle of nail polish. “One thing at a time,” she said in a soft, nervous voice. “One thing at a time. First, we’ll take care of Maggie and our little problem. Then, we’ll see to the babies.”
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  “I can only stay in America for five more months, Mr. Hale. I’m on a student visa and that’s when it expires.” Nila and Gordon were sitting at the kitchen table.




  “Will you please stop calling me ‘Mr. Hale’? It makes me feel ancient. I can’t be that much older than you. How old are you, exactly?”




  “Sorry Mis—Gordon. It goes against my training to use your first name, but I’ll try. I’m twenty-three.”




  Gordon stood, went to the coffeemaker, and filled his cup. He motioned with the pot to Nila. She shook her head.




  “I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying in Florida before we go back to Massachusetts. Two months, perhaps three at the most. Where will you go when you leave Castle Key?”




  “I’ll have to go back to London, at least for a while. I’ve been told that if I don’t get myself into any trouble I could stay on even when my visa runs out. Apparently, the immigration authorities seldom come searching for British girls with expired student visas. The problem is that if I left the States after my visa had expired, I might have problems getting another visa in the future.”




  “You wanna come back?”




  “Oh, not just come back—I want to live in America. In Florida. Florida suits me perfectly. Someday, I’m going to live in a little place on the beach. Not Castle Key—it’s far too expensive. I couldn’t live here even in my wildest dreams. I’m working on a plan to get a green card so that I can eventually stay for good. I’m looking for a sponsor.”




  Mary bustled down the hall and into the kitchen. “Well, that’s settled,” she said, putting her hand on Nila’s shoulder. “Mrs. Anderson says to tell you how much she misses you.” She turned toward Gordon. “It seems that our certified nanny is a superstar; Mrs. Anderson said that she’s had lots of staff over the years, but none as capable as Nila.”




  Nila lowered her head. “Mrs. Anderson is a sweet lady. Perhaps she’ll take me on again next time I come over.”




  Mary patted Nila’s shoulder. “I think there’s no doubt about that.”




  Gordon sat down again and faced Nila. “Why did you leave the Andersons?”




  “Amy Cartwright invited me to spend a month with her at her family’s Castle Key home. I met Amy when she was an art student in London. She was in a drawing class and I was a model. I pick up the odd quid modeling from time to time.”




  “Oh, how interesting.” Mary sat on the chair next to Nila’s. “Do you model nude? I’ve always wanted to model nude but never had the opportunity. I’m too old now—too many stretch marks.”




  Nila grinned. “Mostly bare bum and breasts,” she said. “Actually, I prefer full-nude—it pays more. It’s all quite respectable, you know—nothing salacious. You undress, put on a robe, go into the studio, take off the robe, and sit or stand for an hour or so. The professor walks about, and the students draw or paint. The only conversation is if the professor asks you to change position. That’s it. Then you dress and go home.”




  “Don’t the male students try to hit on you?” Mary asked.




  “You mean chat me up?”




  “Right. Chat ya up.”




  “No, that’s never happened. Amy’s the only one from class I ever bumped into—in a taxi queue.”




  Gordon leaned back in his chair. “I assume you gave Mrs. Anderson reasonable notice that you were leaving?”




  “That was all worked out in advance before I took the job. I arranged with Amy to stay here with her on Castle Key a year ago. Mrs. Anderson knew from the start that I’d be leaving after Christmas. Amy went home to Philadelphia ten days ago. She said that I could either stay on until the end of the month when her parents arrive or drive up to Pennsylvania with her. I didn’t much fancy going to Pennsylvania. She said that this time of the year it’s cold and damp, just like London.”




  Mary interrupted her. “So, you’d be interested in this position for the next few months?”




  “Yes, I would. It fits perfectly with my plans and the children are at the age I enjoy the most. I’ve never taken care of identical twins before. It would be great fun. They’re gorgeous—their dark hair and green eyes make a stunning combination.”




  Mary stood. “That’s settled, then. Let me show you the guest room where I’ve been staying. The guest room shares a bath with the nursery, so it’ll be quite convenient for you. You and I can discuss your salary, days off, and so forth. Gordon’s hopeless with practical things.”




  Gordon leaned forward and placed his palms on the edge of the table. “Now, wait just a minute! You said mornings or afternoons. I never agreed to a full-time employee.”




  Mary put her hands on her hips and turned to Gordon. “Nila’s just told you she won’t have a place to stay after the end of the month. The guest room’s going to be empty; it makes perfect sense for Nila to stay here.”




  “I’m very flexible, Gordon. I’m sure that whatever level of assistance you require, I can accommodate. I like to spend my free time on the beach, sketching and painting, so I can be out of the house for as long as you wish. I don’t really think that there’s much chance of finding an inexpensive bed-and-breakfast or bedsit on Castle Key in the high season.”




  For the first time since Mary had marched Nila into the kitchen, Gordon took a careful look at her. She was a trim five-foot-five, with long, straight brown hair surrounding an oval-shaped face, large dark eyes, a honey-brown complexion, and lips that appeared more accustomed to smiling than frowning. Mary’s description was accurate: Nila was quite attractive, in a chiseled-feature sort of way. Taken separately, her broad forehead, strong chin, high cheekbones, and prominent nose might each be considered severe, but together they formed an attractive, character-filled face. It was obvious why she was an artist’s model.




  Gordon leaned back from the table. “And just exactly what work do you think you’d do here?”




  “Well, as I said, I’d be willing to accommodate your needs. Mary’s explained that you’d want to take part in the children’s care. What I’d suggest is that I get up with the babies in the morning, feed and dress them while you bathe and have breakfast. If you chose to be with them in the afternoon, then I could pop down to the village and do the grocery shopping and any errands you require. You have a car, don’t you?”




  Mary nodded. “Mother’s old Buick isn’t much to look at, but it’s reliable.”




  “One thing: I’m a good driver, but I only have a British driving license, not an American one. Amy let me drive her car. It’s a sports model, with a gearshift. She didn’t think there’d be a problem if I stayed on the island. I’m getting around by bicycle now.”




  “I don’t think the Buick’s ever ventured off the island. It was Mother’s winter car.”




  Nila turned toward Gordon. “Cooking isn’t usually part of the job, but since I have to feed myself, I’d be happy to cook for you as well. Simple things, mind you—I never learned to cook posh. We could decide who would get up with the children during the night when they need attention. Perhaps we could take turns?”




  Gordon shrugged. “I’m used to getting up with them during the night,” he said. “We’ll see how it goes.”




  Mary took Gordon’s comment as an act of surrender. “Come on, Nila,” she said. “I’ll show you the guest room.”




  Mary gently closed the guest-room door and motioned for Nila to sit in the worn, padded vanity chair, the only chair in the room, and then leaned on a tall bedpost. “Nila, besides helping with the twins, there’s another reason I need you to be here. I need you to keep an eye on my brother. As you and I discussed, he’s been through hell this past year, and I’m concerned that he’s kept most of the stress bottled up inside. I’m not sure when, or how, or even if he’s ever gonna let it out. Gordy’s always been a bit on the wild side—nothing crazy, no drugs or violent behavior—he’s just a fun guy who’s always joking around. In college and law school he was a good student, but his friends always said that he could smell a party a mile away. He settled down some after his marriage, and even more so when Karen was diagnosed with cancer. Karen was more serious, but she was fun-loving, too. They were a good match. Not long before she died, Karen told me that she couldn’t remember the two of them ever having had a deep and meaningful conversation.”




  “Of course. I’ve only just met Gordon, but he does seem quite a solemn bloke.”




  “Exactly,” Mary said, nodding. “He’s not the boy I’ve known for twenty-nine years. Karen’s brain cancer and death have left him confused and emotionally damaged. Don’t get me wrong—I’m not asking you to spy on him. Just be sensitive to his moods and let me know if you think he’s acting depressed. That’s all. I’ll call from time to time and check up on the four of you; you and I can talk then. Here are my contact numbers; you can always reach me on my cell.” She removed a business card from the back pocket of her cutoff jeans and placed it on the bedspread. “Are you okay with that?”




  Nila scanned the card, which read “Gowns by Milton.”




  “Is Milton your husband?”




  “He is. Milt’s a fashion designer. He used to be a costume designer for the film studios and still has a celebrity following. We do wedding gowns and formal gowns.”




  “How exciting. Perhaps one day he can do a wedding gown for me?”




  “Milt would be pleased to create something sensational for you when the time comes. Just be sure to marry well—Milt’s services don’t come cheap. So, you’re okay if I call every week? That won’t be an imposition?”




  “That won’t be a problem. The four of us will get on just fine, I’m sure of it.”
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  Detective Doyle held the phone to his ear while he flipped through the stack of gruesome photos lying on his desk, photos he’d retrieved from the coroner’s photographer. A call from Chief of Detectives Browning directly to the coroner had insured that no additional prints of the photos would ever be made.




  The phone crackled to life. “Sorry I had to put ya’ll on hold.” A voice with a distinct Southern drawl called out. “It was the Chief, he don’t like to be kept waitin’—likes to throw his weight around.”




  “Yeah, same everywhere,” Doyle grunted. “Like I was sayin’, Sergeant, the girl you’re askin’ about is dead. This Amy Cartwright had a heart attack and died. She was only twenty-four.”




  “Drugs?” Sergeant Crowley asked.




  “Nothin’, she was clean. She was staying by herself at her parents’ house when she died. Took a while before the body was discovered. It had started to decompose—pretty nasty.”




  “Let me start over, Detective. That interruption got me all confused and—”




  “Good idea,” Doyle said. “All I got was that you found the Cartwright girl’s car at a probable homicide scene.”




  “That’s right. Nearly new Corvette, an expensive, high-performance model, was in the parking lot of a local liquor store in Hopkis, a rural Florida town just a few miles south of the Georgia border. We called in the Pennsylvania plate number and Amy Cartwright was ID’d as the owner of the car. A customer found the young store clerk bleeding behind the package store’s counter and called 911. By the time the EMTs got there the clerk was dead. He’d been shot three times at close range. Twice in the chest and once in the neck. The cash register drawer was open, and all the money gone.”




  Doyle sat up straight. “He was shot in the neck, you said?”




  “Yeah, shot in the throat at point-blank range. It was a bloody mess—neck all torn up.”




  Doyle flipped through the photos on his desk to the image of Amy Cartwright’s throat wounds. “You’re positive it was a gunshot wound—not caused by somethin’ else?”




  “What do ya mean? It had to be a bullet wound; it was too torn up to be a knife wound. I don’t know anything more—haven’t seen the coroner’s report yet.”




  “Was there a surveillance system in operation?” Doyle asked.




  “Yeah, there was. The owner of the business is well known around town as a miser and he had put in a cheap, black-an’-white system, so the images of the suspect weren’t real detailed or clear. All we could tell for sure was that the suspect was a female—a medium-height female—with long, light-colored, probably blonde hair. No clear facial details are visible.”




  Doyle frowned. “Not much to go on.”




  “Hell no,” the sergeant replied. “We was hoping that we could find out more from the owner of the Corvette—obviously that ain’t gonna happen.”




  “Obviously. Find anything useful in the car?”




  “Weed—a half-dozen roaches in the ashtray. There was a plastic zipper bag in the glove box full of jewelry: rings, bracelets, earrings. Forensics are checkin’ the stuff out now to see if any of it is real.”




  “Look, Sergeant, I’m sorry to be a pain in the ass, but I need to have a written request from your office to release contact info for Amy Cartwright’s parents. An email under a letterhead would do. You know, procedure.”
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