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chapter 1



Vrai wished she had the nerve to leave Skip’s ashes and the box of things from his apartment on his mother’s doorstep. Why not loop Cassi’s leash around the dogwood, ring the doorbell, and run? She didn’t regret the phone call to his mother to offer condolences. Skip would surely have done the same for her. But this visit would be downright awkward.


She and Skip had both grown up here in Knoxville. Decades later they’d become close friends while working in the same library in Baltimore. Just up the street from that library, four days ago, Skip had been hit by a car. According to the article in the Baltimore Sun, the driver, an optician, claimed Skip had stepped off the curb with his hands over his eyes. The article had his name right, Jasper Pascal Howard, Jr., but said he was fifty years old. Skip was only forty-nine, two years older than Vrai.


Bittersweet Way, Skip had ruefully called this quiet, tree-lined street where his mother still lived, and for Vrai, too, his old neighborhood was steeped in sadness. Her best friend, Laramie, had lived next door to Skip.


Vrai’s own childhood home, in a very different part of town, had been razed—sold to a commercial developer when her parents retired and moved to Florida. She still exchanged Christmas cards with three or four friends here, but hadn’t let anyone know she would be coming for Skip’s funeral.


Green-shuttered windows scowled down from the second floor of Mrs. Howard’s red brick house. The double front doors were also green, also in need of paint. A flagstone walk led to the front door.


“I’m Vraiment Lynde. Vrai Stevens,” she said to the tall black woman who answered the doorbell. “Mrs. Howard’s expecting me.” Something about the woman looked familiar. “Nancy, is that you?”


It was. The Howards’ former maid opened the screen door. “You were Laramie’s friend. I recognize that red hair. Come on in, Vrai.”


Vrai set the large cardboard box down on the hall carpet. Two days ago, in Baltimore, taking some of Skip’s belongings home to his mother had seemed like a good idea. His ashes, still in the white plastic bag she’d been handed at Baltimore Cremation, Inc., were on top.


She had played tennis (with Laramie) on the tennis court behind the Howards’ house, had been squirted with a hose (by Lloyd, Laramie’s older brother) from the front-yard spigot, but she had never before been inside. The downstairs was carpeted, wall-to-wall, in pale luna-moth green. Matching draperies framed the windows.


“Are you still a . . .” Vrai searched for the right word. “A policewoman?”


“I’m retired now. I’m here today as a friend of the family.” Nancy looked down at the box. “What’s all this stuff?”


Vrai pointed to the white plastic bag. “I brought Skip’s . . . remains.”


“Lord have mercy.” Nancy’s hand went to her heart. “Does Mrs. Howard know?”


“The first time we talked, she asked me to bring them. Last night, though, when I called from my motel, she seemed a little confused.”


“Her nephew gave her a tranquilizer last night. Don’t know what happened. She’s still high as a kite.” Nancy eyed the ashes. “She won’t need those today. It’s only a service. There won’t be any trip to the cemetery.”


Vrai turned toward the door, determined to get the visit over with as quickly as possible. Lloyd had been right. She could’ve mailed the ashes, or asked the crematorium to do it for her. “I have Skip’s dog, too. In my car. Mrs. Howard asked me to bring Cassi down.”


“Not in this house.” Nancy was adamant. “She’s legally blind. How’s she going to take care of a dog?”


Lloyd had also wanted her to ship Cassi down by plane. What would’ve happened to the poor dog then?


“The service is at two, right?” Vrai wished she’d dropped Skip’s high-strung purebred off at the kennel along with her own dogs, two laid-back mutts. “Will I see you there?”


“What else is in that box?” Nancy said.


“Some family photographs. A few other things.” She’d gone to Skip’s apartment building to see about Cassi. The woman who lived across the hall from Skip had taken the dog in and, after some convincing, let Vrai into his apartment.


“Need some help carrying it into the living room?” Nancy said.


“If she doesn’t want the dog, then maybe I should just leave.”


Nancy picked up the box. “Didn’t you say she was expecting you?”


It was inevitable. Even though Vrai and Skip hadn’t spoken to each other in well over a year, she was going to have to sit down and try to make polite conversation about him.


The large living room was dominated by a harp, perhaps the very instrument Mrs. Howard had played as a member of the Knoxville Symphony. Vrai remembered her as a tall, imposing woman, dressed always in a long black skirt, even when she wasn’t performing.


“I’ll set this on the coffee table for now,” Nancy said. “Let me have your coat.”


Coffee. Would it be rude to ask for coffee?


The table’s smooth marble top reminded her of a blank tombstone. After Nancy left the room, Vrai moved the white plastic bag, heavier than she remembered, to a shelf full of standard reference books: Roget’s Thesaurus, Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, Benet’s Reader’s Encyclopedia, Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. The familiar titles would be good company for Skip, who, until he lost his job, had been head of the Reference Department at the John Joseph Stark Library in Baltimore.


A frail woman with short white hair appeared in the doorway. If not for the black skirt, Vrai might not have recognized Mrs. Howard, whose cheeks sagged now; she looked like a long thin Giacometti frog.


With a deep voice to match. “I don’t see too well these days. Please. Tell me where you are.”


“By the bookcase,” Vrai said. “I put the ashes on the shelf with the reference books.”


Mrs. Howard’s cane preceded her into the room. “Now, tell me who you are.”


“Vraiment Lynde. Vrai Stevens. My father owned Stevens Landscaping. I drove down from Baltimore.”


“So you’re the one who called. You were dear little Laramie’s friend.” Mrs. Howard transferred her cane to her left hand, extended her right. Her long cold fingers were surprisingly strong. “Still have that wild head of red hair?”


“It’s a little darker now.”


“Whatever were you doing in Baltimore? I hope you brought Cassi. She’s all I have left.”


“Of course I did,” Vrai said. “She’s out in my car.”


“Vraiment. What a beautiful name. I’d forgotten it. Can I offer you something to eat? Someone dies, people bring food. There’s an absolutely tasteless lemon meringue pie.”


“No thanks. Shall I get Cassi now?”


“What sort of container is he in?”


She’s on a leash, Vrai nearly said. But Mrs. Howard was motioning toward the bookcase.


The container inside the plastic bag looked like a movie popcorn box, larger at the top than at the bottom. Was this the equivalent of a plain pine coffin? Had Skip’s mother paid for an urn?


“A sort of box,” Vrai said. “Do you want to hold it?”


Mrs. Howard did not. “You chose a good place, beside his father’s books. My husband loved crossword puzzles.”


Dr. Jasper P. Howard, Sr., she meant. Skip and Melody’s father. The pediatrician who made house calls.


“I created a shrine for Melody,” Mrs. Howard said. “Did you know my daughter?”


“Not well,” Vrai admitted. Skip’s little sister, the girl who never grew up, never stopped wearing her pale blonde hair in braids, who chirped when she talked and was always a little too happy, as if her brain manufactured natural Prozac. Melody had probably danced into the ocean at Venice Beach the day she died, the day she sent her parents a postcard telling them not to worry, she was simply going to visit her friend Neptune.


“I hardly knew her myself,” Mrs. Howard said. “The shrine was Bill Carr’s idea.”


“The Bill Carr who went to West High?” Vrai remembered a plump, curly-haired boy who’d kept guns in his locker.


“That’s the one. Such a nice young man. He’s done missionary work in Mexico, you know.” With one hand on her cane and the other in front of her, Mrs. Howard moved forward until she touched the harp’s strings with her palm. Using the plane of the harp for guidance, she led Vrai to a corner cabinet with glass doors.


“In Mexico, when a child dies, the family makes a shrine.” Mrs. Howard recited the contents of Melody’s. “I gave her the porcelain ballerina for her tenth birthday. At the time, she wanted to be a ballet dancer. She did have a certain talent; what she lacked was the proper dedication. The photograph is Melody at sixteen. Isn’t she beautiful with her hair down? You wouldn’t believe the battle we had that day. She liked to wear her hair in braids. Pigtails, she called them. One braid in back is a pigtail. Two braids are just braids. The ribbons and trophies she won in swimming meets. Melody was such a good swimmer. It’s so very ironic. You’re probably wondering about the Mounds bars. Melody adored Mounds. More than she liked people, I think. I need to sit down.”


Vrai had two boys, both in college. Nothing could be worse than the death of a child. Skip’s mother had lost her husband and, now, both of her children. Vrai guided her to the couch and sat down beside her.


The house was silent, tomblike. Vrai smoothed the gray skirt of her two-piece dress, its overblouse a Mondrian-like pattern of blue, maroon, and gray rectangles. Three years ago she’d worn this dress out to dinner with Skip. Happier than she’d ever seen him, he excitedly told her, over paella and a carafe of sangría, all about his new girlfriend. Bev was recently divorced and nervous about dating again, Skip said, so they were taking it slow. They’d met by pure chance, in Poe Park, when Bev’s daughter asked to pet Cassi. The girl, Vrai later learned, looked a lot like Melody.


She glanced over at Mrs. Howard, who seemed to think the whole world knew about Melody’s suicide. Skip hadn’t wanted anyone to know, at least none of his co-workers in Baltimore. In a tearful conversation in Vrai’s office, he’d confided that his sister had drowned herself and that he was telling Vrai only because she’d known Melody. He then swore her to secrecy, saying he didn’t relish discussing his sister’s death with people who’d never met her.


That was eight years ago, in 1985. Vrai had faithfully kept her promise, but Skip got it into his head that she hadn’t. He refused to believe, or even to listen to, her protestations of innocence. She was still hurt, still angered by the abrupt end to their friendship. True grief, the sort she should be feeling right now, had not yet taken hold.


“Are you sure you want Skip’s dog?” A golden retriever, a replacement, Vrai had always suspected, for his golden-haired sister. “Cassi’s a bit hyperactive. I could just take her on back to Baltimore.”


And then what? Skip’s neighbor didn’t want Cassi. Vrai had her hands full with her own dogs.


“Cassi belongs here now,” Mrs Howard said. “You’d better bring her in.”


Not without telling Nancy first. “Where’s Nancy? I don’t want to leave you alone.”


“Dear,” Mrs. Howard croaked, “I’ve spent my whole life alone.”


Vrai left the room. It was an effort not to run. The visit was turning out to be even more difficult than she’d anticipated. She felt like a fictional version of herself, a character thrust into the wrong scene who didn’t know her lines. The very first thing she should’ve said to his mother was, “I’m so sorry about Skip.”


.........


By following the aroma of coffee, Vrai found Nancy slumped in a chair at the kitchen table with her head in her hands. “Skip was the sweet one,” Nancy said, looking up. “How could Skip Howard get hit by a car?”


“I’ve wondered that, too,” Vrai said. Skip had always had a wacky side. He loved practical jokes. But he was a scientist as well as a librarian—methodical, careful, observant. “We’ve had a lot of snow. Maybe he slipped.”


Nancy’s eyes narrowed, and Vrai longed to tell the former cop about the prescription sunglasses she’d found under the shrubbery near the scene of the accident. And the pair of glasses with a loose lens which someone, presumably Skip, had left on top of the television set in his apartment. Had Skip been wearing sunglasses because his other glasses needed to be repaired? Had he, for some reason, or no reason at all, flung the sunglasses aside before covering his eyes and running into the street?


Olmsted Parkway, in Baltimore, carried four lanes of traffic, three going south into the city and one going north. The John Joseph Stark Library (designated JJS on maps of the Stoneham-Knox University campus, and known affectionately to the students as JJ’s) was on the east side of the street. When crossing over from that side there was a tendency to look right, towards the three lanes of traffic, the bigger threat, and to forget all about looking left.


She’d once suggested to Skip that LOOK LEFT should be painted on the street, the way pedestrians were warned in London. To which Skip had replied, in his best John Cleese voice, “Brilliant. Precisely what they should do.”


Vrai had even searched his apartment for a suicide note. But Skip didn’t seem to have been planning anything. He’d left his bed unmade, dirty dishes in the sink, newspapers open on the dining room table. The disorder had been reassuring. Didn’t suicides tidy up first, plan things down to the last detail? For the visit to Neptune on her thirtieth birthday, Melody had worn an aqua bathing suit with a white trident on it.


Nancy stood up. “How about some coffee?”


“You read my mind.” Vrai sat down, said yes to cream and sugar, yes to a cornbread muffin, to butter and honey.


“You live in Baltimore, too?” Nancy said. “How did that happen, you and Skip in Baltimore?”


A good question. The discovery, ten years ago, that they’d chosen the same profession had been a shock to them both. It wasn’t until she arrived for her interview at the John Joseph Stark Library that she learned Skip was on the search committee. A lucky break for her, since the other candidates had master’s degrees in art history as well as the MLS. Although Skip had denied it, Vrai knew she owed her position as art history librarian to his kind and loyal nature. He’d adored Laramie, and Vrai was Laramie’s best friend. Somehow Skip must have convinced the right people that Vrai was the one for the job.


She kept it simple. “Skip and I worked in the same library.” Which had been true until a year and a half ago, when Skip’s position was eliminated. “Has someone named Beverly DeFazio called?”


“Not that I know of,” Nancy said. “Who’s she?”


“Skip’s girlfriend. I left a message, with her secretary, about the funeral today. Bev may call to find out what time and how to get there.” Vrai had left an earlier message, on Bev’s answering machine at home, after learning of Skip’s death. Neither call had been returned.


“So Skip had a girlfriend.” Nancy, leaning against the sink, wiped at her eyes with a dish towel. “What’s she like?”


“Bev’s an attorney. Mergers and acquisitions. They were talking about getting married.” But then she hadn’t seen Bev since Skip’s Halloween party, year before last, which was also the occasion for what turned out to be Vrai’s final conversation with Skip. “Thanks for the coffee. All right if I bring the dog in now? Mrs. Howard asked me to.”


“Let me go talk to her first.”


Alone in the kitchen, Vrai helped herself to another cup of coffee and sat gazing at a wall calendar. The month of March featured a photo of a stringed instrument. She had to squint to read the caption. The historic mandolin was the handiwork of a slave at Monticello.


Today was Friday, March 12, 1993.


Vrai let her mind wander back to Monday afternoon, March 8. Skip must have had his old Stoneham-Knox University ID with him when he died, because the hospital called the library office for his next of kin. After providing Mrs. Howard’s phone number, Margot, the library director’s secretary, called Vrai. Everyone knew Skip and Vrai were from the same home town; not everyone knew they’d had a falling out. Margot, sobbing, said she’d heard the sirens and seen the ambulance from her window but had no idea it was Skip.


The Art History Library was across campus from the main library. Vrai had heard and seen nothing. She replaced the receiver and sat staring out her office window into the branches of a dogwood which would soon bloom pink, waiting for Margot to call back to say Skip had been spotted at Baskin-Robbins, or over in Poe Park walking his dog, and so wasn’t really dead after all.


And there, floating outside the window, was Skip’s face—his balding head, his wire-rimmed glasses, his lopsided grin. He seemed about to say something, when a vivid flash of red shattered the daydream. A male cardinal swooped down to perch on a tree branch. The cardinal cocked his head and stared back at Vrai, as if passing judgment.


Nancy touched Vrai’s shoulder, startling her back to today, the day of Skip’s funeral.


“Mrs. Howard has a woman who comes in during the week to help out. Evenings and weekends, neighborhood teenagers can walk the dog.” Nancy didn’t sound too sure about the latter. “But she’s asking for you. Something about a shrine. I’m going to make her an egg salad sandwich. Would you like one?”


“No thanks.” Vrai left the kitchen and walked through the pale green house to the room with the harp in it.





chapter 2



Mrs. Howard was standing with her cheek against the harp’s frame, her long arms outstretched, her fingers plucking soft green air. When she sensed Vrai’s presence, she stopped playing imaginary music and located her cane. “Shall we make that shrine now?”


As a child, crossing the creek behind her parents’ house, Vrai had been able to hop nimbly from rock to rock. Now, halfway across the day of Skip’s funeral, she wasn’t sure she’d ever make it to the other side.


“A shrine?” she said to Skip’s grieving mother. “Where?”


“Why, in the bookcase. Nancy says you brought some photos. That’s a start.”


But why start now? Couldn’t it wait until after the funeral?


She removed a framed photo from the box on the coffee table. “Here’s a picture of Skip and Melody when they were little.”


“Which one?” Mrs. Howard didn’t even try to look at it.


“They’re sitting on a diving board.”


“Yes, I always liked that one. What else?”


One by one Vrai described the photographs. To free up a shelf, she took down a leather-bound set of Shakespeare.


“How is it you have our family photos? If you don’t mind my asking.”


Vrai explained about going to Skip’s apartment to check on Cassi.


“So you knew I’d want a shrine.” Mrs. Howard seemed pleased. “Were you and Skip dating?”


“No ma’am.” Vrai heard her accent returning. “Skip had a girlfriend. Bev. It’s possible she’ll be at the service this afternoon.”


Mrs. Howard had no interest in Bev. “Then what were you doing in Baltimore?”


“Pure coincidence.” Vrai tempered this lie with a partial truth. “My husband found work there. He’s a photographer.” Bob lived and worked in Seattle now. They were still married, still speaking to each other, but neither had yet spoken the word divorce. “I value our family photographs. I thought you might feel the same way about yours.”


“Photographs, fine,” Mrs. Howard rasped. “What else did you bring?”


Vrai began unwrapping Skip’s collection of salt and pepper shakers. Salt and pepper shakers in a shrine? Mrs. Howard wrinkled her nose.


Better than candy bars, Vrai thought but did not say. “They show his wonderful sense of humor.”


Mrs. Howard held out her hand.


“This one’s Popeye,” Vrai said.


Long fingers found the two holes in Popeye’s head. “Pepper?”


“Yes ma’am. Here’s Olive Oyl. She’s the salt.”


“Well, I’ll be!” Mrs. Howard said, sounding exactly like her long-limbed, slow-talking son, who’d never lost his East Tennessee accent. She inspected each pair—Mickey and Minnie, Rhett and Scarlet, Elvis and Priscilla, Johnny and June Carter Cash, John and Yoko, Sylvester and Tweety—before handing them back. “But you used to date Skip. The two of you went to a dance together.”


“Once,” Vrai said.


“Poor Skip. He’d wanted to be Laramie’s escort that night.”


“Poor Skip?”


“He had such a crush on Laramie,” Mrs. Howard said with a sigh.


Which was exactly why Laramie had asked her brother, Lloyd, to take her. She hadn’t wanted to get Skip’s hopes up.


“I had a crush on Lloyd,” Vrai said.


“Lloyd Eisen? Poor you.”


I’ve been sleeping with Lloyd for several years now, Vrai wanted to shock Mrs. Howard by saying. He’s going to divorce his wife after his daughters graduate from college. “We double-dated that night,” she said. “The four of us, paired off all wrong. It was weird.”


“Skip was in the Army then.”


Vrai nodded, then realized it was necessary to speak. “That’s right.”


“I do wish he’d gone to medical school when he got out. Instead he chose graduate work in chemistry, and then he became a . . .”


“Librarian?” Vrai offered.


“I thought he’d completely lost his mind.”


Vrai set the last pair of salt and pepper shakers down hard. “I’m a librarian.”


“But, my dear. It’s fine for you. Skip’s cousin Donald is a doctor, an orthopedist in Chattanooga. Skip was twice as smart as Donny.” Mrs. Howard gave each item on the shelf a gentle, welcoming touch. “Skip did seem to enjoy library work, though. He was head of his department.” She hesitated. “Do you happen to know? Was he on his lunch hour when the accident occurred?”


If Skip had told his mother about losing his job, she’d forgotten it. “He could’ve been going for ice cream.” Vrai wondered if this might be true. “There’s a Baskin-Robbins on the other side of the street.”


Mrs. Howard nodded. “That boy did love ice cream.”


Vrai removed the last item from the box. “You asked me to bring the newspaper article about the accident.”


“I’ll read that later,” the blind woman said.


Realizing the details of Skip’s death might be too painful for his mother, Vrai nearly pocketed the newspaper clipping. But Nancy, having overheard, put down the tray she was carrying and held out her hand. Vrai relinquished the clipping and went to find her coat. Fresh air was what she needed. Several dozen enormous gulps of it.


.........


Cassi was so eager to leap out of the car that Vrai had difficulty grabbing the leash. Once she had a good grip, she pulled the dog toward the rear of the house, past a gray Dodge sporting a “Clinton-Gore 92” bumper sticker.


In back of Vrai’s parents’ old house was a creek, and beyond the creek was a railroad track. Behind the Howards’ house was a brick patio, with steps leading down to a tennis court.


A tennis court now in ruins, the red Tennessee clay cracked and uneven, the white chalk lines a distant memory. A roller sat rusting in one corner. The drooping net had gaping holes in it. Vrai remembered the feeling of running on a surface like orange velvet, so soft and smooth that each footprint seemed a pale orange shadow.


As Cassi squatted in the grass beside the chain-link fence, Vrai studied the house next door. Formerly a beautifully proportioned Spanish colonial, a lovely white stucco, Laramie and Lloyd’s childhood home had been transformed by its new owners into a mustard-colored monstrosity. It was impossible to locate the window through which Vrai had first seen two teenagers named Skip and Lloyd.


She and Laramie had met the first day of seventh grade, when they chose seats next to each other in Algebra I. A few weeks later, while sitting on her new friend’s bedroom rug, Vrai had tried to learn the rules of mahjong, a game at which she would never excel, just as Laramie would never be very good at leaping from rock to rock across a creek.


Through the bedroom windows came the rhythmic sounds of a game of tennis, which continued despite a sudden downpour and rumblings of thunder. The girls got up to close the windows and stayed to watch the endless point being played below. Two boys were swatting a soggy tennis ball back and forth, ignoring the lines on the court and the number of bounces, paying no attention to the flashes of lightning and the pouring rain. They were fourteen and had no fear.


The skinny boy with glasses was Skip Howard. His more muscular opponent was Laramie’s brother, Lloyd Eisen.


Like her brother, Laramie had hair and eyes so dark as to be nearly black, but there the resemblance ended. Laramie was not terribly athletic, and she was fair-skinned, with permanently rosy cheeks, as if she’d carelessly slapped on some of her mother’s rouge. Laramie always seemed to be either blushing or overexcited, a trait Vrai the redhead shared with her best friend. That and wildly curly hair.


Even after a jagged streak of lightning stitched the dark sky, the boys kept playing. It had become a game of chicken, with neither wanting to be the first to stop.


Skip’s little sister came quietly down the Howards’ back steps. As if oblivious to the thunderstorm, Melody stood on the patio sucking her thumb and twirling a damp pigtail.


After one last forehand Skip ran to his sister, scooped her up, and carried her inside. The good brother. Keeping Melody safe, at least for the moment, from the harm he must have known would come to her.


Of the five young people that stormy afternoon, three were now dead. A year or so after Melody drowned herself in the Pacific, Laramie and her husband, a Chilean poet, were shot and killed while taking a pre-breakfast stroll on Cape Cod.


Dear, adventuresome, fun-loving Laramie, who, as anyone could have told Skip, was not about to marry the boy next door. Instead of staying in Knoxville and attending the University of Tennessee, as Lloyd and Skip and Vrai had done, Laramie went off to the other UT, in Austin, Texas. After graduation she found a job teaching in Chile, where she fell in love, both with the country and with a poet named Miguel. Many thought Miguel Jose Santiago was destined to win for Chile a third Nobel Prize in Literature, following in the footsteps of Gabriela Mistral and Pablo Neruda.


The assassinations were in retaliation for Lingering Cries, Miguel’s final book of poetry. Each poem was about a victim of torture. The book was published in the U.S. but not in Chile, the home to which the poet was not permitted to return.


His passport had been stamped Listado. He and Laramie were on Pinochet’s list.


.........


After college, Laramie had moved to another continent, another hemisphere. Vrai had ventured only two states away, to Ohio. At first proud of the fact that she was one of the few art history majors in her graduating class to have found a job in art, she soon realized that her responsibilities at the High Street Gallery, in Columbus, consisted of little more than answering the phone and running errands. OSU was UT on a slightly larger scale, exhibiting the same football mania in the fall. She missed the Smoky Mountains.


Then, one morning in December, as she was walking to work in the snow, a man took her picture. “Red on White on High” he planned to call it. Asking her permission beforehand, while admittedly the courteous thing to do, would have been, he explained, artistically self-defeating.


His name was Bob Lynde. Age twenty-four, with laugh lines accentuating his violet-blue eyes. An OSU freshman planning to major in physics. To make up for five years of Army haircuts, he was letting his hair grow.


Six months later, in 1969, Vrai became a June bride.


When developed, “Red on White on High” proved to be out of focus. The photographer figured out what he’d done wrong. Bob Lynde hardly ever made the same mistake twice. It was one of his most reliable qualities.


In September of 1986 Bob took time off from his new job in Seattle to stay with their two boys in Baltimore while Vrai flew off for a week in Spain. She’d traveled solo, intentionally out of touch while moving from hostel to hostel, hoping the varied art and architecture of sunny Iberia would temporarily obliterate the signs that her marriage was unraveling.


She’d been in her job as art history librarian for nearly three years by then. It was the ideal job for her. The boys, too, were happy in Baltimore. She and Bob had bought a large row house. Why move again so soon? And so very far away? Vrai didn’t think Bob had exhausted the local job possibilities. Washington, DC, would’ve been far preferable to Washington state.


Was she being selfish and unreasonable? she kept asking herself in Spain. Which was more important, her marriage or her job? Did she have to choose? Was there a way to keep them both? She planned to have a long talk with Bob when she returned. If they still loved each other, then surely they could work things out.


By the time Bob met her at the airport, Laramie and Miguel had already been buried, in a cemetery near Boston. After learning of their deaths from Skip, Bob had tried, without success, to get a message to Vrai.


Travel-weary, she didn’t understand the first time Bob told her. Very gently, before exiting the airport parking garage, he told her again. She still couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Laramie was shot dead,” Bob said finally, and Vrai punched him in the arm.


Later that week Skip came to her office to tell her about the funeral. She didn’t want to listen, and as it turned out, she didn’t have to. Skip broke down and couldn’t continue. Laramie had been Vrai’s best friend, not Skip’s, but it was Vrai who comforted him that day. They stood with their arms around each other—Skip sobbing, Vrai patting him on the back—in full view of anyone on the other side of the glass partition between her office and the library tables and shelving.


It had happened on a beach near Laramie’s parents’ summer home on Cape Cod. Multiple shots were fired from a boat which then sped off, leaving Laramie and Miguel dead on the sand and orphaning their almost four-year-old son.


From her trip diary Vrai determined she’d been in the Prado at the time. That she had not felt so much as a twinge still bothered her. Somehow she should have known.


She’d vowed to go to Chile and hunt down the killers. Librarians were skilled at locating information. She would brush up on her high-school Spanish well enough to conduct interviews. Those responsible would be identified and brought to justice.


And what had she done so far? On the question of justice for Laramie Eisen Santiago, her oldest and dearest friend, Vraiment Stevens Lynde had done absolutely nada.





chapter 3



As Cassi pulled Vrai toward the driveway, a blue BMW like Lloyd’s appeared. It was Lloyd’s. He was driving.


Vrai was treated to a second taste of the cornbread muffins. Lloyd was the first person she’d called after learning of Skip’s death. In subsequent phone conversations he’d urged her not to come to Knoxville, warning that he wouldn’t be able to talk to her at the funeral, not with Marianne by his side. “I’m no good at deception,” he’d claimed, “and neither are you.”


The BMW came to a stop in front of the Eisens’ old house. Lloyd said something to the woman behind him, who rolled down her window, as if that might somehow erase the ill-considered changes and return the Spanish stucco to its former beauty. Vrai hadn’t seen Marianne since high school but recognized her instantly.


The young boy in the passenger seat had to be Jonathan Santiago, Laramie and Miguel’s child. Ten years old now, he lived with his aunt and uncle in Asheville, North Carolina. Lloyd had argued against bringing the boy along—Jonathan had never even met Skip—but Marianne thought a funeral might help Jonathan to accept his parents’ deaths, or some such nonsense. Obviously Marianne had prevailed.


After Laramie and Miguel were killed, Vrai had wanted to take Jonathan in herself but had been reluctant to offer. She wasn’t a relative, and she and Bob no longer lived together. Lloyd and Marianne seemed the perfect couple, high-school sweethearts whose marriage had lasted. When her affair with Lloyd began, Vrai let herself dream. Soon she’d be sharing a house with Lloyd and his nephew. Baltimore? Asheville? They’d work it out.


Jonathan’s cousins, two girls, were eleven and thirteen when he moved in. According to Lloyd, Marianne resented having to care for a young child again, especially a headstrong boy with “adjustment problems.” As a result, she’d gained weight (blimped up, was how Lloyd put it) and lost all interest in sex.


Was referring to his wife as a blimp unkind? Of course it was. Did Vrai feel a guilty sort of glee upon learning that tiny little Marianne Cox had turned into a middle-aged roly-poly? Yes, indeed. Even good-hearted Laramie had disliked Marianne.


Unwilling to face Lloyd just yet, Vrai tugged hard on Cassi’s leash and retreated to the patio, from which steps led up to Mrs. Howard’s back door. Nancy heard Vrai knocking and let them in.


Cassi, her toenails clicking on the kitchen floor, sniffed at Nancy’s stockinged legs, then jumped up and pawed at her skirt. Nancy responded by giving the dog a swift kick in the chest.


“Oh, don’t hurt her,” Vrai protested, tightening the leash, but Cassi seemed more chastened than injured. “Is that your Dodge outside?”


Nancy’s eyes went wide. “The doctor rammed my car?”


“The orthopedist from Chattanooga? Where is he?”


“At the airport. His wife and daughters were off in the Bahamas. They’d be safer in a taxi cab. That man’s a terrible driver.”


“Your car’s fine,” Vrai said. “I noticed your bumper sticker. I voted for Clinton, too.” It took courage to be openly Democratic in Knoxville.


“Good for us.” Nancy smiled, then shook her head. “Mrs. Howard wouldn’t even vote. I offered to take her. Wouldn’t even let me send for an absentee ballot.”


“I need to get the dog food from my car.” Vrai waited a beat, hoping Nancy would offer to go instead. Lloyd might give Nancy a friendly wave. “Could you watch Cassi?”


Nancy backed away.


“Skip really loved this dog,” Vrai said.


“Doesn’t mean I have to love it, too.” Reluctantly, Nancy took the leash.


.........


At the front door Vrai hesitated. A part of her hoped Lloyd would be gone. A less cowardly part wanted to give him fair warning. Despite his objections, she would be at Skip’s funeral.


She stepped over to the mirror above the hall table and tried to tame her wild hair. My Pre-Raphaelite beauty, her husband used to call her. She didn’t consider herself beautiful. Her one good feature? Hemlockgreen eyes.


The BMW hadn’t moved. Marianne, her chin in the air, continued to peer out the back window. Her hair was still blond, cut short and swept back. In high school, where petite Marianne had had to look up at nearly everyone, she’d somehow managed to look down her nose at most of the world. This imperious demeanor had not changed.


Little Miss Perfect, Laramie had dubbed her.


As Vrai headed toward her own car, Lloyd exited his. Perhaps blinded by the hideous additions to his former home, he didn’t seem to have noticed the white Toyota with Maryland license plates parked next door.


One of the hideous additions, Vrai realized with a start, was a garden with a poignantly familiar design. Yes, Luther Stevens himself had laid out those pathways, built the brick walls, and planted the boxwoods.


Rule number one at Stevens Landscaping: a garden should be in harmony with its house. Vrai remembered the gardens she’d seen in Spain, the enclosed patios, the tiled pools and fountains, the large pots of brightly colored geraniums against white walls, the graceful Moorish arches, the eucalyptus and cypress and oleander. Her father had surely made similar suggestions, had tried, in his gentle way, to persuade the new owners toward harmony. She imagined his fatalistic shrug, his wry smile at his rule number two: the customer is the boss, and the boss is always right.
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