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PROLOGUE

ELAINE FEINBERGFELT HER BABY stirring inside her. She interpreted the movement to be restlessness even though she was only in the beginning of her seventh month. Her child wasn’t impatient in the womb, she thought; rather, he or she sensed Elaine’s disquiet. In fact, it seemed more like the wind that whistled and twisted around the house had sliced through her too, making the fetus shudder. She envisioned the infant tightening its fetal position, grimacing; and then she thought she heard its tiny, but shrill cry vibrate through her bones and into her skull.

She put the palm of her hand on her enlarged stomach and pressed it as firmly as she could without causing herself any pain. She hoped to comfort her baby.

“There, there,” she whispered. “It’s all right. It will be all right.”

Elaine put all her effort into making the words ring with sincerity and with confidence, even though she had no faith in their validity.

It wouldn’t be all right.

It couldn’t be all right.

Poor Sol was in his office, racking his brain, tapping out numbers on his calculator, trying to find a miraculous solution to their deep financial woe. Their little world had closed in around them like some giant hand clenching, squeezing, firming its hold, the fingers shutting down all linkage with the outside, blocking out not only the flow of money, but the flow of sympathy. More and more they found themselves alone, an island in the development, the stream of displeasure and intolerance rushing around them, creating torrents, waves so high they risked their lives merely stepping out the door.

She hardly spoke to anyone in Emerald Lakes anymore. Her hello’s would echo off the faces of her neighbors, all of them one bland expression, not a smile, not a warm glint in the eyes, nothing but winter in their eyes.

I’m tired, she thought, tired of the battles.

And she knew Sol was tired, too.

She closed her eyes and tried to recall when things were different. It wasn’t that long ago when there was such optimism about everything, and her pregnancy was the giant exclamation point emphasizing their rainbow future.

A stirring in the air around her snapped her eyes open. It was as if someone had slid open the patio door. Of course, that could never happen, not in Emerald Lakes. Why Emerald Lakes, Sol told her when they first moved here, was as safe as . . . as being back in the womb. Here you could be all snug and warm, never a worry.

She sighed deeply. The womb. Her baby had quieted down. The power of her hand, she thought and smiled to herself. She closed her eyes again. Surely they would get through their crisis. Surely, it would all end happily and Sol would stop aging right before her eyes.

He was working too hard, she thought, deciding to sit up. She should get him to relax. Maybe if they just sat and talked with some music playing, put on some Yanni, they would have a relaxing, stressless night for a change. Neither she nor he would toss and turn trying to slip out of the grip of worry. Maybe if they just—

It was so loud an explosion, she expected the roof to come crashing down. Later, she would say the walls vibrated. Certainly the bed did and that vibration traveled through her body, surely terrifying the baby, too. Her heart stopped and then began to pound.

“SOL!” she cried. She dropped her feet into her slippers and stood up, shaking so hard, she had to brace herself on the bed a moment. “SOL!”

She started out of the bedroom. It looked like smoke in the air around the office doorway and there was the scent of something burning.

“SOL! WHAT WAS THAT? SOL?”

She paused a moment, listened, and then walked slowly toward the office doorway, her hand pressed over her heart. She turned into the office and saw him slumped over his desk. The blood streamed freely from his temple, down his cheek, over the side of his chin to soak the papers.

Did she scream? She really couldn’t remember. She did remember seeing the gun in his hand, but she also remembered thinking, we have no guns or didn’t have until now. Most important, and she emphasized this when the detective arrived, most important, she would swear on a stack of Bibles that the patio door in the office was unlocked and open at least a quarter of an inch. But when the detective went to look, he said the door was closed, locked, and from the inside.

She had to have been mistaken.

But she wasn’t. She insisted.

“My husband never owned a gun. I never saw that gun in the house. I don’t care that his finger is on the trigger. My husband wouldn’t do such a thing to us.

“Not to us. Not to me and our baby, our unborn baby.”

The detective was patronizing, but he didn’t believe anything she said. To him it was black and white.

Easy.

One moment Sol was alive and the next he was dead because he wanted it that way.

Who would believe otherwise? Certainly not her neighbors.

She heard the whispering.

“A terrible blight on Emerald Lakes. A suicide!”

“There’s just so much we can do with people like this. Just so much the Neighborhood Watch can do to protect them and us.”

“Especially if they don’t cooperate.”



Philip Slater leaned back in his burgundy leather, rich mahogany desk chair. He had soft gray hair and mesmerizing black onyx eyes set in a face dark enough to be Arabic. He spread his arms over the chair’s armrests and curled his long fingers around the claw ends.

It was quiet, cemetery quiet, silent enough to hear the heartbeat in the miniature grandfather clock resting on the white marble mantle.

“He tell anyone he wasn’t going to be here?” Philip asked.

“Not me,” Nikki Stanley replied quickly. The five-foot-five petite woman narrowed her beady brown eyes to add a schoolmarm’s expression of reprimand.

“Sid?”

“Not a word,” Sid Levine replied.

Slater gazed at the clock furiously. Suddenly they heard the doorbell. Philip turned in his chair and leaned forward, folding his hands on his desk, and fixing his eyes on the doorway to this office. They could hear Marilyn Slater greeting Vincent McShane and then McShane’s hurried steps down the marble tile corridor.

“Sorry,” he said and quickly moved to his seat in front of Slater’s desk. “We had a little family crisis. Mindy,” he added ashamedly, “was caught smoking with some of her girlfriends in the locker room today. Just found out she was suspended for two days. Eileen is devastated.”

“Peer pressure is far stronger than the influence we have on our children. That’s for sure,” Nikki said.

Vincent nodded and released his breath as if he had been holding it in to keep from being discovered. The passage of air over his thick lips made him sound like a horse, an embarrassing sound. He straightened up in his chair and sucked in his beer belly. Philip Slater never missed an opportunity to criticize him for it and when Philip criticized anyone in Emerald Lakes, it was open season on him. McShane had tried to lose weight. He knew that five feet eight, one hundred and ninety pounds was a bell ringer, but those damn Rob Roys at his business lunches, and the food he consumed at those lunches—all held at the best gourmet restaurants in Manhattan—made it very difficult to diet.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked sheepishly.

“We didn’t start. We needed a quorum,” Philip said, “and you knew Larry Sommers was out of town this week.”

“Sorry. Eileen was crying and . . .”

“What are you going to do about Mindy?” Sid Levine asked with the curious tone of someone who expected to be in similar circumstances shortly.

“We grounded her for two months . . . no movies, no dates. Directly home after school.”

Nikki nodded.

“That’s all they understand . . . losing privileges.”

“All right, we’d better start the meeting,” Philip Slater said. He and Marilyn had lost their only child, Bradley, to a blood disease when Bradley was six. Philip wasn’t interested in the problems related to bringing up teenagers.

“Sid?” Philip Slater said.

Sid Levine leaned over in his chair to look down at his notepad. He adjusted his thick lens glasses, and cleared his throat. With his free hand, he brushed back the sides of his pearl black hair. Other men in their early forties, especially those who were in the same stressful line of work, showed more signs of age. Sid had no receding hairline, no deep wrinkles or dark circles around his dark gray eyes, and managed to keep his five-foot-ten-inch frame rather trim, which was something Vincent McShane coveted.

“Well, as I predicted last month,” Sid began, his voice a bit nasal, “the landscaper has asked for an eight percent raise. I had only one brief conversation with Pirnos, but I think he’ll settle for five percent. Our water bill for the commons is expected to rise along with the raise in rates. Someone backed over a floodlight off the north gate entrance. I had it replaced at a cost of fifty-four dollars and thirty-seven cents.”

“Didn’t that happen once before?” Nikki asked quickly. As soon as she asked the question, she looked at Philip Slater to see if he would appreciate her recollection.

“Yes, two years ago,” Sid said flipping pages back, “in March.”

“Just about the same time,” Nikki added and nodded.

“Sid?” Philip Slater said, raising his eyebrows.

“None of the homeowners saw anything,” Sid replied defensively. “Or at least, no one’s made a complaint to me.”

“Don’t we have the same man in the security booth there and doesn’t he park his car just to the right of that broken floodlight?” Nikki asked sharply.

“Well, I don’t know if it’s the same man, but whoever mans the gate does park his car near it, yes,” Sid replied.

Nikki looked as satisfied as a trial lawyer who had driven home a major point.

“I’ll speak to Siegler,” Philip Slater said. “If one of his men is responsible, they’ll pay for the light. Go on, Sid.”

“We have a working balance of twelve thousand two hundred dollars and fifty-four cents. Our bonds are presently earning eight and a quarter and I’m just about to move the money we received in fines from Barry and Susan Lester into our working capital account,” he concluded.

“Okay,” Philip Slater said. “A motion to approve the treasurer’s report?”

“So moved,” Vincent snapped.

“Any objections?” No one even breathed loud. “Good. Let’s move on. Neighborhood Watch. Nikki?”

Nikki Stanley tucked a loose section of her skirt under her legs and opened a pad that looked like the ticket pads meter maids used.

“Saragossa Drive, number 2341, the Kimbles. They’ve had their garage door open during the daylight hours for upwards of four hours at a time,” she said in a venomous voice.

“Yeah, I’ve seen it that way almost every time I’ve driven by,” Vincent McShane said.

“Then why haven’t you ever called me on it?” Nikki demanded instantly. She spun around on him. He looked quickly at Philip Slater, who stared without expression.

“I . . . just assumed you would see it and put it down,” he sputtered.

There was a deep moment of silence.

“As trustees of the homeowners board, we’re all officers of the Neighborhood Watch,” Philip Slater said slowly, patiently. “Even though Nikki is the chairman, it’s not fair to load her down with the full burden.”

“No. Of course not,” Vincent agreed. “I’m sorry, Nikki. I should have told you sooner,” he said. She smirked to suggest that his apology, no matter how sincere it sounded, did nothing to compensate for his failure. He pulled his lips in and sat back quickly.

“Go on, Nikki. Please,” Philip Slater said.

“I have cited them and advised them of article eight, section one. They apologized and promised to be more diligent.”

“Fine,” Philip Slater said. “Go on.”

“Maracabo Circle, 5467, the Mateos. Twice this month they put out garbage bags that were so full, they couldn’t close their bin. On March twenty-first,” she said, referring to her notes, “one of those bags came unraveled and some debris was seen around the bin. It took two phone calls to get them to clean it up.”

“Gentlemen? And Mrs. Stanley?” Philip Slater asked.

“Ten dollars, first offense,” Sid replied. “I think that’s fair.”

“It’s not a first offense,” Nikki snapped.

“But it is the first time they’ve been so cited,” Sid insisted.

“Sid’s right, Nikki. Send them a ten-dollar fine. Continue.”

“Courtney Street, 5768, the Dimases.”

“What could they have done?” Vincent asked.

“They,” Nikki said curtly, “didn’t do anything. They complained about the Del Marcos’ children tying a garbage can on a rope and dropping it from their house roof to use as a makeshift basketball hoop. The bottom of the can had been beaten out.”

“Rather ingenious,” Sid Levine said.

“Yes,” Philip Slater said. “But quite unsightly, I imagine.”

“As well as noisy,” Nikki added.

“What happened?”

“They claim they phoned Mrs. Del Marco twice about it, but she did nothing. She said the boys have a right to play around their own home.”

“And?” Philip Slater asked.

“I paid her a visit and read her article thirteen, sub-section two, concerning decorations on the outside walls. She was quite cantankerous and refused to consider the hanging garbage can a decoration. I then referred her to article twelve, section one concerning noise. She pointed out the boys don’t play after eight P.M.”

“Mrs. Del Marco has a point there,” Vincent said.

“What’s the situation as of today?” Philip Slater asked.

“Charles Dimas seeks relief and has asked us to render a finding,” Nikki said.

Philip Slater leaned forward slowly into the light revealing his finely chiseled strong features.

“The question before the committee is does a hanging garbage can used as a makeshift basketball hoop constitute an outside decoration? If so, it will fall under the regulations as set forth in article thirteen. What’s your pleasure?”

“It’s certainly not intended to be a decorative piece,” Vincent said. “The kids are just amusing themselves. It could be worse; they could be throwing things into my garbage can,” he quipped, but no one laughed.

“I would agree, but it is unsightly,” Sid commented. “Anything that adds or detracts from the overall appearance of one of our homes must fall under article thirteen, whether the homeowner considers it formally as a decoration or not. It’s the effect it has.”

“Very good point, Sid,” Philip said.

“I move the Del Marcos be cited,” Nikki said quickly. She glared at Vincent.

“Second,” Sid added.

“Vincent?”

“If it’s the majority feeling . . .”

“Don’t you have a mind of your own?” Phil Slater snapped.

“Sure. I just thought . . . right. I agree.”

“Nikki, send the Del Marcos our finding and give them the usual twenty-four hours,” Slater said.

She nodded with satisfaction.

“We have a request,” she continued. “From Paul and Kay Meltzer. Seems that a nearby satellite television company has come up with a new product—a dish that is well camouflaged by serving as a table umbrella as well. They would like us to reconsider article nine, section three, concerning antennas and other metal objects outside the home.”

“I read about that,” Vincent said. “It doesn’t look bad.”

“Have you seen one firsthand?” Philip Slater demanded quickly. He turned his gaze on him with a fury that made the investment banker shrink in his seat.

“No, but—”

“Then let’s form a committee of two to gather information about it before we make any decision we might later regret,” Philip Slater said. “Sid, would you accompany Nikki at your first opportunity?”

“Of course,” Sid Levine said.

“Fine. Nikki?”

“That’s all I have,” she said closing her notepad. “Except to report that the Feinberg home is up for sale. It was advertised yesterday.”

“Horrible,” Vincent muttered. Philip spun around to face him.

“It’s horrible, but we’re lucky to be rid of such a negative resident.” Philip smiled, his lips stretching so quickly they looked as if they cut new space in his cheeks. “Emerald Lakes has a way of weeding out the rotten apples or,” he said, relaxing, “encouraging them to weed themselves out.” There was a heavy silence. “Anyone have anything else?” No one spoke. “Well then, I invite a motion to adjourn,” he said.

“So moved,” Vincent said quickly. He was always the most eager to end the meetings, a fact not lost on Nikki who shook her head with her usual expression of disapproval.

In the living room, Marilyn Slater rose from her seat and went out to the corridor just as the directors began to emerge from Philip Slater’s office.

“Can I make coffee?” she offered. She was an attractive brunette with hazel green eyes and a svelte figure. Always nicely dressed, not a strand of her styled hair out of place, she personified elegance to the rest of the women at Emerald Lakes. Her makeup and jewelry, while striking, was a bit understated, subtle.

Everyone looked at Philip whose face registered disapproval.

“Not for me,” Nikki said.

“I’ve got to get home,” Vincent said mournfully.

“Me too,” Sid replied.

“Next time, maybe. Good night,” Marilyn said. She watched them leave and then turned to Philip. “Productive meeting?”

Philip nodded.

“Yeah, but it’s a battle,” he said. “Why is it we have to convince people, punish people, so they will do what’s only good for themselves?”

“I don’t know, Philip,” Marilyn said. “But if there’s anyone who can get them to do the right things, it’s you.”

He gazed at her askance for a moment, not quite sure she had meant it as a compliment. Then he shook off the doubts and went to have some coffee.
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“OH, THIS IS WONDERFUL!” Kristin Morris exclaimed the moment she, Teddy, and their five-year-old daughter, Jennifer, stepped through the front door onto the travertine marble entryway. From there, there were three steps down to the enormous sunken living room. The room was practically as big as their entire apartment in Commack. There was a white marble fireplace against the far wall, not to mention all of the upscale furniture and expensive wall hangings. Teddy tugged on his daughter’s hand, and he and she stepped back as if they had inadvertently entered the wrong house.

“This is . . . er . . . this has got to be beyond our budget,” he said. Michele Lancaster, their forty-two-year-old real estate agent, smiled, revealing thousands of dollars of orthodontic work. Being fifteen or so pounds overweight, she attempted to hide her midriff bulge by wearing a very loose fitting one-piece with a billowing skirt. She wore a soft white leather jacket and dangling pearl shell earrings. Not a strand of her dark brown hair was out of place. Teddy thought it resembled a helmet.

“It isn’t,” she said. She leaned toward him to deliver a secret. “In fact, I’m sure we can get it for a price that will keep the mortgage payments in your budget.”

“How can that be?” Teddy asked, looking around again as if his first glimpse had fooled him.

Michele didn’t respond. She simply held her smile. Looking over the elaborate artificial flower display in the flower box in front of him, Teddy could see a woman, presumably the present owner’s wife, sitting at a breakfast table with her back to them. She was gazing out of the French doors, her attention so concentrated on something amid the gardens and fountains that she didn’t hear them enter or even hear their conversation now.

Teddy shifted his blue flecked green eyes toward Kristin. His twenty-nine-year-old wife widened her brown eyes and shrugged. She brushed her light brown hair over her right shoulder in a swift, graceful motion. Although it was a rather warm late-April day, she wore a white cable knit sweater over her dark brown slacks because she felt she looked like she was in her eighth month, instead of her fourth. It did no good for Teddy to swear that no one could tell she was pregnant simply by looking at her.

“I wouldn’t have any problem finding a place for my piano in here,” Kristin commented.

“No kidding,” Teddy said. “You could fit an orchestra in here.”

“What’s an orchestra, Daddy?” Jennifer asked.

“A whole group of people playing different musical instruments,” he explained patiently. He smiled at Michele. “She’s up to two hundred and fifty questions an hour.”

“Adorable,” Michele said smiling and nodding at Jennifer. “And a wonderful place to bring up children,” she added widening her eyes.

Kristin looked at Teddy with an I-told-you-so expression. He closed his eyes with a silly grin.

“Right this way,” Michele said, and led them down the steps and into the living room. Still reluctant, Teddy closed the dark oak door behind them and shook his head. They had driven nearly three hours from Long Island to this housing development in the Mid-Hudson Valley, and they had to drive the three hours back. There really wasn’t all that much time to waste.

“That is a working wood-burning fireplace with a gas starter,” Michele explained as she took them over the thick beige Berber carpet. The carpet was so plush, the real estate woman’s two-inch heels sank with every step, making her appear to wobble. Teddy thought the ceilings were rather high for a home in the Northeast, where people were more concerned about the cost of heating, but he had to admit he loved the sense of space and openness in this house.

“It’s beautiful,” Kristin said. “Isn’t it, Jennifer?”

“Uh-huh,” the five-year-old said and gaped with interest at everything around her.

“Looks like it’s never been used,” Teddy added. Michele winked and tilted her head toward Elaine Feinberg. She had still not turned their way.

“Elaine, dear,” Michele finally said. “The Morrises are here to see the house.”

Teddy and Kristin watched curiously as the thirty-year-old brunette turned slowly toward them. Jennifer instinctively drew closer to her father. From this angle they could see that Elaine Feinberg was easily in her last trimester of pregnancy and she was the sort who carried well. There was no puffiness in her face. She wasn’t an unattractive woman, but she looked like someone who had been up for days: her eyelids drooped, her lower lip hung listlessly, and the very flesh in her cheeks seemed to sag. She didn’t smile. She simply nodded and reached for the cigarette burning in the ashtray. Teddy noted how her hand trembled. Was this a case of someone being terminally ill? Was that the reason for the possible low buying price?

“Would it be all right for me to take them through?” Michele asked softly.

“You know it is,” Elaine Feinberg said curtly and shifted her gaze away quickly. Why wasn’t she interested in being introduced to them? he wondered. Even more so, why didn’t Michele think of doing that?

Kristin, never the shy one, moved forward anyway.

“How many months are you?” she asked.

“I’m ending my seventh,” Elaine Feinberg said.

“I’m in my fourth,” Kristin replied smiling. She anticipated more conversation, but Elaine Feinberg simply turned to direct her gaze out the French doors again.

Teddy knew his wife, knew it was on the tip of her tongue to ask Elaine Feinberg why she was smoking while she was pregnant. Kristin’s second pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage. She had been in a depression for a long period following the miscarriage, which was another reason for the move and their new start.

This time Kristin was having a good pregnancy; it made her even more radiant, and the potential of a new home only sharpened and intensified the brightness in her eyes and the flush in her cheeks.

But her directness had gotten her into trouble before and he anticipated her cross-examination of Mrs. Feinberg. He cleared his throat.

“We really should be moving along,” he said quickly.

“Right this way,” Michele indicated and took them into the kitchen. Elaine Feinberg continued to sit and stare, smoking very sluggishly, her cheeks collapsing as she drew in the smoke. It was as if she were condemned to move in slow motion, all her movements heavy and full of effort. Jennifer looked back at her with curiosity, the questions titillating her, but Teddy pulled her along before she could start.

“Oh, Teddy, look at this kitchen,” Kristin said spinning around like a child in a candy store. She didn’t know which appliance to check out first—the Sub-Zero refrigerator and freezer, the digital microwave oven, the double ovens, the built-in Mixmaster, the computerized dishwasher. “Do all these houses come with garbage compactors?” she asked.

“Yes,” Michele said. “And the Genaire ranges. Mr. Slater, the developer, insisted that there be no corners cut in his homes. You pay for quality and you get it. Besides, every electrical appliance in this house comes with a built-in ten-year service contract, renewable after ten years. There are no homeowner headaches at Emerald Lakes,” she said.

“How old is this house?” Teddy asked. The fireplace and the kitchen appliances looked barely used.

“Less than a year,” Michele said, obviously proud to be the real estate agent with this listing.

“Less than a year? But . . .” He turned and gazed at Elaine Feinberg again. Why would she and her husband want to sell so soon? Especially since they were expecting a child in a few months? It must be economic disaster, he thought. Her husband lost his job and they can’t make the payments. But to take such a loss . . .

“Let’s look at the bedrooms,” Kristin cried. “Okay, Jennifer?” Jennifer nodded and Kristin took her hand. Then they started down the corridor. Teddy hesitated a moment, shrugged and followed. Throughout the inspection, he was always a room behind Kristin, Jennifer, and Michele because when he got to the master bedroom and stood looking out the patio doors at the tiled portico and tiled cement swimming pool and whirlpool, he simply stared in disbelief.

This wasn’t the first house they had considered. He knew something about the present real estate market. This house had to be . . . what, over four hundred thousand, maybe five. He had been talking two, two-fifty. To buy it at a price that would keep his mortgage payments in the ballpark he had suggested meant they’d get a steal. Unless, of course, this house wasn’t worth as much as he thought.

But why wouldn’t it be? Look where it was located: an upscale residential gated community of thirty-five homes built around a mile-wide and two-mile-long lake surrounded by a wonderful forest of pine, birch, maple, and hickory. The water, reflecting the greenery, took on a rich shade of lime. When the lake was calm and there was barely a breeze, and when it was the height of spring as it was now, it looked like a sea of emeralds sparkling in the sunlight. All the homes were built on acre-size lots. They were only sixty-odd miles from Manhattan. And the house was easily thirty-five hundred square feet, maybe even four thousand!

“Teddy,” Kristin called from down the corridor. He poked his head out and saw her. “Look at your office.”

“My office?”

He hurried down to where she and Jennifer stood and gazed in at a room with built-in oak bookcases, a large oak desk and a leather swivel chair, a matching settee, dark oak tables and a worktable with a fax machine and copier. The office had a bay window that opened on a view of the lake. It was breathtaking.

“Teddy?” Kristin said, her eyes brightening with the inner exhilaration he had come to recognize, an expression of excitement that usually titillated him. Kristin was a very sexy woman with her dark eyes and nearly caramel tinted skin. Being four months pregnant hadn’t slowed her down either. She tilted her head slightly and pursed her lips. The quickening of his heartbeat threw him into an embarrassing fluster. He was sure Michele Lancaster could see the flush in his cheeks and could sense the erotic electricity passing between Kristin and himself.

“The monthly payments,” he said holding his hand out, palm down and waving it slightly, “they would be in our ballpark?”

“If the board of directors approves you, you’ll qualify for a low-cost mortgage loan from the Hudson Valley Bank. Mr. Slater is the president of the board of directors of that bank and Mr. Stanley, who lives two doors down, is the bank president.

“I should explain,” she continued, “that part of the reason this house falls into your budget range lies with the fact that the land is lease land.”

“Lease land?”

“No resident owns the property on which his house is built, individually owns it, that is. All of the property is owned by the Emerald Lakes homeowners association to which each resident pays a lease rent, built into your homeowner’s fee. It’s rather nominal rent.”

“What an odd setup,” Teddy said.

“It’s the way Mr. Slater designed the complex. This way everyone really is an owner and everyone has more reason to feel responsible for each other’s property.”

“It’s like a luxury commune.”

“Precisely. But it enables you to have a diminished up-front cost. Simply put, Teddy, this house wouldn’t cost you a dollar more a month than the figure you gave me on the telephone.”

He nodded and looked at Kristin. She was trying desperately to control her exuberance.

“We didn’t figure in the extra furniture we would have to buy because we didn’t consider buying a house this big,” he said. Despite what Michele was telling them, he felt obligated to remind Kristin of every negative.

“Oh, the price we’re talking about includes the furniture you see,” Michele said.

“What?”

“And the wall hangings, I should add.”

Kristin finally looked astounded and skeptical herself.

“These people aren’t leaving,” Teddy muttered, gazing about at their good fortune, “they’re fleeing. Why?” Teddy asked. “What’s going on? Has there been a discovery of nuclear waste beneath these homes or something?”

“Hardly,” Michele said laughing. “There isn’t a more ideal location for a residential community. All sorts of environmental studies were done here before Mr. Slater broke ground. You’ll get a copy of everything.” Her face turned somber. “Mr. Feinberg committed suicide just a little over a week ago.”

“Oh my God,” Kristin said.

“What’s suicide, Mommy?” Jennifer asked.

“I’ll tell you later, sweetheart. Just let Mommy and Daddy talk, okay?”

Reluctantly, Jennifer retreated, but her steely blue eyes revealed her displeasure at being relegated to the back burner.

“How did it happen?” Teddy asked.

“He shot himself.”

“Here?” Kristin followed, grimacing.

“Yes. I would have told you. We’re required to disclose such things.”

“How dreadful,” Kristin whispered, so Jennifer wouldn’t hear. She gazed toward the kitchen. “Especially with her being pregnant.”

“Do they know why? Were there health problems?”

“A combination of things, I gather—money problems, marital problems. Naturally, it’s all hush-hush now. Anyway, that’s why she’s what we call ‘a motivated seller.’ ”

“I feel as if we’re taking advantage,” Kristin said.

“Don’t be silly,” Michele said quickly. “If you don’t buy this place, someone else surely will. Why shouldn’t it be you? And Mrs. Feinberg wants to get out desperately.”

“Where did he do it?” Kristin asked.

“The office. You’d never know anything like that happened in there. I mean . . . we took on the responsibility of being sure it was spotless. I assure you, if you weren’t told, you’d never know,” she added.

“Teddy?” Kristin asked again.

He thought a moment.

“It’s not like I’m buying a car someone got killed in or I’m sleeping in a bed someone died in,” he rationalized.

“Precisely,” Michele said.

“This is such a beautiful house,” Kristin said gazing around. “It’s such a shame.”

“If you walk away from it, someone else will walk into it tomorrow,” Michele threatened. Teddy nodded. Despite the tragic circumstances, he felt like he and Kristin had just won the lottery.

“What was this stipulation you mentioned before? Something about being approved by the board of directors?” he asked.

“Yes, but you shouldn’t have any problems: an optometrist—”

“Ophthalmologist,” Teddy corrected. “I deal with diseases of the eye; I don’t prescribe glasses.”

“Teddy is very sensitive about that. Most people don’t know the difference,” Kristin explained.

“Which is considerable. I have a medical degree,” he added, trying not to sound superior.

But he couldn’t help feeling that being an eye specialist made him a little superior. The ancients believed that the eyes were the gateways to the soul. Ever since he was a child, he had been infatuated with that part of human anatomy. To him the eyes were the most miraculous part of life. It was this holy and devoted respect of the human eye that gave him the energy and excitement in his work and made him stand out as an ophthalmologist. Teachers and other doctors saw it immediately. It had taken a mere twenty-five minutes for the doctors at the medical group in Middletown, a small city just a few miles north, to see the potential in him and offer him a position.

The Mid-Hudson Valley had always been an area both he and Kristin admired, not only because of its proximity to New York City but because of its environmental beauty. They wouldn’t be far from her parents, who lived in Yonkers, nor his, who lived in Queens.

“Well, you’re even more qualified than I thought,” Michele said laughing. “Which is more reason why I wouldn’t anticipate any problems. The directors favor professionals. Mr. Slater knows so many people. I’m sure he’s familiar with the doctors and medical group you’re joining.”

“I’ve never heard of being approved by a board of directors before I could buy a house,” Teddy mused. “I know it’s done with co-ops, but a single family residence . . .”

“It relates to the special lease land arrangement, and the directors of Emerald Lakes pride themselves on how well managed this development is. Surely, if you have been looking at real estate recently, you can see the difference. It’s not just in the state-of-the-art security; it’s the maintenance, the upkeep of the common grounds and the homes themselves.”

“I’ve never seen such picture-perfect streets and lawns,” Kristin remarked. “And it’s so quiet.”

“My wife’s a composer,” Teddy explained.

“Oh, Teddy, don’t exaggerate. I dabble on the piano, but I haven’t placed any of my pieces yet.”

“Anyway, she works at home and appreciates a peaceful neighborhood,” Teddy continued.

“Of course,” Michele said. “Everyone here does. Oh, some people object to the strict enforcement of the codes at first, but they soon see the value and many of them eventually become champions of the very regulations they first thought too stringent.”

“Really?” Teddy nodded at Kristin. “What are some of these regulations?” he asked.

“Nothing more than you will find in other developments; the difference being Emerald Lakes enforces them. You know, rules about where and how to put out your garbage so it doesn’t become unsightly, rules against such things as repainting your house bright pink . . .” She laughed. “In short, anything that would hurt the property values of your neighbors and yourself. Most of it is just common courtesy.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Teddy said.

“Shall we go back to my office then and get out the papers? You won’t have any real obligation, just a refundable deposit, which would be returned if you should change your minds within the next week or in the unlikely event you don’t get approval from the board.”

“What do you think, Teddy?” Kristin shifted her weight from foot to foot like a little girl who had to go tinkle. He smiled and turned to Jennifer.

“What do you think, Pumpkin? Would you like to live here in this big house?”

Jennifer narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips as she thought. She gazed up at Michele and then looked at her parents and shook her head.

“What?” Kristin said. “Why not?”

“I wanna go home,” she moaned.

“Oh, honey, this could be a wonderful new home for you, with lots more room to play and . . .” She turned to Michele. “There are other children here, aren’t there?”

“Of course, and some right around her age, too.”

“See? You’ll make new friends.”

“I wanna go home,” she repeated and lunged forward to embrace Teddy’s knee. He looked at Michele and smiled.

“She’s not usually this shy . . . the prospect of moving . . . it’s traumatic even for a child this age.”

“Of course.”

“Well, I can’t imagine us finding anything better than this for the money we’ve been discussing,” he said nodding.

“No,” Michele replied. “You won’t.” She led them out. When they reached the breakfast table, they discovered Mrs. Feinberg was gone. Teddy hesitated.

“Shouldn’t we talk to her and let her know of our intention to buy her home?” he asked.

“Mrs. Feinberg hasn’t been feeling well these days, with the way her life has been jolted, her being pregnant and all. I’m sure you can appreciate the emotional strain,” she said to Kristin, who nodded. “Anyway,” Michele added, “Mrs. Feinberg has every expectation that you will buy the house.” She followed with a thin laugh. “Can you blame her?”

“I can’t help having mixed feelings,” Kristin said gazing around again. “It’s too good to be true and yet . . . that poor, poor woman.”

“Occasionally, Kristin, home buyers do come upon a bargain. You’re just lucky you arrived first,” Michele said.

“I suppose,” Kristin said.

Teddy took her hand while Jennifer clung to his other. Then they followed Michele out.

At the real estate office, they signed all the necessary documents and Teddy wrote out the deposit check. Michele took down all the information she felt was pertinent for the directors of Emerald Lakes.

“The committee will review all this before the interview,” Michele said.

“Interview?” Kristin asked. She looked at Teddy who shrugged.

“Oh. Didn’t I mention that? The board’s new residents committee interviews prospective buyers. They used to rely on a private detective, but found this more palatable. Can I schedule you for this coming Tuesday about ten o’clock? I’d like to move everything along as quickly as possible,” she added.

Teddy looked at Kristin.

“I guess that’s fine,” he said. “Where?”

“Right here in our conference room,” she said. “I’ll go ahead and set it up.”



Kristin and Teddy had plenty of time for the trip back to Long Island and they were able to stop at a nice restaurant for a relaxing dinner. Neither of them could stop talking about their house and the development. Only Jennifer held on to her reluctance. It made Teddy think.

“We really didn’t look around enough,” he remarked. “We didn’t even see the entire complex, the whole lake . . . the dock. I took longer to buy a dehumidifier last year. But we would have been crazy to pass it up.”

“I know. Life’s funny. Someone’s misfortune becomes someone else’s good luck.”

“What’s mis . . . mis?”

“Bad luck, honey,” Kristin explained.

“The old yin-yang,” Teddy said. He reached across the table to take Kristin’s hand. “But if you feel that bad about it . . .”

“I can’t help this ambivalence about the house, Teddy. But I’m sure I’ll get over it,” she said quickly.

“Why do you have to get over it, Mommy?” Jennifer asked.

They laughed.

“Don’t forget,” Teddy warned. “We still have to pass inspection.”

*   *   *

When they returned on the following Tuesday, they couldn’t help being nervous.

“It’s like we’re auditioning,” Kristin commented. She had deliberately chosen one of her more conservative dresses. Teddy wore a tie and jacket, and they had bought Jennifer a new outfit. “Don’t we look like Mr. and Mrs. Middle-Class America?” she quipped.

“That’s who we are, honey,” Teddy said smiling. “And I’m not ashamed of it.”

Michele greeted them at the office and led them into the conference room where Philip Slater, Nikki Stanley, and Sid Levine waited.

“Morning,” Philip Slater said, standing and extending his hand. “I’m Philip Slater and this is Nikki Stanley and Sid Levine, two members of our homeowners board of trustees.”

Teddy shook his hand.

“Teddy Morris. My wife, Kristin, and daughter, Jennifer.”

Kristin shook Philip Slater’s hand. He looked younger than she had envisioned, although he was a man with a strong, hard look that reminded her of chiseled granite. He gazed at her with piercing dark eyes that under different circumstances might very well be attractive. Now they seemed more like lenses specifically for microscopic scrutinizing.

“Please, have a seat Doctor Morris. We appreciate your making the special trip.”

“Not at all. We’re excited about the house and the development.”

“I’m glad. Your prospective new home is one of my favorites. I designed it myself.”

“Did you? Good job.”

“Thank you. Let me explain our setup here first. We feel it’s our unique community government that has made Emerald Lakes the real jewel of upstate New York, maybe of the entire East Coast. We’re zealots of a new sort, paying homage to the simplest and yet the most important aspects of development life, everything geared primarily to one thing—maintaining and improving the value of our homes.

“At the risk of sounding preachy,” Philip continued, “a home is more than a mere structure consisting of wood, metal, and mortar. It’s an environment. How that environment is shaped will determine how the residents are shaped. One acts upon the other.” He smiled. “A simple fact of life, yet one so often ignored by other homeowners associations.”

Teddy nodded, but Kristin just stared at Slater. He directed himself to her.

“I understand you compose music.”

“Oh, I just tinker.”

“Did you know that one of our residents, Claude Simmons, is a theatrical agent? He might know where and to whom you should submit your creations.”

“Oh, I’m not good enough to—”

“That would be great,” Teddy said. “Kristin is far too modest. I’ll do the promoting.”

“That’s a nice quality to see in a woman these days,” Philip Slater said. Kristin tipped her head and smiled with a question on her lips. “Modesty,” he explained. “Anyway, we just have a few questions for you. Nikki?”

Nikki Stanley gazed at her notepad and then looked up with beady eyes.

“What do you expect from a development like this?” she asked.

“Expect?” Teddy looked at Kristin. “Oh, I suppose good relationships with our neighbors, for one thing. Sort of a camaraderie,” he added. Philip Slater nodded. “And all the other things like security. We’ve never lived in a gated community before. It does give you a more secure feeling.”

“I’m impressed with how well the streets and grounds are kept. It’s picture perfect,” Kristin said.

“Yes, it is,” Philip said proudly.

“You don’t mind following rules that keep it that way?” Nikki demanded.

“Of course not. Why should we?” Teddy responded. “I agree with what Mr. Slater said.”

“Call me Philip, please. Enough people call me Mr. Slater at work.”

“Philip. Real estate values are directly related to what the grounds and surroundings are like.”

“Tell us what your experiences with your present home have been like, your neighbors, your community. What annoyed you? What do you want to see continued?” Nikki asked.

Kristin smiled. It was like some sort of an oral exam, an audition.

They talked for nearly an hour. Some of the questions seemed silly, but she didn’t, as she was tempted to do at times, belittle them or reply sarcastically. Finally, Philip nodded and rose.

“I think we’ve heard enough. Just give us a minute, please,” he said.

Teddy and Kristin left the room with Jennifer, who had behaved better than they had hoped, partly because she was fascinated with the event herself. Not more than five minutes later, Philip Slater emerged to shake Teddy’s hand.

“Welcome to Emerald Lakes,” he said. “My committee is in full agreement. You will be a real asset.”

Exactly twenty-five days later, after what was a remarkably fast and problem-free escrow period, Teddy and Kristin Morris and their five-year-old daughter moved their clothes and other essential possessions into their new home. The only pieces of furniture they moved was Kristin’s piano and Jennifer’s bedroom furniture.

When they arrived, they were given a report as to what had been done: the carpets had been steam cleaned, moldings repainted, windows washed, furniture polished, appliances tuned and cleaned, and the bulbs in lamps and outside fixtures replaced with new ones whether they needed them or not. Kristin even discovered relined drawers and cabinets.

“I think they even removed their fingerprints,” she quipped.

After they had settled in, Kristin decided they should do their supermarket shopping and see a little of the surrounding area. One of the things they had noted when they had first pulled up to the main entrance of the development was that the security guard at the gate had to open the gate to let them out.

“I don’t understand this,” Kristin said. “Why worry about people leaving? They had to have checked them on the way in, right?”

“I suppose.”

The security guard came out of the booth with his clipboard.

“Hello, Mr. Morris. Going to be gone long?”

“Long as it takes to shop for food,” Teddy said smiling.

“Why do you stop cars going out?” Kristin asked.

“Prevent anyone from stealing your car, for one thing. Over at Whispering Pines some teenager breached the security gate and swiped a car just last week. People leave their keys in their vehicles in developments like this.”

“But you knew it was us.”

“So I will open the gate,” he said and stood back. “Have a good day,” he added.

Teddy drove out, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“I still don’t like it,” Kristin said. “It makes it feel a little like a prison.”

“Are we in jail, Daddy?” Jennifer asked quickly.

“No, honey,” Teddy said. “Mommy’s just kidding.” He turned to Kristin. “You heard him. In this day and age you can’t complain about having too much security,” he remarked.

“I suppose, but sometimes it makes you more nervous. I mean, it gets you worrying too much.”

“Sometimes worrying is good,” Teddy said. “It’s like good preventive medicine.”

Kristin shrugged. She sat back and concentrated on the scenery.

The roads leading to and from Emerald Lakes were all quite rural in character. There were no streetlights until they reached the business district of nearby Sandburg, a hamlet with a population of just over ten thousand. On the way they passed moderately priced homes, some old farmhouses, and much undeveloped land and uncleared forest. They pointed out the school to Jennifer, a sweet looking, old fashioned red-brick structure with immaculate grounds and a full playground in the rear.

“You’re going to love going to school here, honey,” Kristin said, and for the first time, Jennifer did seem pleased.

Sandburg’s business area wasn’t much different in character from its immediate surroundings. There were only two streetlights on the main thoroughfare and there were no parking meters or parking restrictions, other than not parking in front of driveways or hydrants. They found a space in the supermarket parking lot quickly. Inside, they divided the list and parted when Kristin sent Teddy and Jennifer to fetch some bread crumbs while she went after the dairy goods. Just as she made the turn to the refrigerated section, she paused.

At first she thought the woman in the supermarket looked like someone she knew from Commack, but when Kristin saw her face fully, her heart began to pound.

“Excuse me,” she said, stepping up to her, “but aren’t you Mrs. Feinberg?” Her skepticism stemmed from the fact that this woman was not pregnant.

Elaine Feinberg turned slowly and gazed at Kristin with what Kristin thought were vacant eyes, the eyes of someone suffering amnesia.

“Yes,” she said in a voice nearly void of expression, mechanical, uninterested.

Kristin widened her smile.

“I’m Kristin Morris. My husband and I bought your house. I know we met only for a few seconds, but—”

“What do you want?” she demanded firmly, her eyes changing quickly to those of one terrified.

“Nothing, I just . . . wanted to say how sorry I was for what happened to your husband and . . .”

“You’re sorry? You don’t know how sorry you will be. Unless of course, you become one of them,”she said.

“One of them? Who’s them?”

“You’ll find out,” she replied.

Kristin watched her pluck a package of frozen mixed vegetables out of the freezer and drop it in her cart.

“You’ve given birth,” Kristin said. “What did you have?”

“I had a miscarriage,” Elaine Feinberg said. She turned and smiled coldly. “The baby was born dead,” she added and pushed past her.

Kristin couldn’t move. She was standing in the same spot when Teddy and Jennifer found her. As she told him whom she had met and what was said, the cold air from the refrigerator case chilled her. Jennifer gazed up with a look of dismay.

“How can a baby be born dead, Daddy?” she asked.

“You remember, honey. It happens sometimes. It happened to Mommy,” he said quickly, avoiding Kristin’s eyes. They always tried to avoid discussing her miscarriage, which Jennifer was too young at the time to realize.

“Will Mommy’s new baby be born dead again?” Jennifer asked. Kristin flashed a look of panic at him.

“No, honey. The baby is fine. We had it checked just recently. Don’t worry.”

“Didn’t that lady have her baby checked?”

“Jennifer . . .”

“Let’s finish up our shopping and get going,” he said, and Kristin nodded.

“She was so cold, speaking to me like someone in a trance, Teddy, warning me I’d become one of them. One of what?”

“Don’t think about it. The miscarriage must have been caused by the emotional aftermath of what happened to her husband,” he said.

“That poor woman.” Kristin shuddered and embraced herself. “Now I’m very glad they cleaned and polished our home so thoroughly,” she said. “It would give me the creeps to be reminded that my new house was once occupied by a suicide victim and by a woman who suffered a miscarriage,” she added pointedly.

“Was there a dead baby in our new house, Mommy?” Jennifer asked.

“What? Oh no, honey. Damn,” she muttered. “That woman surprised and shocked me. I didn’t think. I shouldn’t have said anything in front of Jennifer. Now she’ll have nightmares.”

“Come on, honey,” Teddy said, taking Jennifer’s hand. “Help me get the cereals.”

Kristin thought for a moment and then hurried after them.

She wanted to tell Teddy more; she wanted to tell him how the woman, Mrs. Feinberg, had accusation in her eyes when she spoke. But she knew what Teddy would say—she was exaggerating, imagining, reading more into someone’s gaze than was actually there.

Perhaps Teddy was right, she thought. After all, of course it was ridiculous. How could she and Teddy be in any way to blame for her husband’s death and her subsequent miscarriage? All they had done was come along and offer to buy her home.
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