

[image: Images]




Praise for MARY HIGGINS CLARK and THE LOTTERY WINNER


“The six stories in THE LOTTERY WINNER are gems . . . . In addition to Clark’s tight, wonderfully suspenseful plots, the reader simply enjoys being with Alvirah and Willie . . . . Clark has always been a great author with whom to spend an afternoon or evening, and her latest book holds true to form.”


—Sally Kuzenski, Baton Rouge Advocate


“Clark’s book is fun because perhaps everyone has dreamed of winning the lottery, and the two protagonists of these stories couldn’t be more deserving . . . . Alvirah also has turned into a brilliant sleuth . . . . Best of all, we get to play You Be the Detective with the unflappable Alvirah . . . . Let’s hear it for Mary Higgins Clark.”


—Patricia Holt, San Francisco Chronicle


“Readers of Mary Higgins Clark will welcome this collection of stories from her experienced hand in a series of ingenious mystery-cum-search exploits which testify to the author’s storytelling abilities.”


—John Barkham Reviews


“The Meehans’ escapades constitute a good read.”


—L. Elizabeth Beattie, Lexington Herald Leader


“This is literary comfort food . . . just as chicken soup is soothing to the body, THE LOTTERY WINNER restores the . . . mind . . . . The reader is hooked.”


—Adrienne A. Bendel, Denver Post


“A Mary Higgins Clark novel is as distinctly suspenseful as a Stephen King cemetery or a John Grisham brief . . . . She is synonymous with tales of heartbreaking loss and heart-wrenching terror.”


—Neil McGaughey, Clarion-Ledger (MS)


Praise for Remember Me


“Suspense with a capital S . . . ”


—Carol Deegan, Associated Press


“Mary Higgins Clark . . . gets better with every book . . . . Her writing is so effortless that you don’t realize until you race to the last sentence just how carefully she’s plotted this page-turner.”


—Mary Ann Grossmann, St. Paul Pioneer Express


“Like a sleek golden spider weaving an intricate, stunningly beautiful web, master storyteller Mary Higgins Clark tells a tale of murder and love, treachery and innocence, ghosts and ghouls in Remember Me . . . . The level of suspense is unrelenting . . . . Whether one’s destination is Cape Cod, Tibet or a hammock in the backyard, Remember Me is worth taking along.”


—Giles Singleton, Lexington Herald-Leader


“Remember Me has perfect page-turner ingredients . . . . Clark’s forte is playing on ordinary fears and jealousies while weaving in a growing menace of evil.”


—Cathy Collison, Detroit Free Press


“Well-paced, moving right along with interest sustained at every point . . . You have to keep on turning those pages . . . . The unique mood of the Cape is conveyed so vividly that one can almost smell the salty tang of a sea breeze.”


—Clare Karis, Worcester Magazine


“Remember Me pulls it off brilliantly, harkening back to the best of Daphne DuMaurier.”


—Susan Toepfer, People


Praise for I’ll Be Seeing You


“The story moves swiftly and plays cunningly on the universal fear of parental loss and abandonment. And by voicing our secret anxieties about designer genetics . . . Ms. Clark raises . . . horrid possibilities. . . . ”


—The New York Times Book Review


“A page-turner that is one of her strongest books ever.”


—Susan Toepfer, People


“The best of this year’s beach books is Mary Higgins Clark’s I’ll Be Seeing You, not only because its characters seem the most real, but because Clark is a flawless storyteller . . . . When Clark tells a story, the diverse elements twine together in ways that draw the reader on to a gripping and plausible end.”


—Washington Post Book World


“Mary Higgins Clark’s tenth novel is another page-turner with a strong, endearing heroine and plenty of surprises. The book’s climax [contains an] ingenious twist . . . . As a storyteller, Mary Higgins Clark is first-rate.”


—Baltimore Sun


“Clark, one of today’s best suspense writers, weaves a spidery web of intrigue in I’ll Be Seeing You that tantalizes and mystifies to the very end.”


—Copley News Service


“Mary Higgins Clark is one of a kind. Her personal stamp is packing more plot into a few hundred pages than anyone else would dare . . . . I’ll Be Seeing You is . . . a taut, entertaining thriller.”


—Orange County Register
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For my siblings-in-law and friends,


June M. Clark and in memory of Allan Clark


Ken and Irene Clark


Agnes Partei and in memory of George ParteI


Dear companions of my salad days,


aren’t we all still twenty-two?





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Alvirah Meehan made her debut—if you can call it that—as a character in my novel Weep No More, My Lady. A cleaning woman in her late fifties, she and her plumber husband, Willy, had won forty million dollars in the New York State Lottery. Alvirah immediately decided to satisfy her long-held dream of going to the Cypress Point Spa and mingling with the celebrities who frequented it.


Unfortunately for Alvirah, she was too smart, got on the track of a killer and became a victim herself. In the early drafts of Weep No More, My Lady, poor Alvirah did not survive to the last page.


Then my daughter Carol Higgins Clark read the manuscript and protested, “You can’t do that. Alvirah is much too funny. Besides, haven’t you knocked off enough people in this book?”


“She has to die,” I said firmly.


But Carol was so persuasive that I brought Alvirah back from death’s door.


I’m certainly glad I did. I count her and Willy as dear friends. They are my only continuing characters, and now I hope you enjoy reading about their adventures as much as I enjoy writing about them.


Thanks, Carol.





The Body in the Closet



If Alvirah had known on that July evening what was waiting for her at her fancy new apartment on Central Park South, she would never have gotten off the plane. As it was, there was absolutely no hint of foreboding in her usually keen psyche as the plane circled for a landing.


Even though she and Willy had been bitten by the travel bug after they won forty million dollars in the lottery, and had by now taken a number of exciting trips, Alvirah was always glad to get back to New York. There was something heartwarming about the view from the airplane: the skyscrapers silhouetted against the clouds, the lights of the bridges that spanned the East River.


Willy patted her hand, and Alvirah turned to him with an affectionate smile. He looked grand, she thought, in his new blue linen jacket that matched the color of his eyes. With those eyes and his thick head of white hair, Willy was a double for Tip O’Neill, no mistake about it.


Alvirah smoothed her russet-brown hair, recently tinted and styled by Dale of London. Dale had marveled to hear that Alvirah was pushing sixty. “You’re funning me,” he had gasped. She knew such compliments were probably hollow, but she liked to hear them anyway.


Yes, Alvirah reflected as she watched the city below, life had been grand to her and Willy. In addition to allowing them to travel at will and to buy all the creature comforts one could desire, their newfound wealth had also opened new doors of opportunity in unexpected ways, such as her involvement with one of the city’s major newspapers, the New York Globe. It all began when a Globe editor talked to her and Willy after they won the lottery. Alvirah had told him that she was realizing her longtime ambition to be a guest at the elegant Cypress Point Spa, and it wasn’t just the makeover she was looking forward to—it was also the chance to be mingling with all the celebrities she loved to read about.


The newspaper editor, obviously spotting in Alvirah some special talent for sniffing out news, plus the perseverance to pursue it to the end, persuaded her to take on an assignment for him. He asked her to keep her eyes open and her ears alert, with the idea in mind of writing an article about her experiences at the exclusive spa. And to further aid her in the process of gathering news and impressions, he gave her a lapel pin in the shape of a sunburst that actually contained a tiny recording device. That way she could record her impressions while they were fresh, and she might even pick up a few bits of conversation from those very people she was so anxious to meet.


The results had proved even more dramatic than either she or the editor had hoped, for at the spa she recorded someone who was in the act of trying to kill her, an attack brought on by her sleuthing into a murder that had occurred there. With the help of her detection—and the handy recording device—Alvirah had not only helped to solve a crime but had embarked on a whole new and unexpected career as occasional columnist and amateur sleuth.


Now, as she sat buckled into her seat, thinking back over her most recent trip, she fingered the sunburst pin—a more-or-less permanent fixture on any outfit she wore—and reflected on how disappointed her editor was going to be. “This trip was wonderful,” she said to Willy, “but there wasn’t a single adventure I could write about. The most exciting thing during the whole trip was when the Queen stopped in for tea at the Stafford Hotel, and the manager’s cat attacked her corgis.”


“Well I for one am glad we had a nice, calm vacation,” Willy said. “I can’t take much more of you almost getting killed solving crimes.”


The British Airways flight attendant was walking down the aisle of the first-class cabin, checking that seat belts were fastened. “I certainly enjoyed talking with you,” she told them. Willy had explained to her, as he would to almost any willing ear, that he’d been a plumber and Alvirah a cleaning woman until they won the forty-million-dollar lottery two years ago. “My goodness,” the flight attendant said now to Alvirah, “I just can’t believe you were ever a char.”


*   *   *


In a mercifully short time after landing they were in the waiting limousine, their matching Vuitton luggage stacked in the trunk. As usual, New York in August was hot, sticky and sultry. The air-conditioning in the limo had just gone on the fritz, and Alvirah thought longingly ahead to their new apartment on Central Park South, which would be wonderfully cool. They still kept their old three-room flat in Flushing where they’d lived for forty years before the lottery changed their lives. As Willy pointed out, you never knew if someday New York would go broke and tell the lottery winners to take a flying leap for the rest of their winnings.


When the limo pulled up to the apartment building, the doorman opened the door for them. “You must be melting,” Alvirah said. “You’d think they wouldn’t bother dressing you up until they finished the renovations.”


The building was undergoing a total overhaul. When they had bought the apartment in the spring, the real estate agent had assured them that the refurbishing would be completed in a matter of weeks. It was clear from the scaffolding still in the lobby that he had been wildly optimistic.


At the bank of elevators they were joined by another couple, a tall, fiftyish man and a slender woman wearing a white silk evening suit and an expression that reminded Alvirah of someone who has opened a refrigerator and encountered the odor of eggs gone bad. I know them, Alvirah thought and began ruffling through her prodigious memory. He was Carlton Rumson, the legendary Broadway producer, and she was his wife, Victoria, a sometime actress who had been a Miss America runner-up some thirty years ago.


“Mr. Rumson!” With a warm smile, Alvirah reached out her hand. “I’m Alvirah Meehan. We met at the Cypress Point Spa in Pebble Beach. What a nice surprise! This is my husband, Willy. Do you live here?”


Rumson’s smile came and went. “We keep an apartment here for convenience.” He nodded to Willy, then grudgingly introduced his wife. The elevator door opened as Victoria Rumson acknowledged them with the flicker of an eyelid. What a cold fish, Alvirah thought, taking in the perfect but haughty profile, the pale-blond hair pulled back in a chignon. Long years of reading People, US, the National Enquirer and gossip columns had resulted in Alvirah’s brain becoming the repository of an awesome amount of information about the rich and famous.


They had just stopped at the thirty-fourth floor as Alvirah remembered her Rumson tidbits. He was famous for his wandering eye, while his wife’s ability to overlook his indiscretions had earned her the nickname “See-No-Evil Vicky.” Obviously a perfect match, Alvirah thought.


“Mr. Rumson,” Alvirah said, “Willy’s nephew, Brian McCormack, is a wonderful playwright. He’s just finished his second play. I’d love to have you read it.”


Rumson looked annoyed. “My office is listed in the phone book,” he said.


“Brian’s first play is running off-Broadway right now,” Alvirah persisted. “One of the critics said he’s a young Neil Simon.”


“Come on, honey,” Willy urged. “You’re holding up these folks.”


Unexpectedly the glacier look melted from Victoria Rumson’s face. “Darling,” she said, “I’ve heard about Brian McCormack. Why don’t you read the play here? It will only get buried in your office. Mrs. Meehan, send it by our apartment.”


“That’s real nice of you, Victoria,” Alvirah said heartily. “You’ll have it tomorrow.”


As they walked from the elevator to their apartment, Willy asked, “Honey, don’t you think you were being a little pushy?”


“Absolutely not,” Alvirah said. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Anything I can do to help Brian’s career is A-OK with me.”


*   *   *


Their apartment commanded a sweeping view of Central Park. Alvirah never stepped into it without thinking that not so long ago she had considered her Thursday cleaning job, Mrs. Chester Lollop’s house in Little Neck, a miniature palace. Boy, had her eyes been opened these last few years!


They’d bought the apartment completely furnished from a stockbroker who’d been indicted for insider trading. He had just had it done by an interior designer who, he assured them, was the absolute rage of Manhattan. Secretly Alvirah now had serious doubts about just what kind of rage he’d been talking about. The living room, dining room and kitchen were stark white. There were low white sofas that she had to hoist herself out of, thick white carpeting that showed every speck of dirt, white counters and cabinets and marble and appliances that reminded her of all the tubs and sinks and toilets she’d ever tried to scrub free of rust.


And tonight there was something new, a large printed sign taped to the door leading to the terrace. Alvirah crossed to the door to read it.


A building inspection has revealed that this is one of a small number of apartments in which a serious structural weakness has been found in the guardrailing and the panels of the terrace. Your terrace is safe for normal use, but do not lean on the guardrail or permit others to do so. Repairs will be completed as rapidly as possible.


After reading the notice silently, she read it aloud to Willy, then shrugged. “Well, I certainly have brains enough not to lean on any guardrail, safe or not.”


Willy smiled sheepishly. He was scared silly of heights and never set foot on the terrace. As he’d said when they bought the apartment, “You love a terrace, I love terra firma.”


Willy went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Alvirah opened the terrace door and stepped outside. The sultry air was a hot wave against her face, but she didn’t care. There was something she loved about standing out here, looking across the park at the festive glow from the decorated trees around the Tavern on the Green, the ribbons of headlights of the cars and the glimpses of horse-drawn carriages in the distance.


Oh, it’s good to be back! she thought again as she went inside and surveyed the living room, her expert eye observing the degree of efficiency of the weekly cleaning service that should have been in yesterday. She was surprised to see fingerprints smeared across the glass cocktail table. Automatically she reached for a handkerchief and vigorously rubbed them away. Then she noticed that the tieback on the drapery next to the terrace door was missing. Hope it didn’t end up in the vacuum, she thought. At least I was a good cleaning woman. Then she remembered what the British Airways attendant had said—or a good char, whatever that is.


“Hey, Alvirah,” Willy called. “Did Brian leave a note? Looks like he may have been expecting someone.”


Brian, Willy’s nephew, was the only child of his oldest sister, Madaline. Six of Willy’s seven sisters had gone into the convent. Madaline had married in her forties and produced a change-of-life baby, Brian, who was now twenty-six years old. He had been raised in Nebraska, written plays for a repertory company out there and came to New York after Madaline’s death two years ago. All of Alvirah’s untapped maternal instincts were released by Brian, with his thin, intense face, unruly sandy hair and shy smile. As she often told Willy, “If I’d carried him inside me for nine months, I couldn’t love him more.”


When they’d left for England in June, Brian was finishing the first draft of his new play and had been glad to accept their offer of a key to the Central Park South apartment. “It’s a heck of a lot easier to write there than in my place,” was his grateful comment. He lived in a walk-up in the East Village, surrounded by large noisy families.


Alvirah went into the kitchen. She raised her eyebrows. A bottle of champagne, standing in a wine cooler which was now half full of water, and two champagne glasses were on a silver tray. The champagne was a gift from the broker who’d handled the apartment sale. The broker had several times informed them that that particular champagne cost a hundred dollars a bottle and was the brand the Queen of England herself enjoyed sipping.


Willy looked troubled. “That’s the stuff that’s so crazy expensive, isn’t it? No way Brian would help himself to that without asking. There’s something funny going on.” Alvirah opened her mouth to reassure him, then closed it. Willy was right. There was something funny going on, and her antenna told her trouble was brewing.


The chimes rang. An apologetic porter was at the door with their bags. “Sorry to be so long, Mr. Meehan. Since the remodeling began, so many residents are using the service elevator that the staff has to stand in line for it.” At Willy’s request, he deposited the bags in the bedroom, then departed smiling, his palm closing over a five-dollar bill.


Willy and Alvirah shared a pot of tea in the kitchen. Willy kept staring at the champagne bottle. “I’m gonna call Brian,” he said.


“He’ll still be at the theater,” Alvirah said, closed her eyes, concentrated and gave him the telephone number of the box office.


Willy dialed, listened, then hung up. “There’s a recorder on,” he said flatly. “Brian’s play closed. They talk about how to get refunds.”


“The poor kid,” Alvirah said. “Try his apartment.”


“Only the answering machine,” he told her a moment later. “I’ll leave a message for him.”


Alvirah suddenly realized how weary she was. As she collected teacups she reminded herself that it was 5:00 A.M., English time, so she had a right to feel as though all her bones were aching. She put the teacups in the dishwasher, hesitated, then rinsed out the unused champagne glasses and put them in the dishwasher too. Her friend Baroness Min von Schreiber—who owned the Cypress Point Spa where Alvirah had gone to be made over after she won the lottery—had told her that expensive wines should never be left standing. With a damp sponge, she gave a vigorous rub to the unopened bottle, the silver tray and bucket and put them away. Turning the lights out behind her, she went into the bedroom.


Willy had begun to unpack. Alvirah liked the bed room. It had been furnished for the bachelor stockbroker with a king-sized bed, a triple dresser, comfortable easy chairs, and night tables large enough to hold at the same time a stack of books, reading glasses and mineral ice for Alvirah’s rheumatic knees. The decor, however, convinced her that the trendy interior designer must have been weaned on bleach. White spread. White drapes. White carpet.


The porter had left Alvirah’s garment bag laid out across the bed. She unlocked it and began to remove the suits and dresses. Baroness von Schreiber was always pleading with her not to go shopping on her own. “Alvirah,” Min would argue, “you are natural prey for saleswomen who have been ordered to unload the buyers’ mistakes. They sense your approach even while you’re still in the elevator. I’m in New York enough. You come to the spa several times a year. Wait till we’re together; I will shop with you.”


Alvirah wondered if Min would approve of the orange-and-pink plaid suit that the saleswoman in Harrods had raved over. Looking at it now, she was sure Min wouldn’t.


Her arms filled with clothing, she opened the door of the closet, glanced down and let out a shriek. Lying on the carpeted floor between rows of Alvirah’s size-10 extra-wide designer shoes, with green eyes staring up, crinkly blond hair flowing around her face, tongue slightly protruding and the missing drapery tieback around her neck, was the body of a slender young woman.


“Blessed Mother,” Alvirah moaned as the clothes fell from her arms.


“What’s the matter, honey?” Willy demanded, rushing to her side. “Oh my God,” he breathed. “Who the hell is that?”


“It’s . . . it’s . . . you know. The actress. The one who had the lead in Brian’s play. The one Brian is so crazy about.” Alvirah squeezed her eyes shut, glad to free herself from the glazed expression on the face of the body at her feet. “Fiona Winters.”


Willy’s arm firmly around her, Alvirah walked to one of the low couches in the living room that made her knees feel as though they were going to meet her chin. As he dialed 911, she forced her head to clear. It doesn’t take a lot of brains to know that this could look very bad for Brian, she told herself. I’ve got to get my thinking cap on and remember everything I can about that girl. She was so nasty to Brian. Had they had a fight?


Willy crossed the room, sat beside her and reached for her hand. “It’s going to be all right, honey,” he said. “The police will be here in a few minutes.”


“Call Brian again,” Alvirah told him.


“Good idea.” Willy dialed quickly. “Still that darn machine. I’ll leave another message. Try to rest.”


Alvirah nodded, closed her eyes and immediately turned her thoughts to the night last April when Brian’s play had opened.


The theater had been crowded. Brian had arranged for them to have front-row-center seats, and Alvirah wore her new silver-and-black sequin dress. The play, Falling Bridges, was set in Nebraska and was about a family reunion. Fiona Winters played the socialite who is bored with her unsophisticated in-laws, and Alvirah had to admit she was very believable, though she liked the girl who played the second lead much better—Emmy Laker had bright-red hair, blue eyes and portrayed a funny but wistful character to perfection.


The performances brought a standing ovation, and Alvirah’s heart swelled with pride when the cries of “Author! Author!” brought Brian to the stage. When he was handed a bouquet and leaned over the footlights to give it to Alvirah, she started to cry.


The opening-night party was in the upstairs room of Gallagher’s Steak House. Brian kept the seats on either side of him for Alvirah and Fiona Winters. Willy and Emmy Laker sat opposite. It didn’t take Alvirah long to get the lay of the land. Brian hovered over Fiona Winters like a lovesick calf, but she kept putting him down and letting them know about her high-class background, saying things like, “The family was appalled when after Foxcroft I decided to go into the theater.” She then proceeded to tell Willy and Brian, who were thoroughly enjoying sliced-steak sandwiches with Gallagher’s special fries, that they were likely candidates for heart attacks. Personally, she never ate meat, she said.


She took potshots at all of us, Alvirah recalled. She asked me if I missed cleaning houses. She told me Brian should learn how to dress, and with our income she was surprised we didn’t help him out. And she had really jumped on that sweet Emmy Laker when Emmy said Brian had better things to think about than his wardrobe.


*   *   *


On the way home Alvirah and Willy had solemnly agreed that though Brian might show a lot of maturity as a playwright, he had a lot of growing up to do if he didn’t see what a shrew Fiona was. “I’d like to see him together with Emmy Laker,” Willy had announced. “If he had the brains he was born with he’d know that she’s crazy about him. And that Fiona has been around a lot. She must have eight years on Brian.”


Alvirah was drawn back to the reality of the moment by the vigorous ringing of the front doorbell. Mother-in-heaven, she thought, that must be the police. I wish I’d had a chance to talk to Brian.


*   *   *


The next hours passed in a blur. As her head cleared a bit, Alvirah was able to separate the different kinds of law enforcement people who invaded the apartment. The first were the policemen in uniform. They were followed by detectives, photographers, the medical examiner. She and Willy sat together silently observing them all.


Officials from the Central Park South Towers office came too. “We hope there will be no unfortunate publicity,” the resident manager said. “This is not the Trump Organization.”


Their original statements had been taken by the first two cops. At 3:00 A.M., the door from the bedroom opened. “Don’t look, honey,” Willy said. But Alvirah could not keep her eyes away from the stretcher that two somber-faced attendants wheeled out. At least the body of Fiona Winters was covered. God rest her, Alvirah prayed, picturing again the tousled blond hair and the pouty lips. She was not a nice person, Alvirah thought, but she certainly didn’t deserve to be murdered.


Someone sat down opposite them, a long-legged fortyish man who introduced himself as Detective Rooney. “I’ve read your articles in the Globe, Mrs. Meehan,” he told Alvirah, “and thoroughly enjoyed them.”


Willy smiled appreciatively, but Alvirah wasn’t fooled. She knew Detective Rooney was buttering her up to make her confide in him. Her mind was racing, trying to figure out ways to protect Brian. Automatically she reached up and switched on the recorder in her sunburst pin. She wanted to be able to go over everything that was said later.


Detective Rooney consulted his notes. “According to your earlier statement, you’ve just returned from a vacation abroad and arrived here around 10:00 P.M.? You found the victim, Fiona Winters, a short time later? You recognized Miss Winters because she played the lead in your nephew Brian McCormack’s play?”


Alvirah nodded. She noticed that Willy was about to speak and laid a warning hand on his arm. “That’s right.”


“From what I understand, you only met Miss Winters once,” Detective Rooney said. “How do you suppose she ended up in your closet?”


“I have no idea,” Alvirah said.


“Who had a key to this apartment?”


Again Willy’s lips pursed. This time Alvirah pinched his arm. “Keys to this apartment,” she said thoughtfully. “Now let me see. The One-Two-Three Cleaning service has a key. Well, they don’t really have a key. They pick one up at the desk and leave it there when they finish. My friend Maude has a key. She came in Mother’s Day weekend to go out with her son and his wife to Radio City. They have a cat and she’s allergic to cats so she slept on our couch. Then Willy’s sister, Sister Cordelia, has a key. Then—”


“Does your nephew, Brian McCormack, have a key, Mrs. Meehan?” Detective Rooney interrupted.


Alvirah bit her lip. “Yes, and Brian has a key.”


This time Detective Rooney raised his voice slightly. “According to the concierge, Brian’s been using this apartment frequently in your absence. Incidentally, although it’s impossible to be totally accurate before an autopsy, the medical examiner estimates the time of death to be between 11:00 A.M. and 3:00 P.M. yesterday.” Detective Rooney’s tone became speculative. “It will be interesting to know where Brian was during that time frame.”


They were told that before they could use the apartment, the investigating team would have to dust it for fingerprints and vacuum it for clues. “The apartment is as you found it?” Detective Rooney asked.


“Except—” Willy began.


“Except that we made a pot of tea,” Alvirah interrupted. I can always tell them about the glasses and the champagne, but I can’t untell them, she thought. That detective is going to find out that Brian was crazy about Fiona Winters and decide it was a crime of passion. Then he’ll make everything fit that theory.


Detective Rooney closed his notebook. “I understand the management has a furnished apartment you can use tonight,” he said.


Fifteen minutes later, Alvirah was in bed, gratefully hunched against an already dozing Willy. Tired as she was, it was hard to relax in a strange bed, plus her mind was reviewing all that had transpired tonight. She knew that all this could look very bad for Brian. But she also knew there had to be an explanation. Brian wouldn’t help himself to that hundred-dollar bottle of champagne, and he certainly wouldn’t kill Fiona Winters. But how did she end up in the closet?


*   *   *


Despite the late bedtime, Alvirah and Willy were up the next morning at 7:00 A.M. AS their mutual shock over finding the body in the closet wore off, they began to worry. “No use fretting about Brian,” Alvirah said with a heartiness she did not feel. “When we talk to him, I’m sure everything will be cleared up. Let’s see if we can get back into our place.”


They dressed quickly and hurried out. Once again Carlton Rumson was standing at the elevator. His pink complexion was sallow. Dark pouches under his eyes added ten years to his appearance. Automatically, Alvirah reached up and switched on the microphone in her pin.


“Mr. Rumson,” she asked, “did you hear the terrible news about the murder in our apartment?”


Rumson pressed vigorously for the elevator. “As a matter of fact, yes. Friends in the building phoned us. Terrible for the young lady, terrible for you.”


The elevator arrived. After they got in, Rumson said, “Mrs. Meehan, my wife reminded me about your nephew’s play. We’re leaving for Mexico tomorrow morning. I’d very much like to read it today if I may.”


Alvirah’s jaw dropped. “Oh, that’s wonderful of your wife to keep after you about it. We’ll make sure to get it up to you.”


When she and Willy got out at their floor, she said, “This could be Brian’s big break. Provided that—” she said, stopping in mid sentence.


A policeman was on guard at the door of their apartment. Inside, every surface was smeared because the investigators had dusted for fingerprints. And seated across from Detective Rooney, looking bewildered and forlorn, was Brian. He jumped up. “Aunt Alvirah, I’m sorry. This is awful for you.”


To Alvirah he looked about ten years old. His T-shirt and khaki slacks were rumpled; had he dressed to escape a burning building he could not have looked more disheveled.


Alvirah brushed back the sandy hair that fell over Brian’s forehead as Willy grasped his hand. “You OK?” Willy asked.


Brian managed a troubled smile. “I guess so.”


Detective Rooney interrupted. “Brian just arrived, and I was about to inform him that he is a suspect in the death of Fiona Winters and has a right to counsel.”


“Are you kidding?” Brian asked, his tone incredulous.


“I assure you, I’m not kidding.” Detective Rooney pulled a paper from his breast pocket. He read Brian his Miranda rights, then handed the paper to Brian. “Please let me know if you understand its meaning.”


Rooney looked at Alvirah and Willy. “Our people are through. You can stay in the apartment now. I’ll take Brian’s statement at headquarters.”


“Brian, don’t you say one word until we get you a lawyer,” Willy ordered.


Brian shook his head. “Uncle Willy, I have nothing to hide. I don’t need a lawyer.”


Alvirah kissed Brian. “Come right back here when you’re finished,” she told him.


The messy condition of the apartment gave her something to do. She dispatched Willy with a long shopping list, warning him to take the service elevator to avoid reporters.


As she vacuumed and scrubbed and mopped and dusted, Alvirah realized with increasing dread that cops don’t give a Miranda warning unless they have a pretty good reason for suspecting someone’s guilt.


The most difficult part of her task was to vacuum the closet. It was as though she could see again the wide-open eyes of Fiona Winters staring up at her. That thought led her to another one: Obviously the poor girl hadn’t been killed while she was standing in the closet, but where had she been when she was strangled?


Alvirah dropped the handle of the vacuum. She thought about those fingerprints on the cocktail table. If Fiona Winters had been sitting on the couch, maybe leaning forward a little, and her killer walked behind it, slipped the tieback around her neck and twisted it, wouldn’t her hand have pulled back like that? “Saints and angels,” Alvirah whispered, “I bet I destroyed evidence.”


The phone rang just as she was fastening the sunburst pin to her lapel. It was Baroness Min von Schreiber calling from the Cypress Point Spa in Pebble Beach, California. Min had just heard the news. “Whatever was that dreadful girl thinking about getting herself killed in your closet?” Min demanded.


“Buh-lieve me, Min,” Alvirah said. “I don’t know what she was doing here. I only met her once, the opening night of Brian’s play. The cops are questioning Brian right now. I’m worried sick. They think he killed her.”


“You’re wrong, Alvirah,” Min said. “You met Fiona Winters before then; you met her out here at the spa.”


“Never,” Alvirah said positively. “She was the kind who got on your nerves so much you’d never forget her.”


There was a pause. “I am thinking,” Min announced. “You’re right. She came here another week, with someone, and they spent the weekend in the cottage. They even had their meals served there. I remember now. It was that hotshot producer she was trying to snare. Carlton Rumson. You remember him, Alvirah. You met him another time when he was here alone.”


*   *   *


Alvirah went into the living room and out onto the terrace. Willy gets so nervous if I even step out here, she thought, and that’s crazy. The only thing to be careful about is leaning on the railing.


The humidity was near saturation point. Not a leaf in the park stirred. Even so, Alvirah sighed with pleasure. How can anyone who was born in New York stay away from it for long? she wondered.


Willy brought in the newspapers with the groceries. One headline screeched MURDER ON CENTRAL PARK SOUTH; another, LOTTERY WINNER FINDS BODY. Alvirah carefully read the lurid accounts. “I didn’t scream and faint,” she scoffed. “Where’d they get that idea?”


“According to the Post, you were hanging up the fabulous new wardrobe you bought in London,” Willy told her.


“Fabulous new wardrobe! The only expensive thing I bought was that orange-and-pink plaid suit—and I know Min is going to make me give it away.”


There were columns of background material on Fiona Winters: The break with her socialite family when she went into acting. Her uneven career. (She’d won a Tony but was notoriously difficult to work with, which had cost her a number of plum roles.) Her break with playwright Brian McCormack when she accepted a film role and abruptly walked out of his play Falling Bridges, forcing it to close.


“Motive,” Alvirah said flatly. “By tomorrow they’ll be trying this case in the media, and Brian will be found guilty.”


*   *   *


At 12:30 P.M. Brian returned. Alvirah took one look at his ashen face and ordered him to sit down. “I’ll make a pot of tea and fix you a hamburger,” she said. “You look like you’re going to keel over.”


“I think a shot of scotch would do a lot more good than tea,” Willy observed.


Brian managed a wan smile. “I think you’re right, Uncle Willy.” Over the hamburgers and french fries he told them what had happened. “I swear I didn’t think they’d let me go. You can tell they’re sure I killed her.”


“Is it OK if I turn on my recorder?” Alvirah asked. She fiddled with the sunburst pin, touching the microphone switch. “Now, tell us exactly what you told them.”


Brian frowned. “Mostly about my personal relationship with Fiona. I was sick of her lousy disposition and I was falling in love with Emmy. I told them that when Fiona quit the play it was the last straw.”


“But how did she get in my closet?” Alvirah asked. “You must have been the one who let her into the apartment.”


“I did. I’ve been working here a lot. I knew you were coming back yesterday, so I cleared my stuff out the day before. Then yesterday morning Fiona phoned and said she was back in New York and would be right over to see me. By mistake I’d left my notes for the final draft of my new play here with my backup copy. I told her not to waste her time, that I was heading here to get my notes and then was going to be at the typewriter all day and wouldn’t answer my door. When I arrived, I found her parked downstairs in the lobby, and rather than make a scene I let her come up.”


“What did she want?” Alvirah and Willy both asked.


“Nothing much. Just the lead in Nebraska Nights.”


“After walking out on the other one!”


“She put on the performance of her life. Begged me to forgive her. Said she’d been a fool to. leave Falling Bridges. Her role in the film was ending up on the cutting-room floor, and the bad publicity about dumping the play had hurt her. Wanted to know if Nebraska Nights was finished yet. I’m human. I bragged about it. Told her it might take time to find the right producer, but when I did it was going to be a big hit.”


“Had she ever read it?” Alvirah asked.


Brian studied the tea leaves in his cup. “These don’t make for much of a fortune,” he commented. “She knew the story line and that there’s a fantastic lead role for an actress.”


“You certainly didn’t promise it to her?” Alvirah exclaimed.


Brian shook his head. “Aunt Alvirah, I know she played me for a fool, but I couldn’t believe she thought I was that much of a fool. She asked me to make a deal. She said she had access to one of the biggest producers on Broadway. If she could get it to him and he took it, she wanted to play Diane—I mean Beth.”


“Who’s that?” Willy asked.


“The name of the leading character. I changed it on the final draft last night. I told Fiona she had to be kidding, but if she could pull that off I might consider it. Then I got my notes and tried to get her out of here. She refused to budge, though, saying she had an audition at Lincoln Center early in the afternoon, and since it’s close by, she wanted to stay here until it was time to be there. I finally decided there probably wasn’t any harm in leaving her so I could get work done. The last time I saw her was just about noon, and she was sitting on that couch.”


“Did she know you had a copy of the new play here?” Alvirah asked.


“Sure. I took it out of the drawer of the table when I was getting the notes.” He pointed toward the foyer. “It’s in that drawer now.”


Alvirah got up, walked quickly to the foyer and pulled open the drawer. As she suspected, it was empty.


*   *   *


Emmy Laker sat motionless in the oversized club chair in her West Side studio apartment. Ever since she had heard about Fiona’s death on the seven o’clock news she’d been trying to reach Brian. Had he been arrested? Oh God, not Brian, she thought. What should I do? Despairingly she looked at the luggage in the corner of the room. Fiona’s luggage.


Her bell had rung yesterday morning at 8:30. When she opened the door, Fiona had swept in. “How can you stand living in a walk-up?” she’d demanded. “Thank God some kid was making a delivery and carried these up.” She’d dropped her suitcases and reached for a cigarette. “I came in on the red-eye. What a mistake to take that film job. I told the director off and he fired me. I’ve been trying to reach Brian. Do you know where he is?”


At the memory, rage swelled in Emmy. As though she were still across the room she could see Fiona, her blond hair tousled, her body-hugging jumpsuit showing off every inch of that perfect figure, her cat’s eyes insolent and confident.


Fiona was so sure that even after the way she treated Brian she could still walk back into his life, Emmy thought, remembering all the months when she had agonized at the sight of Brian with her. Would that have happened again? Yesterday she had thought it possible.


Fiona had kept phoning Brian until she finally reached him. When she hung up, she said, “Mind if I leave my bags here? Brian’s on his way to the cleaning woman’s fancy pad. I’ll head him off.” Then she shrugged. “He’s so damn provincial, but it’s amazing how many people on the West Coast know about him. I must say from what I heard about Nebraska Nights it has all the earmarks of a hit—and I intend to play the lead.”


Emmy got up. Her body felt stiff and achy. The old window-unit air conditioner was rattling and wheezing, but the room was still hot and humid. A cool shower and a cup of coffee, she decided. Maybe that would clear her head. She wanted to see Brian. She wanted to put her arms around him. I’m not sorry Fiona’s dead, she admitted, but oh, Brian, how did you expect to get away with it?


She had just dressed in a T-shirt and cotton skirt and twisted her long bright-red hair in a chignon when the buzzer downstairs rang.


When she answered, it was to hear Detective Rooney announce that he was on the way up.


*   *   *


“This is starting to make sense,” Alvirah said. “Brian, is there anything you left out? For instance, did you put the bottle of that fit-for-a-queen champagne in the silver bucket yesterday?”


Brian looked bewildered. “Why would I do that?”


“I didn’t think you would.” Oh boy, what a story, Alvirah thought—Fiona didn’t hang around here because she had an audition. It’s my bet that the producer she mentioned to Brian was Carlton Rumson, and that she phoned him and invited him down here. That’s why the glasses and champagne were out. She gave him the script and then, who knows why, they got into a fight. But how do I prove it? Alvirah paused for a moment, thinking. Then she turned to Brian. “I want you to go home and get your final version of the play. I talked to Carlton Rumson about it; he wants to see it today.”


“Carlton Rumson!” Brian exclaimed. “He’s just about the biggest man on Broadway, as well as one of the hardest to reach. You must be a magician!”


“I’ll tell you about it later,” Alvirah said. “I also happen to know that he and his wife are going away on a little trip, so let’s strike while the iron is hot.”




OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.jpg
MARY
HIGGINS
CL

vl OTTERY

New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/9780743206266_cover.jpg






