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How I Spent My Summer Vacation

In the Dead of Summer

Gillian Roberts


With Friends Like These…


For Jean Naggar—volumes of affection and appreciation.


Introduction

If asked, I’d say that I never use people I know as characters. Certainly not as murder victims. 

That is not 100% true.

The exception—and honestly, the only exception—is With Friends Like These… in which I killed someone I knew who had grievously hurt—not physically, but nonetheless profoundly—a vulnerable friend. 

Crimes like his fascinate and horrify me. There are too many legal (though unethical and immoral) ways to cripple someone’s life or hopes, and those transgressors don’t go to prison.

The story kept troubling me, and at some point, I heard myself mutter, “I could just kill him!” Then I remembered that I wrote mysteries and I could kill him.

And so I did. 

And it felt great. 

His original offense is not in the book. Instead, I stitched together his personality traits with a news story about another grave betrayer of trust, added a few students, a little Mother Goose, a bit of Oscar Wilde and advice from Dr. Spock. The result was With Friends Like These….

A note about the “now” of this book. When I wrote the series, I kept the time unspecific, hoping the books wouldn’t ever feel dated.  However, my mind was on crime and I forgot about progress. Now, we live in a different world. For starters, you’re reading this on an electronic device Amanda could not have imagined. In this book, music is still played on vinyl or heard on a Walkman, and nobody has a cellphone, personal computer or other device we take for granted. The one thing that hasn’t changed is human nature with all its capacity for good and less than good. Look—it drove me to murder. But only this once. Honestly.

I hope you enjoy With Friends Like These… and I hope you don’t have any friends like that.

Gillian Roberts

March 2012


ONE

IT WAS A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT. Honestly. Earlier, it had been a dim and stormy day. Demonstrating no originality, March had indeed come in like a lion—a wet, angry one who blew ill winds every which way.

And here I was, not home cuddling by the fire with whatever was available—a man, a cat, a book—but driving in the rain with my mother, wearing my sister’s panty hose and fulfilling social obligations that were not mine.

I clutched the steering wheel and thought about the difficulty of raising parents, particularly mine, particularly today.

My father had overreacted, overprotected, and overparented me into this pickle. Generally speaking, my father is so quiet that any woman near him (namely my mother) gets the urge to scream, simply to compensate for the sound deficit. His favorite way of interacting with the women of his family is from behind the shelter of his newspaper.

All the same, this afternoon some late-blooming swashbuckler hormone kicked into his system and he suffered an attack of galloping, completely unnecessary heroism. As a result, he lost his mobility and I lost my Sunday night.

*

We had all been in my sister’s living room, enduring the sometimes elusive pleasures of a Long Parental Visit. Bea and Gilbert Pepper, aka. Mom and Dad, had arrived four days earlier. Since then I’d been puzzling how to once and for all establish the concept that I was not willing to be a child for as long as Gilbert and Bea were willing to be parents—i.e., forever, i.e., right now.

It was hard pondering this delicate issue or anything else in the din of family. Everyone—except my father—talked at once, and the chatter was compounded by background music: my niece Karen’s recording of Mother Goose done rap style. I remembered how unfond I had once been of the endless, enclosed hours of Sundays, and I remembered why.

I allocated twenty more minutes to this visit, by which time my exit wouldn’t seem abrupt or overeager. The good thing about teaching English is that the bad thing about teaching English—endless papers to mark—provides a perpetual excuse to split.

Once I knew there was a definite reprieve ahead, I relaxed and tuned back into the conversation.

“I do hope the messenger delivered the gift in time,” my mother was saying. “I’ve never done this before.” She had read, in People magazine, of tributes arriving via messenger, and had decided that was the appropriate style when gifting a Somebody. Apparently, the host of the party she was attending tonight fit that category. “And not too soon,” she continued. “What if it arrives before Lyle gets there? Would the hotel accept it?”

Everybody murmured reassurances, just as everybody had fifteen minutes earlier, the last time she’d worried over the matter. Only Karen, dancing to her barked-out rhymes, seemed unconcerned.

My Floridian parents had braved the last gasps of a Philadelphia winter to attend the fiftieth birthday party of a man they said was an old friend, but whose name I’d never heard. I don’t keep close tabs on my parents’ social life, but the invitation confused me, particularly since the birthday boy had sent them their airline tickets and was treating them—and all his other out-of-town guests—to rooms at the small hotel where the party would be held.

I was amazed by this stranger’s largesse, so that now, when the conversation again veered toward the party, I poked around for more information. “Mom,” I said, “explain why I’ve never heard of Lyle Zacharias.”

“I told you,” my mother said. “We’ve been out of touch for a long time.”

About then my niece yelped. That’s all it was, a minor blip, a five-year-old’s reaction to bumping an unimportant body part on the coffee table.

But my father must have heard something primitive, a summons. He levitated, saying “Whooah!” or “Oh, woe!” and frantically, as if Karen were sinking into quicksand with only her teensy nose still poking out, he attempted to swing—without benefit of a vine—across the room to rescue his granddamsel in distress.

There were suddenly a lot of other sounds, too. Karen’s infant brother, Alexander, keened. Their mother, my sister Beth, said, “Dad?” My mother said, “Gilbert! What on earth are you—” and even I stood and cried, futilely, “Watch out!” Only Karen, her bump forgotten, said nothing whatsoever. She was too busy boogying again.

Meanwhile, half of my father landed on one of her former musical selections and, almost immediately, his swash buckled. Down onto a pink plastic record went his right foot, skating straight ahead. His left foot, however, stayed put, pending further instructions. The rest of him flailed and looked bewildered, like a cartoon character running on air over a chasm.

The family attempted a save, but by then he’d achieved a split Baryshnikov would envy. He made another, sadder and less heroic “Whooah” and collapsed, the rug-skating leg tilting where it should not.

*

It’s amazing how much time and plaster tape and medical staff it takes to set a fracture. As wet gray day slid into wetter, darker night, we hobbled back to Beth’s house. The party my parents had flown hither to attend loomed.

My mother bit her lower lip and looked like the frantic heroine of a silent film. My father grinned wickedly. His painkillered pupils were pinwheels. A whole new Daddy on dope. I told him he’d look sexy on crutches at the party.

My practical sister—who, being married, had a permanent companion, and who was therefore in no danger of being deputized as Mom’s date—reacted immediately. “That little hotel might not have an elevator, Mandy! After all, it used to be a boardinghouse. How would Daddy get to his room?”

“We could call and find out.” I was snappish, but only because I knew what was coming. I tried to stop it, but it was as effective as putting a hand up to stop a boulder rolling downhill. “And if there’s no elevator, Mom and Dad can come back here tonight.”

“Gilbert,” my mother said. “Lyle wants you, not me, at his party. He wasn’t part of my family.”

Did that mean, then, that this Lyle person, this Somebody, was a secret part of my father’s family? The black sheep? That sounded almost interesting. “Who is this man?” I asked again.

My father beamed. Sedated, he was more placidly impervious to female noises than ever. I couldn’t believe my mother wanted to be accompanied by a space cadet, but the need for an escort has made lots of women drop their standards.

“He’s a producer.” My mother tossed the words my way. An answer, I realized. Lyle the mystery man was a producer.

My mother’s attention was again wholly on my father. “Gilbert?” His answer was the downward flutter of his eyelids.

“Broadway?” The word producer is so mysterious. What does it mean? What does one do? If it’s real, why isn’t there a college major called Producing?

“Television.” My mother woefully considered her comatose husband.

“What kind of—”

“The Second Generation.” Beth looked sheepish. “It’s on every afternoon. Something to do while I’m feeding the baby.”

My mother eyed her older daughter with concern.

“Don’t worry,” Beth said. “Dr. Spock does not object to watching soaps while nursing.”

I could almost see my mother scan the Dr. Spock database in her brain. He’d been her guru, and the final authority during our growing years, and she still idolized him. But we weren’t talking about pediatricians. We were talking about producers, and I steered my mother back to the topic.

“Years ago, Lyle had a show on Broadway,” she said. “A great big hit. Then it became a TV series, and that’s how he got into the field.” She turned back to my father, who was awake, but just barely. “We really have to go. Everybody will be there,” she said. “And I’ve already made all those tarts and messengered them.”

That was it, I was sure. She’d done a jet-set thing as per People magazine, and she wanted—and deserved—the acclaim for both her baking and her au courant presentation. Tarts seemed poor reasons for dragging a semiconscious man on crutches to a party, but as I knew who his stand-in was likely to be, I said nothing.

“The queen of hearts, she made some tarts,” Karen chanted. There were collective frowns as we were reminded of her nursery rhyme collection, and in fact, of the infamous pink record that had resulted in this impasse. Karen didn’t notice. “All on a summer’s day!” she continued. “The knave of hearts, he stole—”

“How can we accept plane tickets from the man and then not go to his party?” my mother asked.

“I didn’t ask him to invite me.” My father spoke slowly. “You’re the one who insisted we accept, even though you didn’t like him, either, after….”

“You’re too harsh,” my mother said. “Be tolerant. Think about how much he’s suffered. He’s reaching out to us now.”

She didn’t deny my father’s accusation that she disliked Lyle Zacharias. But her overabundant supply of guilt and do-goodness would demand that she celebrate the birth of a man she wasn’t fond of, if she thought he’d suffered in some way.

“You go,” my father urged.

“Alone?” My mother’s jaw dangled. No date for a party?

I deliberately ignored the wide-eyed flares my sister was hurling in my direction. She escalated to a psst that I was forced to acknowledge. Behind my mother’s back she mouthed, silently, a question. It didn’t take long to decipher it, although I wished I hadn’t.

She had pantomimed, “Do you have a date tonight?”

I didn’t. I was supposed to. We had planned to go to the movies, like normal people. And afterward we were going to buy hoagies stuffed to the brim with saturated animal fats. And after that, who knew?

However, normal people aren’t homicide cops, and neither are the folk who keep homicide cops busy. This morning, just before I toodled out to the suburbs for Sunday brunch, C.K. Mackenzie had called in his regrets. Our date was off because it was his turn on the wheel to be assigned, and a fingerless corpse had been found on a brick-littered lot up in The Badlands near Germantown Avenue. Recently, the city has tried quashing drug dealers by demolishing their lairs. The de-digitized corpse had been left on the rubble of a former crack house. Mackenzie would undoubtedly work well past a normal shift.

Philadelphia does not give its police compensatory time off. Instead, it pays overtime, which is no time at all. This policy enlarges wallets, shrinks social lives, and allows significant others to experience only the others part. After nearly a year of nearly knowing Mackenzie, I was still much fonder of him than of his job, and I still didn’t know what to do about it, since the two appeared only in combination.

But the point was, I didn’t have what anyone might call a date tonight. As if she had overheard my brain synapses, my mother turned. “Mandy!” she said with an air of discovery. Sometimes I look at my mother and see myself, gently distorted as in, perhaps, a kindly fun-house mirror. She is smaller, rounder, her features not truly mine, but definitely their source. We both have precisely the same auburn hue on our heads, although now hers is mostly chemical. She achieved the match by holding up swatches of my hair—my head still attached—to every box of chestnut, auburn, brown, and red dye in the pharmacy.

Unassisted nature made our eyes the same confused green, which a seriously yuppified acquaintance described as the color of overhandled money. But whatever their tint, there is a horrific optimistic innocence in my mother’s eyes that I hope is missing in mine.

“No,” I said firmly. “I have things I absolutely must—tomorrow is a workday and I have papers and—”

“It’ll be fun.”

“Not for me. I’ll drive you there, I’ll pick you up, but I really don’t want to go to—”

“A once in a lifetime chance.”

“For what, Mom? Please.”

“Show people. Household names.”

In my household the names were Amanda and Macavity Pepper, and I already knew them. I shook my head. I’m adulation-challenged. I lack the celebrity-gawking gene, the part of the DNA that makes people line sidewalks and stage doors in hopes of glimpsing a famous face. I don’t even understand the urge. And even if I were into such behavior, in this case the household name produced a soap opera I’d never seen. The potential thrill quotient was absent.

“Just for dinner,” my mother said. “Okay? We won’t even stay late. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even meet somebody. Those actors can be very handsome, you know.”

I envisioned my mother scanning the room for potential sons-in-law, then climbing on a chair and auctioning off her single daughter-overstock to the highest bidder. The closer I crept to thirty-one—and I was now only days away—the more panic-stricken she became. “Please, Mom!” A whine I thought I’d outgrown along with my training bra was back in my voice. I reminded myself that I was a mature woman with a mind and life of my own.

My mother raised her eyebrows. “I only meant you might meet a man who spends his time with people who are still alive, unlike your policeman friend.” She laughed warmly, maternally, slyly.

Like I said, she was getting desperate. “I don’t know Lyle Zacharias,” I said. “I never heard of him before today. Whatever your ties to him might be, he’s not connected to me in any—”

“Cindy was Lyle Zacharias’s first wife.”

I looked at my sister. She looked at me. We both looked at my mother. My father, on the other hand, looked away.

“Who,” Beth and I said in unison, “is Cindy?”

“Cindy.” My mother spoke loudly, as if our incomprehension was a hearing problem. “Of course you’ve heard of her. She was your father’s foster sister.”

Repetition of the name made it seem dimly familiar, part of ancient hazy childhood impressions, but nothing more.

“You even met her. They lived in New York and we didn’t see them much, but you did meet her.”

“You’ve never talked about her,” I said with awe. Bea Pepper, the Scheherazade of family gossip, she who trolled all lines for a nibble twenty-four hours a day, the village chronicler of Philadelphia, had remained silent about a foster sister of her husband’s?

“I’m sure we were invited tonight because we’d be the only people there who knew Cindy and that time in his life. A tragic time.” She sighed and stopped looming over my father and, instead, sank onto Beth’s chintz-covered love seat. “Right, Gilbert?” My father appeared to be visiting outer space, and to be having a good time there.

My mother put her hands up. “He doesn’t like to talk about it.” Whenever she is truly upset with my father, she speaks of him only in pronouns. “Lyle kept a gun in his house. For protection. They lived in New York, after all. We told him it was a bad idea, dangerous. Then one day—it’s so horrible—Cindy’s little girl found it and killed her mother with it.”

“Accidentally.” My father’s blissful obliviousness had been replaced by a perturbed expression. Cindy was making it through the drug barrier. “They have laws some places for that now. He’d go to jail nowadays for leaving a gun where a three-year-old child could find it.” He shook his head, still appalled.

“When did all of this happen?” Beth asked.

My mother began her infamous circular computations. “Let’s see, it was just after Uncle Lewis’s seventy-fifth birthday, so when would that be? He and Aunt Gloria had a big anniversary party—their silver—the same day as your first birthday, Mandy, and I remember he married late in life, he was a famous bachelor around town, which means that by then he must have been—”

“For heaven’s sake!” my father said. “Cindy died nearly twenty years ago.”

When I was ten or eleven. How could I have missed an accidental homicide in my own family? What else could have occupied my attention back then when puberty hadn’t even kicked in? Beth looked equally baffled.

“Well, it happened in New York in their home,” my mother said. “You barely knew her, anyway. She never lived near us. Besides, you were away at the shore at the time, visiting Grandma. What was the point of going out of our way to tell you terrible news about somebody you didn’t even know? Parents are supposed to protect their children from bad things when they can. That’s what we did.”

I appreciated the sentiment, but I nonetheless felt uncomfortable. Family secrets jutted like hard-edged foreign objects under the smooth skin of our lives.

“What happened to his little girl?” Beth asked softly.

“Betsy?” my mother said. “She wasn’t Lyle’s, biologically. Cindy was one of those flower children. And then she became one of those flower mothers. The flower father was nowhere to be found.”

My father looked away from us, as if he still found Cindy’s history embarrassing.

“Did he keep her—the little girl—Betsy, after…” Beth’s voice dribbled off.

My mother shook her head. “He was all to pieces, beside himself. Hattie, Lyle’s aunt, who raised him, took the baby. Lyle couldn’t be around her. Your father and I talked about adopting her.”

“Look,” my father said, cutting to the chase, “the…um, natural father was back from Vietnam by then, and when he found out what had happened, he took Betsy. He wouldn’t speak to the family after that.”

My mother stood up. “And we weren’t so much better. Never really tried to see Lyle after that, poor man.”

“He should have kept the baby. Besides, he did fine without us.” My father sounded uncharacteristically hostile.

“I hope nobody ever told that little girl what she’d done,” Beth said, provoking a long, heavy silence.

My mother finally broke it with a pragmatic return to the issue at hand. “I still think it would be wrong to stay away from his party. He wants so much to make peace finally. Did you see the invitation, girls?” She walked to the hall table and rummaged in her pocketbook, returning with a large, cream square.

At first glance it looked quite standard. Heavy stock with bold engraving. It might have been a wedding invitation, except that it was so verbose, like nothing I’d ever seen before.

Most of life moves double-time, too quickly to see each individual frame or even to make sense of it. But the half-century marker is a time to pause, take stock and seriously consider the course. I’m very excited about my next fifty years as I switch from one rodent image (the rat race) to another (the country mouse).

But now, before I move on, I want to believe that you—and I—can go home again. Please join me back where my voyage began, to celebrate the points along the way where our lives touched. You are a part of my story, and I of yours, and the only birthday present I want is a chance to see my life in front of me, whole, in your faces, to heal what needs healing and to drink a toast to auld lang syne.

Beth let go of her half of the invitation. “Forgive me, but I think it’s weird,” she said. “Slightly creepy. Inappropriate. Sounds like he has a lot of enemies, for one thing. And then—oh, maybe he just needed an editor, a more careful choice of words. But the way he said it—seeing his life before him—that’s not a birthday wish, that’s what’s supposed to happen to a dying man.”

It wasn’t like my sister to be morbid, so her words struck with extra impact. Which is not to say they deterred my mother.

“You’ll go with me, won’t you? It could be awkward,” she said to me, “without your father there. It’s important.”

And because of the need in my mother’s eyes, the image of a long-dead flower child, and the odd wording of an invitation, I wound up borrowing panty hose and a cocktail dress from my sister and going to a party for a man I didn’t know.

And that, in turn, meant that later in the evening I was there to witness it when, just as Beth had suggested, Lyle Zacharias got his wish and saw his life pass before his eyes. Exactly the way a dying man is supposed to.


TWO

BASED ON MY DEEP PREJUDICE about the glitz set, I would have expected Lyle Zacharias to hold his gala at the Museum of Art—after he had it refurbished to his taste, of course. Certainly something splashier than a former boardinghouse turned into a small hotel in a not superglamorous neighborhood—even if the small hotel had been written up in travel magazines as a place to be.

If I had to go to the party, I wanted it to be more spectacular, even vulgar, so I could sneer. “Why The Boarding House?” I asked as we drove.

“He grew up in Queen Village, across the street from it,” my mother answered. “That’s where Hattie lived and raised him. And if I recall correctly, when she was a young woman, she lived in the real boardinghouse itself for a while. Or if not that one, another one. Of course, back then we didn’t call it Queen Village, just part of South Philly, and it was pretty hardscrabble.”

So Lyle’s desire to go home again was not pure metaphor. This was half party, half pilgrimage.

The windshield wipers swept back and forth, clearing brief glimpses of street scenes between blurred and aqueous blindness. Driving was difficult and unpleasant and I felt very much the martyr.

I drove past the edges of Society Hill and crossed South Street, its mix of chic and funk on and off visible, like wet strobe lights.

“Did I really see that?” The wipers had cleared a view of a pink awning that stood out even in the rain and dark. “A store called Condom Nation?” My mother’s voice squeaked just a bit.

“Clever wordplay, huh?”

“I try to be modern and up-to-date, but honestly…” She seemed relieved when the brick row houses became more modest and the stores less outrageous. Even here, however, there were signs of creeping gentrification in the scaffolding around buildings and the flower boxes that matched brightly painted window frames and front doors.

My mother sat low, huddling inside her ancient Persian lamb, as if afraid someone might spot her. She was horrified about wearing fur, but refused to buy a replacement because she had no need of a winter coat in Florida. Beth and I reminded her that lambs were not on the endangered list, but in truth, the particular lamb whose curls my mother wore had most definitely been endangered while becoming a coat, so that argument seemed weak.

Thoughts of the sacrificial lamb made me think again of my father’s surprising revelations: a foster sister, a baby, and a terrible accident. The radio played a suitably melancholy song as background to my mulling.

And then an announcer, sounding self-important and solemn, replaced the music. My mother automatically upped the volume. She had become a weather junkie since moving to Boca Raton, and was transfixed by meteorological excesses. Obviously, retired life in Florida didn’t offer a whole lot of excitement. “Forty below in Fargo!” she’d exclaim. “I can’t believe it! Why, at home it’s probably seventy-five or eighty.”

It was always seventy-five or eighty at home, even when it was actually a hundred and twelve or in the midst of a hurricane. I guess it meant she was a happy transplant, but I found it hard to take.

“Flash floods from Paoli north,” the announcer said, even before getting to world news. My mother rolled her eyes and tsked. Only now with the weatherman’s statistical reassurance could she truly believe in the torrential rain pelting the car. She sighed with pleasure. “I’ll bet it’s hot and sunny at home.”

“It’s not sunny at night. Even in Florida.”

She changed the subject. “I feel bad that I’m not using the room Lyle rented. I hate to waste things.” The radio duly reported news of revolt, bloodshed, and inhumanity. My mother turned down the volume.

I had agreed to be my mother’s date. I had agreed to wear my sister’s black and white beaded dress after I’d tried the excuse that nothing I owned suited champagne and caviar. I had tolerated being allowed back in my house only long enough to feed Macavity, check my silent answering machine, and retrieve my lipstick and black silk shoes. But I drew the line at lingering at the event one minute longer than I had to, and that definitely included sleeping over. The Boarding House’s rooms were for Lyle Zacharias’s out-of-town guests. I fit neither category. Nonetheless, my mother was disappointed. I suggested, as tactfully as I could, that she was behaving rather cavalierly about my injured father.

“You wouldn’t want to leave Dad alone all night, would you?” That was a better argument than the real one, which was that I wanted to be home. There was always the chance that Mackenzie and his pals would find either the killer or the dead man’s fingers and call it a night.

“I promised to bring him whatever’s delicious. Remind me, okay?” My mother babbled, girlishly excited by the evening, or by being on the town without her husband. “I hope he still likes tarts.”

“Daddy? He loves your—”

“Lyle. Years ago, he said they were his idea of heaven, and the only snake in Paradise was sharing them. So I wrote ‘No Sharing This Time’ on the tag. You think he’ll get it? Still remember?”

I hoped so. I also hoped he was so ecstatic about Bea Pepper’s tarts that he failed to notice that her daughter had arrived uninvited and empty-handed.

“Otherwise,” my mother continued, “what could a person like me give a man like him? Dad thought of it, actually. He said my tarts were one thing Lyle couldn’t buy with all his success. I made lemon and cherry-almond and hazelnut-cream and peach-pistachio. Fifty. One for each year. But now I’m wondering: what if he’s developed a cholesterol problem, or a weight problem?”

My mother was debating herself and did not require input. The good news was that the hotel was a matter of minutes away, so her festering could not go on indefinitely.

“I’m afraid I packed them too tightly. They’re probably all crumbled. If that messenger drove as wildly as some I’ve seen…I put cardboard between the layers, but…”

The radio announcer spluttered something about a traffic jam due to a three-alarm fire. It didn’t seem possible that anything could burn in this downpour, but weather was my mother’s specialty, not mine. I listened carefully, wanting to detour around it, if necessary.

“And what about the tin?” my mother asked her invisible auditor. “Did it seem sick? I thought it was funny in the store, but now…”

The tin the messenger had delivered was enormous and black, with silver lettering on its side that said OVER THE HILL. Its main failing was its clichéd predictability, but I didn’t tell her that. I was too busy listening. It seemed the fire was just outside the city, in Cheltenham. No problem. And then the location registered.

“The Cavanaugh Hotel had a second life and became something of a local landmark during Prohibition, and will be remembered for…”

“Oh, no!” I said. “The hotel!”

“Here? We’re there?” my mother asked.

I shook my head. The Cavanaugh Hotel was where Philly Prep was holding its Senior Prom at the very end of May. Had been going to hold. Could you rebuild a massive Victorian in ten weeks?

I knew the answer without asking. I also knew the amount of trouble we were going to have finding an alternate site. Poor kids. Between weddings, graduation parties, and proms, nothing suitable would be left to rent.

“You’re right! We are here!” my mother said with audible delight. And we were, to my surprise. There was even a parking spot not too far from the entry to The Boarding House.

I imagined the building without green awnings and planter boxes filled with forced azalea bushes. I pictured men in handlebar mustaches and muddy boots, and stenographers wearing shields to protect the cuffs of their shirtwaists. Lyle’s parents, perhaps, along with his aunt Hattie, who, my mother had explained, had raised him after her brother and his wife both died.

There had been an awful lot of loss in Lyle Zacharias’s life, and I could understand my parents’ decision to accept his invitation despite their sad associations with the man.

*

The economics of both The Boarding House’s guests and its decor had been upped several social stratifications since its original days. As soon as we opened the door, the sounds of people celebrating their enormous good fortune in having been born themselves flooded us. They were not immediately visible. Instead, we faced a bald and jovial man who sat at a minuscule mahogany desk which constituted the reception area. My mother launched into a lengthy overexplanation of why she wasn’t going to sleep in her room. The man at the desk didn’t care, but he let her anxious apologies run their course, and then he handed her an enormous brass tag and said to feel free. Whatever. He smiled ever more broadly.

In the parlor to our right, the cheery group burst into laughter, then someone made a toast to Lyle and to birthdays in general. “What, after all, is the alternative?” I heard. The decor, although of a long-ago style, was polished and glowing: dark woods, inlaid or waxed tabletops, garnet velvet upholstery, and richly patterned carpets.

The guests, however, were exceptionally now, giving off so much self-assured heat that I knew without looking that all their teeth had been fixed to perfection, their hair lovingly arranged, their bodies toned, their wardrobes brilliantly conceived. I was also sure without checking that these were the TV outlanders from the Big Apple, and I immediately became a proper hick and felt inferior and defensive.

“Look!” my mother whispered. “That one, there, by the fireplace. That’s Dr. Sazarac.”

“Your doctor’s here?”

Her laugh was incredulous. “Not my doctor! He’s the doctor on Second Generation.”

He was fiftyish and pink-skinned, properly topped with silver hair. Give me a break.

My mother plunged a lamb-covered elbow into my side. “His real name is McCoy. Shepard, but they call him The Real.”

“Who was the Real McCoy?” I asked.

She waved away my question. “He’s single again,” she hissed. “I read about his divorce in Parade magazine.”

“He’d make a better date for you than for me!” Except, of course, she was married and I was not, and that was the sum of it to her.

A woman with a full-length mink coat and none of my mother’s fur qualms swept into the vestibule along with a blast of cold air.

Like peasants, my mother and I automatically stepped back, allowing the grande dame free passage. My mother mouthed the woman’s name in my direction. I didn’t catch it, and I didn’t care. Another character from Second Generation. “Why don’t we get rid of our coats and join the other guests?” I quietly suggested. “Let’s at least use our room as a closet.”

She looked troubled. “Mother,” I whispered. The fur lady, whose perfumed aura was nearly as dense as her mink, registered. “Stop gaping. You’re Lyle’s guest as much as she is.”

“I know I am. What are you talking about?”

“You look so worried, I thought…if it’s not that, then what’s bothering you?”

“My tarts. Where do you think they are?”

I looked to the concierge, but he had bustled off with the mink lady. There did not seem to be a table, as for a wedding, with gifts on it. The out-of-towners making merry in the living room had probably left their offerings upstairs, and in-towners were arriving slowly.

“What if they never got here?” she whispered. “What if they’re in a warm place? There’s whipped cream on some of them. If they sit out for too long in a heated… How could I have let your father talk me into such a troublesome gift?”

My mother’s competence had dissolved in the presence of semicelebrities. I half expected her to get the vapors, or to curtsy for the TV contingent. I shook my head and guided her around and behind the staircase. Somewhere there had to be a kitchen, and I was willing to bet Mrs. Pepper’s tarts were in that same somewhere.

We went through open double doors that led into a bright and modern, mildly chaotic kitchen. A young and harried-looking man scooped frilly lettuce—a small mountain of it—into enormous plastic containers. “Oh, God!” he kept saying. Then, with a wave to us, he left the room.

There was evidence of prior chopping, peeling, and slicing all over the counters, but only one other worker visible; a pudgy figure in white bent over the sink.

The Boarding House had opened for business only a short while ago, and despite rave reviews for the rooms and the restaurant, Lyle’s party was probably the biggest crowd and challenge of the hotel’s short career. The fragrance of tension was almost as strong as the more delicate aromas filling the room.

My mother knocked on the door frame. The figure at the sink didn’t budge.

My mother moved closer. “Excuse me,” she trilled like dowagers in Thirties movies. “Hate to bother you, but—”

The dishwasher remained with back to us, but turned off the water. I heard humming and a shh-bump beat, which I traced to small earphones attached to a yellow Walkman sitting on the windowsill.

“—I had a large tin messengered here today—” my mother continued.

“Can’t hear you,” I said.

My mother opened a few throttles in her throat. “I wonder,” she bellowed, “whether they arrived and whether they’re being refrigerated and—”

“Mom, don’t shout! There are earplugs in—”

Of course my mother didn’t hear me. She was shouting too loudly. “Some of them have cream,” she bellowed. “They could go bad!”

Smack in the middle of this last nonexchange, the person at the sink chose to remove the plugs and turn around. She—because it was now clear the round figure was female and not a man with glandular problems—opened her eyes and mouth extra wide, and screamed.

I couldn’t blame her, really. There was a strange woman shouting at her, after all.

She put a hand to her chest. Below the turquoise bandanna tied around her hair, her skin looked blanched with fear, and a spray of freckles on her cheeks stood out like gold sequins.

“Why are you screaming?” My mother sounded truly baffled by the girl’s excesses.

The young woman closed her mouth and swallowed whatever noisemaking might have been left. “Sorry,” she said, which seemed pretty inappropriate to me since she had done nothing but be frightened. Further proof of my mother’s powers.

“I was saying that I messengered a tin today. For Mr. Zacharias. But—”

The kitchen door swung again and a voice demanded information even before its owner was fully in the room. “Whatever is going on here? We have guests! What kind of place is this? Who screamed? Who are all of you? Why aren’t you wearing aprons?” This was barked out in the surprisingly strong voice of a woman who looked as if her face had been cross-hatched before it was put in to rise. Small eyes under baggy, crepey overhangs inspected the three of us. “Well?” she demanded. “Answer me.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” the dishwasher said. “I screamed because I was startled.”

The old woman hmmphed, as if that were a suspect alibi. “Who are you?” she asked.

“Lizzie, ma’am.”

We were in a time warp, back to The Boarding House’s roots by way of Dickens. The steamy kitchen, the imperious old woman, and Lizzie, the cowering kitchenmaid. Surely, a little lame boy in a cap would soon hobble in.

“You work here?” the old woman asked.

“Yes’m. Catering. Food preparation.” Her turquoise bandanna slipped forward, down onto her forehead, and she pulled it off. Frizzy carrot-colored hair sprang free.

“What about you?” The old woman now faced me, hooded eyes like a bird of prey’s. “Where’s your apron? What’s your name?”

“My—I—” I sounded just like Lizzie. “Pepper. Mandy. I don’t work here, I’m one of the…” But I wasn’t really one of the guests. I spluttered a few more words but my mouth couldn’t work properly while my mind was stuck on the really relevant issue: was I so inappropriately dressed that I looked like a waitress or the kitchen staff instead of a partygoer?

“Sorry for the noise,” my mother told the old woman. “Hope it didn’t upset anybody out there, but it was all my fault. I scared her. Not on purpose, of course.”

“I know you,” the old woman told my mother. She cranked her head in my direction, like a wrinkled hawk, then swiveled it back to my mother. “You a Pepper, too? I once knew a family of Peppers. Way back.”

“Aunt Hattie,” my mother said. “I should have recognized you. Mandy, this is Lyle’s aunt, Hattie Zacharias.” I smiled and shook her hand. It was dry and brittle, all bird bones.

Aunt Hattie redirected her glare at Lizzie. “You another of them? Another Pepper? You look familiar, too.” She squinted and turned her head to view Lizzie sideways.

Lizzie shook her head. “My name’s Chapman,” she said. “My dad and I own this place. I’m the one who talked with you on the phone, Miss Zacharias. About the reservations and menu and all.” She grinned, showing broad teeth with a wide gap between the front two.

“I was trying to find out about the tarts I sent over. I baked fifty of them for Lyle,” my mother told Aunt Hattie, who nodded, as if that degree of homage were only to be expected. “Couldn’t think of what else he could possibly want or need.” She laughed nervously, still worried about her gift. “They probably need to be refrig—” At what seemed the same moment, we all saw the enormous tin with its funereal silver on black Over the Hill motto and we gravitated toward it.

On top, a taped-on oversized tag said: FOR LYLE’S OLD TASTEBUDS ONLY. NO SHARING THIS TIME.

My mother carefully lifted the lid to inspect the contents. “Oh, dear,” she said.

“Something’s gone bad?”

“That messenger must have jostled it. Some of the edges are cracked.” She tsked and shook her head and pursed her mouth, waiting.

“They’re beautiful, Mom.”

“Better than anybody in my class at culinary school could have done,” Lizzie said. “They look ready for a photo spread.” My mother was visibly heartened by praise from a professional.

“Do you think they should go into the—”

“There’s really no room just now,” Lizzie said. “Later, for sure, after dinner. Meanwhile, if you’d like, I can put them outside. There’s a small overhang and I think the tin would stay dry, although the rain’s awfully strong.”

“Flash floods in Paoli,” my mother said. “We’d better keep it inside.”

“You here, Aunt Hat?” Once again the voice preceded the actual entry. Maybe it was a genetic trait in that family.

The tall man who entered was nothing at all like what I’d expected. I’d anticipated a similarity with his friends in the front parlor, an effortless slickness. Styled hair, silk suit.

But what I saw was a man who looked as if he’d been working hard to smooth down his rough edges. Lyle Zacharias was completely bald, which made his black, piercing eyes beneath heavy brows even more compelling. His smile was charming, complicated, and half hidden in a thick beard. He looked as if his dark hair had fallen down inside his skull and was exiting via his chin.

He didn’t belong with his friends in the front parlor. He didn’t belong anywhere I could think of.

A pirate, I decided. A pirate pretending to be one of us. I was sure that when he undressed at night, he put on the eyepatch and the peg leg.

I felt queasy—repelled and attracted and, for the first time, not sorry I’d wound up here…at the pirate’s party.


Three

“WHOOPS,” LYLE SAID UPON SEEING our little group. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. Just looking for—oh, there you are.” He raised his hand in greeting to his aunt.

Lizzie was truly weird when it came to authority figures. The second Lyle appeared, she relapsed into her obsequious servant mode, backing away as if to make herself invisible. She looked even more Dickensian and wretched than she had with Hattie—almost disoriented by a groveling fear. Perhaps we were too much for her, barging in, interrupting her schedule, but how odd for someone in the hotel business. Of course, cooks are probably unused to an audience.

“We must be in your way,” I said. “Maybe we should…”

She didn’t seem to hear. She continued to stare at Lyle Zacharias with an expression of frozen panic.

“My birthday boy!” Hattie said.

“Lyle,” my mother said softly. “You haven’t changed a bit in twenty years.”

He winked at my mother. “Going bald in my twenties helped a lot. I looked old when I wasn’t, and that’s the bad news. But then I looked the same way forever. And that’s supposed to be the good news.”

“I guess you don’t remember me,” my mother said.

“But I do. Give me a second. Never forget a face—it’s just the name that’s slipped…old age, you know.”

I steeled myself for a rash of geriatric jokes.

“Oh, Lyle,” my mother said. “You really are just the same.” I was sure he didn’t recognize her, but she eternally believes the best—thereby fitting the definition of bleeding heart do-gooder and sucker. Now she believed Lyle, and the idea that she was memorable was audibly thrilling her. You could hear the smile cradling her words, her joy in not being forgotten.

“Okay,” Lyle said. “I’ve got it.” He lifted his hand to his eye, index finger pointed in the manner of a gun. “Your name is—”

Lizzie inhaled forcibly. The sound was a combination sob and gasp.

Lyle looked at her quizzically, as did my mother and I. “Is something wrong?” I asked stupidly. Of course something was out of kilter, even if it was no more than a breathing difficulty or a serious tic.

But she was less sure than I. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t know why, but I—I—” She sounded scared, and near tears, and her eyes remained wide and wild. She made a soft moan.

This was more than overawe of authority or a minor physiological problem. Something was profoundly awry. Something was also profoundly touching about her confusion and vulnerability. She reminded me of the adolescents I teach—seemed one of them, in fact, even though she had probably been out of high school for half a decade or more.

Lyle didn’t seem to notice the cook’s confusion. His concentration was focused on my mother. And then he pointed his index finger again and said, “Bea Pepper, as I live and breathe!”

I had been wrong about him, unduly suspicious and cynical. The old pirate actually remembered my mother.

Bea gurgled and babbled and launched into a long tale about my father’s accident, which, of course, highlighted my uninvited, second-string status. I tried to melt into the black and white floor tiles, although our host immediately made hospitable sounds. “Of course any daughter of yours is welcome here! Don’t be silly.” He was so effusive, I was sure he was faking the emotion.

My mother pulled over a wire-backed chair and sat down next to the black and silver tin, gesturing to everybody to find seats, but no one else was as much of a settle-in-the-kitchen kind of partier as she. “I baked you tarts, Lyle,” she said. “Fifty of them. All different flavors, all special, the way you used to like them.”

“Now, Bea,” he said, “that’s not fair! I’m an old man now! I have to count calories and fat grams. I have to practice Olympic level self-control, and now—my favorite food in the world, Bea’s tarts—how could you do this to me?” His tone and expression belied his words. He smiled broadly, white teeth dramatic against his black beard. “Tell me you aren’t tempting me with the one with the macadamias and peaches.”

My mother’s expression was the very definition of bliss. Even I was impressed by his memory—or by his taste buds.

“I certainly am.” My mother’s voice was love-struck. “But I never thought you’d remember.”

“Unfortunately for my waistline, I remember it all too well.”

“You’ll only turn fifty once. Enjoy yourself, and don’t you give them away to anybody.” My mother sounded flirtatious. Maybe that’s why my father disliked Lyle Zacharias. “In fact, why don’t you sample one now, while nobody’s watching?” She grabbed a wooden spoon from a large crockery container and used its handle to push a bit of whipped cream off a tart. “Look at that—I found it right away,” she said. “I remember putting it in and thinking this was your very favorite. Peach and macadamia. Try it.” She found a clear glass plate and put the tart on it and then, for good measure, added a second, and held the dish out to Lyle.

He shook his head. “Not a chance tonight. I’m really counting calories, aren’t I, Aunt Hattie?”

Hattie viewed him as if he were a work of art. “When Lyle says something, believe him. I always do, because he always really means it,” she said. “Since he was a child.”

“Have to lose a couple or ten pounds,” he said. “Tonight—a little birthday cake, for sentiment’s sake, but that’s all.”

Hattie seemed inappropriately proud of him for this self-control. My mother stared at the glass plate with the tarts. I knew she was silently deciding whether to be happy about Lyle’s praise or depressed about his diet.

While she pondered, the swinging doors opened with less fanfare than they had before. This time the newcomer checked out the room before speaking.

She looked like a woman who enjoyed entrances and made sure her audience shared the thrill. She was voluptuous, barely covered with something sequined, and she had a perfect-featured, vacant face, like the Draw Me girls who used to be inside match covers. I think I’m being objective and not speaking out of jealousy. I honestly think so, even though her body was as symmetrical and perfect as her face, only more clever-looking. I put her age at mid-twenties.

“Lyle,” she said, in a little-girl whine. “There you are. It’s just so annoying, Lyle.”

“What’s up, Tiff?” He didn’t rush to her side, although surely most men would have.

“It’s not a suite. It’s not even an inside room, and I can’t be a hostess and negotiate with the staff here. I can’t even find the staff.” She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. It was a facial expression seldom seen past the age of two. Somebody must have told her she looked cute when she was angry. Actually, she did, so who cared about age-appropriate behavior?

“Don’t worry about it,” Lyle said. “Any room will be fine.”

“But it’s your party,” Hattie said. “You deserve what you wanted.”

“I knew we shouldn’t have it at a rinky-dink place like this,” Tiff said. “Didn’t I say so?”

“Indeed you did. Countless times.” Lyle wore a patient, semi-amused smile, giving the impression he was quite used to small tempests and riffs. Maybe she had the nickname because she was always involved in a tiff.

“Nostalgia!” Tiff exclaimed. “Ye gads! What’s so great about nostalgia? I looked across the street at where you lived. It was a great place to leave, if you want to know the truth. Why you wanted to come back beats me.”

“My wife, Tiffany,” Lyle said with great calm. “Tiffany, this is Bea Pepper, a friend from a time when I was your age. And her daughter, Amanda.”

Lizzie didn’t count and wasn’t counted. Kitchen help, scullery maid, no more. Maybe all of us had slid back to other times, other systems.

“Pleased to meet you,” Tiffany said. But her eyes flicked over our faces with subminimal interest, and moved on until they noticed a tall copper stock pot. “You know what? Maybe I’d have fun in a store like this. Kitchen stuff. Lots of copper.”

Hattie Zacharias rolled her eyes. “It’s easier when you know how to cook.” Her voice was low, but audible.

“A fun place,” Tiffany said. “You know, guest chefs, demos… Either that or an exercise salon—upscale, kicky, don’t you think? But something. Something stimulating before I just go…”

I wondered why she had chosen this time and this kitchen to request career counseling. I suspected that when and if neurons triggered within Tiffany’s brain, Tiffany’s mouth reported the results, no matter how irrelevant or inappropriate.

“I’ll take care of the room,” Hattie told her. “Don’t worry about it anymore. Don’t worry about future jobs or hobbies, either. Why don’t you go back to being a hostess instead?”

Tiffany shrugged, but it wasn’t the sort of inconsequential action I might have performed. It was a pneumatic rise and fall of perfectly sculpted shoulders which also managed to heighten awareness of her cleavage. Quite involved and amazing. “I forgot to tell you.” Her voice was flat now. “Reed’s here.”

“I’ll be right along,” Lyle said. “He’ll need attention. It’s rough being fourteen at a fifty-year-old’s birthday.” He stood up and moved closer to her.

“He doesn’t belong at a grown-up party. It’s too”—she searched for a word—“grown up for a kid.”

“He’s my son! Surely, you—”

“Really, Lyle.” Once again she sounded like an aggrieved infant. “I’ve got my hands full with the real guests. Please don’t ask me to babysit, too. Besides, his mother is with him. Surprise, surprise.”

He spoke to her quietly and, he probably thought, privately; but my mother and I and even Aunt Hattie were all openly eavesdropping. “You must have known I’d invite her,” he told his wife. “For Reed, and also because she’s a part of my life.”

“Nostalgia again!” Tiffany snapped. Then, seemingly self-conscious for the first time, she lowered her voice. But by now every cilia in my ear was on red alert, stretched for maximum listening power. “All this looking back—this crummy hotel, this insane idea about quitting your job and New York and my whole life—I think you’re going crazy! It’s like the magazines say, the men go through a mid-life crazies! But why should I have to—”

“Tiff,” he said, softly. “Let up. Go on out and have fun. You love parties, and this will be a good one.”

Tiffany switched gears with a blink of her lush eyelashes. “She’s impossible,” Tiffany hissed. “And she hates me and poisons him against me and she doesn’t discipline him at all.”

“Please. Not tonight. Not here.”

His baby-wife stared at him with her vacant turquoise eyes. Then she reached some decision, executed another of those incredible slow-motion shrugs, turned, and slithered out of the room.

It didn’t sound as if picking wives was one of Lyle’s talents. His choice of trophy wife put him very low on the Mandy scale. Look at a man’s woman, and you look at his soul, and sometimes, to your embarrassment, at his secret needs and preferences.

But I’m not jealous. Honestly.

The cook worried me. All through Tiffany’s scatterbrained and mean-spirited visit, Lizzie had stared at Lyle and my mother with the abstracted intensity of someone having a seizure.

She was still staring now, after Tiffany’s departure, while Lyle and my mother resumed tart talk. My mother catalogued the varieties in the tin. Lyle chuckled and said he would have a vicarious eating thrill. She described the strawberry-kirsch tart. He made low, sexy sounds of appreciation. I felt unutterably depressed. Another unsolicited, hazard-free, sensation-free sensual experience. After safe sex, safe eating.

I went over to Lizzie. “Are you all right?” I asked.

The girl had difficulty pulling her attention back to me and my question. Finally, as if coming out of a trance, she answered. “Feel…bad.” Her voice had changed, been stretched too tight and was unnaturally high and thin.

“Like what?” I whispered. I wondered if she had a medical or emotional condition, if she was in any danger.

“Like…in my head…things clicking and falling apart.”

“Maybe you should sit down. Have you eaten?” I didn’t think there was a set treatment protocol for things clicking and falling apart in the head, but food always seems a happy panacea. I spotted a tall container of breadsticks and extracted two—one for me and one for her. She shook her head.

“Dieting,” she said.

“What is this, a fad?” Food asceticism, the one religion we can all believe in. But what were we supposed to do, imitate my mother and Lyle and talk food? Discuss breadsticks? “Diet tomorrow,” I said, pushing the food into her hand.

Lizzie tried for a smile. “So hard to lose weight around here…always tempted…”

“I’ll bet you’re dizzy from not eating,” I said.

Aunt Hattie’s baggy face came near for a moment. “She all right?” she asked me. “You all right, girl?”

“Lizzie,” I said. Bad enough they didn’t introduce her, but they could try to remember her name.

Lizzie nodded. I tapped the breadstick in her hand, and she looked at it like a zombie, and held it like a wand. “Got so scared all of a sudden,” she said, her free hand to her chest. Her tempo had slowed and her voice was returning to a deeper register. “Heart pounding. Why? And so sad.” And indeed she was blinking back the start of tears.

Hattie looked at her, then at me, and then chose to withdraw from whatever problem the kitchen help had.

“Has this ever happened before?” I asked.

Lizzie shook her head, vigorously, perhaps trying to dislodge those falling, clicking entities inside. She took a jagged breath. “Sorry,” she whispered, but she still sounded like someone on the verge of a major crying jag. “Feel like a baby!”

Over on the other side of the kitchen, the vicarious eaters seemed sated. “Like that song in Annie,” Lyle said. “Tomorrow. The tarts will come out—tomorrow, but I can’t touch them until then. And don’t worry about my sharing them. Tiff never ever breaks her diet. I’ll ration myself. One a day, like an incredibly delicious vitamin pill. I’ll cut back on the cottage cheese, to save calories.” He grinned. “But now, time to get back to my other guests. Won’t you join me, Bea? Aunt Hattie?”

I didn’t mind being excluded, or forgotten. Not horribly, at least.

“I’d better see to Reed,” Hattie said. “And that room business.”

He nodded. “And Sybil.” His expression hardened.

“If only she liked me, I’d help with her, too,” Hattie said. “Speak of the devil.”

The kitchen doors had opened once again and two people entered. One was the young man who’d been relocating lettuce when I came in, and the other was a stern-faced woman with dark hair slicked straight back into a flamenco dancer’s chignon.

Wife Number Two. And who would be behind Door Three?

“Sybil?” Lyle said. “You okay?”

“I didn’t think you’d be in here,” she said. “I always check the kitchen. After all, I have a son to take care of.”

“Reed,” Lyle said in a gentle voice, as if speaking with a madwoman. “I know his name. He’s my son, too.”

“Then you also know that he has allergies,” she said. “Sensitivities.” Her glance darted over each of our faces, inventorying every detail of the room. “If I don’t make sure nothing’s going to harm him, who will?”

“I have him on my list, ma’am,” Lizzie said. “Reed Zacharias. No pomegranates, radicchio, or duck. We’re not serving any of those things.”

“Those aren’t allergies, Sybil,” Lyle said. “Those are preferences. The boy’s fine and I wish you’d stop—”

Sybil nodded briskly at Lizzie. “Good,” she said. “He gets sick at the thought of pomegranates.” She turned and left without another word.

“Sometimes I think she’s crazy,” Hattie said.

“And sometimes I know it,” Lyle completed the old joke.

“I told her we weren’t using pomegranates when she phoned up,” Lizzie said.

“I’ll go fix what can be fixed,” Hattie said. “I’ll get you a suite for tonight.”

Lyle leaned over and kissed her right below the hairline. “Bless you. For this and for all the other times you’ve taken such good care of me.”

Hattie seemed to blush between the wrinkles. She waved him away. “Try to keep your wives out of the kitchen,” she said. “Tiff’s been in and out, driving this poor girl crazy. I swear, sometimes she’s like a child.”

Lyle shrugged, as if the peccadillos of wives were no real bother, then nodded his head in a near bow. “Well, now—although I am enjoying myself enormously here, I am being a most inconsiderate host. I dragged some of these people—some of them only semiwillingly, I’m sure—hundreds…thousands…of miles so I could see them again. So the least I could and should do is just that. See them. Come with me, Bea?”

“Just as soon as I make sure the tarts are in a safe place,” my mother said, waving him off to his guests.

“Thank you again and again,” he said. “It really matters to me, really touches me, that you came.” He bent to kiss my mother’s cheek, then left the kitchen.

Lizzie lost it again and whimpered. I coughed, in some instinctive attempt to shield her.

Hattie glared at her. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’re behaving quite oddly. Should you be handling food? I don’t want anybody catching whatever you’ve got.”

Lizzie paled, stood, and smoothed the front of her apron. “Fine,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m not ill, just…I felt…faint. Suddenly faint. Never felt that way before.”

“Well, make sure it doesn’t happen again. Staring the way you did at my Lyle is bad manners. After all, even though I was the one who spoke with you and made the arrangements, it was completely Lyle’s idea to come here. I tried to talk him out of it, in fact, but he was stuck on going back to the old neighborhood and completing some cycle in his mind. The point is, he’s who you have to thank for this business, and he’s an influential man. He could tell other people about this place. Recommend it, but he probably won’t if you keep that habit of gaping. It looks rude.”

Frankly, I thought there was major rudeness going on aside from Lizzie’s staring.

“Sorry,” Lizzie mumbled once more. “It won’t happen again. I promise.”

“Now you know I only told you that for your own good, don’t you?” Hattie said.

Why is everything offered under the label of For Your Own Good always such a bitter pill? And usually only for the good of the mean-spirited person administering the rule or punishment or advice?

“Now,” Hattie said, “I must do something about my nephew’s room. Didn’t you say you and your father owned this place? My Lyle wanted a suite. He didn’t get one. Can you take care of it?”

Lizzie looked around the kitchen as if estimating what was left to do before dinner. Some of her gears still weren’t meshing. “My father could help, maybe.”

“Fine. I take it he’s that man out front near the door.”

Lizzie shook her head. “That man’s been filling in. He’s more of our handyman and bellboy. My dad just got back from a trip this morning and he’s kind of jet-lagged, but ask the man at the desk for Roy. That’s my dad.”

“Lyle and his wife can have my room,” my mother said. “We aren’t staying over.”

Hattie shook her head. “That isn’t the point. He wanted a suite and he deserves one, and that nitwit wife of his won’t exert herself, so I will. We have the whole hotel, so nobody is going to mind switching rooms with the guest of honor. I’ll go find Roy Chapman and take care of it.”

“Beecher,” Lizzie said. “Roy Beecher. I was married for a while. Kept the name.”

Hattie seemed to doubt Lizzie’s marital history. She tilted her head and eyed Lizzie with her bird-of-prey cold eye. “So your name is Chapman, but your maiden name was Beecher?”

“That’s right,” my mother said sweetly, as if Hattie had just mastered a difficult concept.

Hattie held her head straight, flappy-skinned chins wobbling, thin though she was. And then, biting on her lower lip, she nodded and left.

“Well, well.” My mother patted the lid of the tart tin and hoisted her Persian lamb on her hip. “If Lyle’s not taking our room, let’s use it and get rid of our coats. It’s time to really be at this party.”

Party. I’d forgotten all about that.


Four

IT WAS AN INTERESTING COCKTAIL HOUR. Hours. Not interesting as in captivating, but interesting as in clinically odd and as a study of how slowly time can creep along. The players were divided, visibly, between Lyle’s past and Lyle’s present. In the past contingent there were several earnest, average-looking souls like my mother and a distant relative of Hattie’s who could have passed for Santa after Weight Watchers. Those people drank moderately, referred to Lyle’s medium as the tube, attempted to mingle, and were generally somewhat more interesting than their clothing, which was not true of the Lyle-now folks. Their gelatinous egos spread and pushed for maximum space and reduced all language, no matter what words were used, to “Me!”—and they characterized their profession as the industry.

Lyle Zacharias himself, however, oozed charm that sometimes was convincing, and regaled his guests with anecdotes about themselves, seeming to remember and cherish every moment he had spent in their company. He had a different and flattering story for everyone. I know, because I tracked him, like a paparazzo without a camera.

His non-showbiz guests entered The Boarding House timidly and deferentially, but Lyle had a radar that alerted him when people were in the foyer, and he’d put them at their ease and make sure they became part of the group.

“Everybody,” he said, for example, “this is Richard Quinn.” He had his arm around a lanky, weathered man. “Quinn is my former roommate, partner, and more or less my current father-in-law. Met in college then joined forces in a grungy office off an alleyway. I was supposed to write and direct, and Quinn was going to produce. That lasted until Quinn got tired of starving and went off to better things. Played a string of villains on TV. Recognize him? The bad guy.”

Richard Quinn’s features were ascetic rather than villainous, although I could see how, with the shift of a few facial muscles, he could be menacing. At the moment, he smiled rather shyly and said, “Been a while since I acted.”

I knew my mother was doing an intake evaluation on the man. I wasn’t her daughter for nothing. Besides, I, too, had made note that he had entered solo, that Lyle hadn’t asked after any missing wife or longtime companion, that he was probably straight because he was Lyle’s father-in-law—a plus, despite the fact that he’d named his baby Tiffany—and that the man had cheekbones you could use as Rollerblades. Of course, having been Lyle’s college roommate, Quinn was twenty years my senior and we were generationally incompatible. I’ve tried it once and there was some hope for the relationship until I confessed that yes, I too remembered exactly where I’d been when Kennedy was assassinated. I’d been at the pediatrician’s, getting my whooping cough booster shot, and my mother had been so upset, she’d forgotten to produce the promised lollipop reward for bravery.

Therefore, my evaluation of Richard Quinn was strictly force of habit. I thought.

“This is Reed, everybody,” Lyle said a while later. Lord knew where the boy had slurked until this moment, since Tiffany had unhappily announced his presence earlier. He looked like the kind of kid who would have brought along an enormous stash of comic books and who would have found a secret place to read them.

But I liked that his father’s graciousness extended to children. Not everybody’s does. Unfortunately, Lyle’s warmth hadn’t been inherited by his son, who was seriously sullen. “Reed has agreed to be bored to death at an old man’s birthday party, and I want to thank him publicly. It means a whole lot to me.”

Lyle hugged his stiff and unbending son. Reed was in some very late larval stage. Soft and puffy, his head pushed forward pugnaciously, his eyes canvassed the room systematically, almost automatically and with no recognition. Until, that is, he spotted stepmama Tiffany, over in a corner yukking it up with TV’s own Dr. Sazarac, and gave her as evil an eye—as evil two eyes—as I’ve seen.

His anger looked chronic, deep, and familiar. I teach at a school where lots of lost and furious children of privilege wind up. I’d seen that face many times.

“And over there’s his gracious mother and chauffeur,” Lyle said, one hand still on his son’s shoulder. “Sybil is undoubtedly the reason Reed’s turning out so well.”

I wondered if there was intentional irony in that statement. Maybe not. This was very much a let-bygones-be-bygones evening. Very sophisticated, indeed. Lyle’s stock escalated for complimenting his sour ex, who looked as hostile and unyielding as she had in the kitchen. She stood against the far wall, holding a drink, establishing her distance from and possible contempt for all of us and our party.

“Sybil’s owner of a thriving landscape business,” Lyle told the rest of us. “Built it from the ground up, as they say. Sybil doesn’t have a green thumb; she has a green hand. Knows everything about anything that grows.”

Sybil acknowledged his greetings with a quick nod. Her features were handsome, if sharp, and she did nothing to soften her appearance. She wore a high-collared black dress and no jewelry or makeup, and the starkness of her costume combined with her severe hairstyle made her look like a mourner and a shockingly dramatic contrast to her glittery successor.

I couldn’t get over Tiffany. It had to be embarrassing to be such a blatant pneumatic, giggling stereotype, especially an anachronistic one, but then, what can be expected of girls named after retail stores? She was a commercial production—name by jewelers, body by Barbie. Her spangles barely met the definition of minimal coverage, so essence of Tiffany was everywhere, and in motion. She was extravagant with body language—fond of expansive hand movements, torso tilts, leg crosses—and semiverbal communication: giggles, exclamations, and coos. She was also in a much better mood than she’d been in, in the kitchen.

Not a man there, including both father and son Zacharias, could take his eyes off her for very long.

I could, however. As the hours dragged on, I became less and less captivated with party-watching. Finally, bored to the eyebrows, I fell back on tradition and excused myself to powder my nose. Maybe there’d be a new, Tiffanyized nose, etcetera, in the mirror.

Up in the room, I powdered an all-too-familiar face. At least my disappointment was witnessed only by my mother’s Persian lamb and my down coat, both tossed on the bed along with our purses.

Reluctantly en route back to the festivities, I decided to kill more time by checking on the cook. She’d had the opportunity to recover, to be by herself, and to eat something and raise her blood sugar, a folk cure that sometimes actually worked.

Lizzie was flushed from bending over a sauce pot. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I felt like a jerk, but I couldn’t help myself. It was so…” And then the new calm was gone. Her wire whisk stopped moving. The muscles around her eyes tensed and she looked frightened and dislocated.

“Lizzie?”

She shook her head. “Even thinking about that feeling, about how I felt, and I start to feel it all over again.” She cleared her throat, shook her head, and turned around. “How’s the food so far? Is everything okay?”

“I came in to compliment the chef. The crab puffs were superb. And I like the waiters, too. They don’t interrupt conversations.”

Her golden freckles stood out against her blush. “Mr. McCoy came in and told me he liked the crab puffs, too,” she whispered. “You know him—he’s Dr. Sazarac on Second Generation.”

I was beginning to understand what people who weren’t teaching or going to school did with their afternoons.

“Actually, lots of guests came in. I was surprised and very flattered. People are so nice. Of course, some just wanted to see the kitchen, or to be sure I knew about their special menus. I showed them the list—I have it all written down.”

I saw what she gestured toward, a roster of all the invitees, with notes next to perhaps a third of the names, including the no-radicchio-for-Reed nonsense. Sybil Z.—no meat. Fish okay. Richard Quinn—low cholesterol. It depressed me that he had gone from being a professional villain to a man with a mundane health problem. My father had requested low sodium. I’d probably get his salt-free meal.

“But most people just said hi, and commented on the food or the building and the rooms,” Lizzie said.

“You’re an excellent cook.”

Lizzie made a rueful face. “All my life, food’s been the good news and the bad news. Well, for a while, once, other substances were the worse news. But food…that’s why I’m on a major, major diet. Once and for all, I want to prove I can do it.”

“You look perfectly fine to me.” She did, but I felt creepy as soon as the words were out of my mouth. It’s a line best spoken by old relatives and people with no standards whatsoever, and never, ever, has it comforted a woman who’s convinced that she’s fat.

“Fifteen pounds,” Lizzie said. “Not one delicious thing till then.”

“Not even while you were making that?” A froth of white and dark chocolate curls enclosed an enormous fluff of birthday cake. “Didn’t you at least lick the spoon? Eat all the broken pieces of chocolate? I could never resist.”

She smiled. I left her, justifiably proud of her moral superiority and handiwork, and I made my way back to the front parlor, where Tiffany was still center stage.

I wondered whether somewhere in America less upscale offspring were named after, say, Wal-mart. Who would baby Walmart grow up to be?

With astoundingly accurate timing, my answer—the spirit of the low-end mall—walked in. Walmartine’s borscht-colored hair clashed with her vermilion evening pajamas, their satin straining over her hips. Her face was heavy with makeup, all smearing or melting. I couldn’t decide whether she was trying too hard or not trying at all.

Her companion looked familiar to me. I had seen that slight figure before. It had been lost inside an ill-fitting jacket that time, too, but I couldn’t place him. “My best friends in high school,” Lyle told the group. “Wiley and Janine. The Wileys, nowadays. Back when it was Janine Riley, the three of us were inseparable. The W.R.L.’s we called ourselves—even had jackets with the initials sewn on them. Wiley, Riley, and Lyle—sounds good together, doesn’t it? Nearly makes a poem.” He hugged each of them. They remained where they were at the entrance to the living room.

“It’s been so long,” Lyle said to the couple. “Can’t tell you how surprised I was,” he said, now addressing his other guests. “I called our alma mater for help tracking these two, and I was told that Wiley was right there—as a teacher now.”

A teacher. That’s how I must know him.

Wiley smiled uncertainly. His wife’s blue-coated eyelids drooped and she squinted, as if Lyle had said something suspicious. I tried to imagine those three as a trio, and all I came up with was Lyle as the energy the other two used for fuel. And it looked like W. and R. had permanently stalled once L. moved on.

I watched as he maneuvered them into the party—or gave it an honest try. They were not greeted with open arms.

“I’m really sorry about your father’s accident,” Lyle said to me once W. and R. were semilaunched. “He’s a good man and he was part of a time of my life that was…bittersweet. However, I’m glad your mother conned you into coming, or I might never have met you. Tell me more about your work. I’m not familiar with Philly Prep….”

I had watched him do the same intensely interested number with everyone. I knew that was his shtick. But that did not diminish the power of that fierce attention. If only Freud were still around to whine about what women wanted, Lyle could answer him. So could any woman.

Attention. Undivided. It was that simple, that attractive, and that unusual.

Lyle was a master of it. His undiluted concentration gave you—well, why be coy—gave me the giddy sense that my life was now as exciting as his, as much fun. That I mattered in some brand new way.

I found myself glancing at Tiffany with honest envy, and not of her long, long legs.

The mix of people, no longer strangers, hummed and became a real party in the afterglow of Lyle’s industrial-strength attention. All except for Sybil, the unapproachable, who huddled with her son Reed, and except for Wiley and Janine, the unassimilated lumps who recognized me as another outsider and pounced.

“You know these people?” Janine asked as soon as we’d swapped names. I explained as how I knew no one except my mother.

Janine had donned hot pink harlequin glasses which kept slipping down her nose. She pushed them back up and looked balefully at her husband. “Neither do we,” she said. “Don’t even really know Lyle anymore, either. Haven’t seen him in years. Maybe twenty.” She inhaled and looked at me as pointedly as one can through tilted, sliding harlequin specs.

“Yes,” I said. “He mentioned that it’s been a long time.”

She harrumphed, as if she had her own special meaning for the words long time and she wasn’t going to share it, either.

“Come out on a night like this…” she said in her oh-I-could-tell-you-things way.

She was obviously hell-bent on having a bad time. I considered another nose-powdering escape. But before I could take a step, her husband leaned myopically close to me. “Don’t I know you?” he asked.

“I teach, too,” I said. “At Philly Prep. English.”

“General Science. Biology. South Philly High.”

No curriculum overlap. He was part of the public school system, I was with an independent school. How did I know him?

Janine looked at me sideways, eyes slitted. I felt on trial.

I suddenly had it. “You’re the school paper’s advisor, right? We met at Junior Journalist Day last year.” He nodded, but tentatively, as if he were only pretending to actually remember me.

“We had lunch,” I added. No recognition. A sinking depression on my part. How could someone so forgettable forget me? “Going again this year—this week?” I asked.

Janine swiveled her head and stared at her husband, who nodded again.

“Good!” I don’t know why I said that, and so emphatically. Perhaps because Mrs. Wiley was behaving as if I were talking in code, cover for a sinister message.

“Can I get you a drink, Janine?” Wiley said. “And you, too, Miss…”

“Mandy Pepper.” I had said my name no more than seven minutes earlier. I had become instantaneously forgettable. Maybe his wife wore bilious makeup and garish colors just to make an impression on him.

“How about if I get both of you ladies a drink?” he said.

“No, thanks.” I was already near champagne capacity for a designated driver.

“I shouldn’t have come,” Janine whined as soon as her husband was in retreat. “Just look at me. I’m falling apart.”

I murmured some noise of polite demur. She didn’t appear to be falling apart. She looked like a rock-solid mass that couldn’t be toppled. Her body was all function, no form, a utilitarian block of flesh separating her head from her feet.

“I don’t feel well,” she said. “Certainly not well enough to go out on one of the worst nights of the year for some party for Lyle Zacharias of all people.”

“Oh, my.” I tried to sound sympathetic and interested while I searched for a decent exit line. I always attract the kind of person everyone else shuns, but I think I’m better off not finding out why.

“Haven’t seen him since…” She released a harsh noise I was sure she thought was a laugh. “Right after Ace of Hearts opened, remember? His big break. Hah!”

Some friend. No wonder they hadn’t seen Lyle in years. Obviously couldn’t stand his success. But all I said was, “I wasn’t too aware of what was happening on the stage twenty years ago.” Didn’t I look too young to remember?

“I have sciatica,” Janine announced without benefit of a logical transition. “The nerve running down the back of this leg?” She waited until I watched her finger trace her pain route from her left buttock over the back of her thigh. “I try to make the best of it, try to stay sunny, but it kills me, you know? And aggravation makes it worse, like tonight.” She tilted her head and waited, as if she’d just thrown down a challenge.

“Coming here has made your leg hurt?” Why did I ask? What did she want, a purple heart for party attendance?

“You got it!” She bobbled her head until beet-blood hair strands jiggled. Then she put a hand on her lower back and sighed in sympathy with her own suffering. “I told Wiley I didn’t want to come. Why should I aggravate my back just so Lyle Zacharias can flaunt how far up the ladder he’s climbed? My sinuses are starting up, too.”

“Maybe you should find a chair. I’ll find one for you.” I’d build one for her. Anything to get her off her sciatic nerve and my back. Surely it was long past time for dinner. Isn’t it supposed to be a—single—cocktail hour?

“How long have you known my husband?” Janine asked.

“What?” My mind was on food, not spouses.

“My husband. How long?”

“I don’t really know him at all. Only met at the—”

“How long?”

“I met him last year, I think.”

She sniffed and seemed ready for a new complaint, but just as I approached despair, I saw my mother, radar in action, scanning. I knew that when she found me talking to a person no one could consider marriage material, she’d save me. She has never understood that the knight in shining armor, not the maiden’s mother, is supposed to rescue the maiden. In the Bea Pepper version, the mother forges and polishes the suit of armor and goes out to find the knight. Still, this once, I was happy about her misplaced protectiveness.

But it turned out I was only a way station on her quest. She was actually matching up Hattie, or trying to, if she could find her. “There’s this darling gentleman,” she said. “I’ve seen him on TV. I think on a Hallmark commercial. He’s eager to meet her.”

“Does he know that, Mother?” I asked as sweetly as I could. She did not deign to respond.

I introduced her to the listless Janine, who shook her head. “I didn’t see Hattie Zacharias,” Janine said. “I’d still recognize the old—”

“She went home for a nap,” my mother said. “Her apartment’s only a few minutes away and she thought it’d be easier to sleep there. But she should have gotten back by now. We’re going to eat any minute, and I wanted her to meet Gregor before then. He’s a widower, you know, and quite charming.”

“Gregor can meet Hattie after dinner,” I said, but my mother’s face had brightened and she waved energetically. “There she is!”

Even after a nap Hattie looked like one of those baggy Tibetan dogs. “I feel much better,” she said as she approached us. “Ready to dance the whole night long!” The pouches and creases of her face rearranged themselves as she arched her eyebrows. “I can, you know, and I intend to!” Then she squinted, as she had this afternoon, this time in the direction of Janine, who had resumed her belligerent silence. “I know you, don’t I?” Hattie said.

“I’m Janine.”

“Yes. High school. Quite a tomboy, weren’t you? Married the Wiley boy, didn’t you?”

“You have an amazing memory!” my mother said.

“Yes,” Hattie said with no self-consciousness. “Good with names and faces. Good with other things, too. Just got back from Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Panama.”

“My!” My mother is a world-class appreciator. “How exciting!”

Hattie nodded. “Lyle’s birthday gift to me. Wants me to settle down in my rocking chair, but not yet, I say. Next year I want to go to Galapagos. Central America was splendid. Before I went, I memorized the list of flora and fauna we could expect to find. Everybody else was thirty-forty years younger, but I was the one who knew. They were quite amazed. I don’t forget much.”

Well, so she wasn’t modest. But she was certainly sharp.

“I think it’s because I never married,” Hattie said. “Didn’t waste energy on some man who’d want all my attention and would drain off my energy. All I had to concentrate on was dear, dear Lyle.”

“Yes!” Janine was suddenly activated. “I get such headaches from my husband’s demands that I think I’m about to—”

We never did find out what neurological damage her husband’s existence had done her, because we were saved by the bell—the dinner one in this case, waved delicately, like a tinkling handkerchief, by our golden hostess, Tiffany.

In the light of what followed, we should all have skipped the meal and stuck with Janine’s migraines.


Five

AT THE ENTRANCE TO THE hotel dining room, we picked up place cards with table numbers. “I’m at five,” Janine said.

To my great relief, I wasn’t.

I was, however, Sybil Zacharias’s tablemate. She bumped into me as I pulled out my chair. I thought she might have had too much to drink already. “’Scuse,” she said. “Oh, it’s you! Somebody said you teach at Philly Prep.”

I nodded.

“Trying to get my son in. Can you help me pull strings?”

As long as those strings were attached to an ATM machine, she’d have no problem. “I’m sure you won’t need them,” I said, “but if I can help…”

“I can’t believe I’m networking with Lyle’s friend!”

“I’m not,” I said, but that sounded wrong, and I gave it up. Sybil nodded and lurched off.

The room was relatively intimate, and our crowd of fifty or so filled it to capacity. Five rounds, each seating ten, encircled a small center table with only four seats. Only two were currently occupied. Hattie sat at one like the dowager queen, her bright pebble eyes gleaming and her wrinkles taking on happy configurations. Next to her, Reed Zacharias looked made of denser material than human flesh and seemed to wish he were anywhere but here.

“You see that woman over at that table?” my mother whispered as she settled in next to me. “With the canary hair? Her husband left her for an older woman, can you imagine? Humiliated, poor dear. And that man there? Just out of the hospital for a duodenal ulcer. Thinks his son, who’s in a drug program, caused it.”

The woman is a magnet for personal revelations. Within seconds of meeting her, absolute strangers download their secrets. She should have been a spy—or a talk show hostess.

The seating strategy appeared to be one celebrity per table. Anna Pacocci, the Golden-Throated Czech, was surrounded by less recognizable faces at the next table. According to my mother, the former diva’s throat had become a slightly less precious metal, and nowadays she played a political refugee on Second Generation. Pacocci looked bored with her role as table ornament for the little people, and called out to Rhoda Roundtree, the Brit TV gossip seated one over in the ring of tables. I listened intently for Eurotrash gossip, bulletins from the arts, or whatever bons mots semifamous people swapped with one another.

“Did you haff ze crab things?” she asked. Rhoda pursed her mouth. “So-so,” she said. “I’ve had better.”

Didn’t they once call people like that the Smart Set?

Our table’s designated celebrity turned out to be none other than my mother’s idol, pretend-doc Sazarac, Shep McCoy himself. He stood to my right and extended his hand directly in front of my face to my mother, at my left. “Bea,” he said. “How lovely to share a table with you. And this, I take it, is the glorious daughter you talked about?”

I didn’t know with whom to be angrier—my mother for the daughter-peddling, or McCoy, who behaved as if I, glorious or not, were autistic, paralyzed, or comatose. I considered biting his wrist as it passed by my face.

“And would she mind, do you think, if I were her dinner companion?” It wasn’t asked as a question, even of my mother. It was meant as humor, as ridiculously funny, for who wouldn’t want the Real McCoy as her tablemate? He seated himself to my right. “Lovely,” he said. “And what do you call yourself?”

“I have actually never had cause to call my own self,” I said. “I’m always already there, you see.” My mother kicked me under the table.

Shepard McCoy blinked several times. When he spoke again, he detoured around me, to my mother. “You know,” he said—I had become a backdrop he leaned across—“I was once in a play based on this exact situation.”

“You mean a self-important older man—” My mother nicked my anklebone this time, but Shepard hadn’t heard me. He was a performer, not a listener, and sound waves operated in only one direction. Besides, I really hadn’t said it all that loudly.

“A group of people assemble at a wedding, so that’s a little different, but not that much, right? And we’re with this table of people who didn’t know each other before they sat down.” He patted my shoulder, then squeezed it. A fleeting gesture. Innocuous, perhaps, and definitely meaningless, but I moved as far to the left as I could without falling off my chair or into my mother’s lap.

“And what happened?” my mother asked after just enough of a bump of time to let me know I should have asked the question, made the effort. Old not-with-my-daughter-unless-you’re-marrying-her Mama hadn’t noticed the business with the shoulder, or she had written it off as theatrical and therefore excusable.

Shep McCoy shook his silver-topped head. “Alas, it closed after five nights, you know, although my performance was favorably singled out by the Times. ‘Captures every nuance’ they said.”

Somebody should tell the man real people do not say alas.

“I meant what happened to the characters in the play,” my mother said mildly.

Shepard looked blank. “You mean the other characters?”

My mother nodded encouragement. “And yours, too, of course.”

“Actually, nothing much. We talked back and forth. Things like ‘and how are you related to the groom?’ Or, perhaps, ‘how are you related to the bride?’ I’m a little rusty about it by now, you know. I’ve played so many roles. But I think it turned out everybody was connected in their past. Oh, yes, and somebody died at the table. Not my character, of course. I don’t do corpses. But the death—heart attack, as I recall—stirred matters up—”

I was surprised that play had lasted a full five performances.

“Well,” my mother said overbrightly, “and how is everyone here related to the groom? To Lyle, of course, I mean.”

She addressed her words to the table at large, extending her arms like an orchestra conductor to include everyone, make them work together in concert. By now all the chairs were filled. Our group consisted of two young women in black New York regalia—“Film students,” my mother whispered; an older woman with great cheekbones above high-necked silk ruffles; a young, tall, and rather goofy-looking fellow who, I believe, was a lighting technician with eyes only for his wife, an equally tall woman who could have been attractive if she weren’t so coy and simpering. On one side of the loving couple was Lyle’s somber second wife, Sybil, and completing the group, on their other side, the good-looking former bad guy, Richard Quinn. I sighed. There, but for the luck of seating, had gone a much more intriguing dinner companion than Shep. Quinn was still a little old for me—a lot old for me, actually—but then so was his lookalike, Clint Eastwood, and I’d have ogled him, too.

“I’ll go first,” the older woman said in a thin, high voice. “My name is Priscilla Lemoyes and I was Lyle’s high school teacher. English and drama, and I’m just so proud of him! I always favored the late bloomers. Never seemed particularly interested in much, but I always knew there was something special about him. ‘I believe in you, Lyle Zacharias,’ I always said. ‘Reach for the stars.’ So I wasn’t surprised his senior year when he wrote the hit of the school. And years later, when he polished up that high school skit and it became Ace of Hearts, he sent me a ticket to opening night. He never forgot me.”

I wondered if I’d live long enough to be told I’d played a significant role in a student’s destiny. My pupils are not only late, but seriously detained bloomers. Century plants, perhaps.

Thinking about them reminded me of their promless condition. Poor kids. Booking the hotel had been the one high school assignment they’d handled with efficiency. I wondered if they already knew that their site was a charcoal memory.

Shepard McCoy was staring at me with moony-stupid eyes. At least he now kept his hands to himself, so he was more embarrassing than annoying. I looked away, down, at my watch. I was ready to call it a night and get on with my life, but it was only eight-fifteen. One dinner and at least two hours to go.

My mother eyed me. She’d tried to instill better manners than I was showing. In honor of her, I produced table talk. “You must know the Wileys, then, as well,” I said to the sweet old schoolteacher. “Janine and…” I couldn’t remember her husband’s first name.

“There was a boy named Wiley,” Priscilla Lemoyes said. “Jerry? No—Terry. Quiet. Never had Lyle’s sparkle, but a nice enough boy.”

“I was in the TV series that spun off Ace of Hearts, you know,” Shepard McCoy said with a half cough/half laugh meant to convey modesty while he nonetheless tooted his horn. “Played Wilfred, a rather oafish fellow, remember him?” He laughed again, hail fellow well met. “Casting against type, of course. Challenging. Critics loved me, but TV is devastating.” He lifted my hand and placed it on his, as if he were about to propose marriage. I repossessed my hand.

“That’s where I met Lyle,” he continued. “Nobody else could have convinced me to stay in the medium. I’m a stage actor, you know. I always say, my hair was black until I met Lyle Zacharias. People magazine played up that remark, you know.”

Every time he said you know, my fillings ached. He assumed that the minutiae of his life was part of the core of common culture—and God help us all, was it? I gave him my blankest expression, a face I hoped said, “I have zero knowledge of your career and who did you say you were again?” but his ego was made of kryptonite. If only we could divide and redistribute it, there’d be no more talk about our kids not having self-esteem, and there’d still be plenty left over for McCoy himself.

“Are you all waiting for me?” Sybil Zacharias said abruptly. “Is it my turn now? I, for one, am related to the groom only through past mistakes. Reed opted to accept his father’s invitation, and he can’t drive yet, so I’m here as his chauffeur and…guardian, that’s all.” She swigged at her drink.

Priscilla Lemoyes looked at her with the expression of revulsion that must have greeted that other party poop, the witch at Sleeping Beauty’s christening.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Sybil continued, “Lyle’s sole justification for existence is Reed. And, having spawned, I wish he’d be like a salmon and die.”

The ruffled ex-schoolteacher gasped. “This is his party!” she hissed. “We’re his guests!”

“You’re horrified, aren’t you?” Sybil said to the table at large. “I’m not following the rules, being polite, playing his game. Instead, I’m being honest. Much more so than a lot of others I could name in this room or at this table.”

Richard Quinn stared at Sybil intently, with just a glint of his bad-guy persona showing through. The lighting expert whispered to his wife. Lyle’s former teacher took a series of deep breaths. Shepard McCoy, apparently oblivious to nuance or even a club over the head—if it wasn’t his head—turned around to sign an autograph for someone who identified herself as a longtime admirer.

“My turn now? Well, I’m a real fan of Mr. Zacharias,” one of the two girls in black said with breathy urgency. “I know him through film school, but I’ve also been his critter consultant, and let me tell you, you get to know a man’s soul in my line of work.”

Dare I ask? I dared.

“I help people achieve greater intimacy with their animal companions,” she answered, eyes wide open and desperately sincere.

Please, I thought, don’t let this turn out to be X-rated.

“I have this gift.” She lowered her eyes, modestly. “I communicate telepathically with animals. I’ve been teaching Mr. Zacharias how to do it, too, and his relationship with Pompom is much fuller and stronger now. Really incredible.”

Sybil Zacharias ordered another drink and gave the girl a look that would have withered anyone less spiritually evolved.

“And I also think Mr. Zacharias is marvelous,” her companion said. “I’m just crazy for him. He came to our film class about a year ago and he was so funny, and smart, and quick. He told us we’re the future—and God, can you believe he included us tonight? We both just want to grow up and be him!” Her psychic buddy nodded. Presumably, so did Pompom, telepathically, somewhere.

“Wait till you are him,” Sybil grumbled. “Wait till you’re competition.” She sipped at her freshened drink then spoke, pronouncing each word carefully: “Everybody gets excited about Lyle at first. But it’s a short honeymoon. Lyle’s a man with no old friends.”

“Nonsense! Look around this room!” Priscilla huffed. “I myself am an old friend!”

Sybil shrugged. “I won’t comment on the room at large. But as for you, with all due apologies, you were never in the game, never an equal, just one of his cheerleaders, so you were never in his way and never a threat.”

Nobody else was rude enough to point out that perhaps her status as the ex-wife, plainer and two decades older than her replacement, made her less than an objective observer.

Even my mother seemed stymied by the prospect of navigating back to the easy currents of table talk. We might have sunk into permanent silence had not smattered applause provided diversion. Priscilla Lemoyes was the first at our table to catch on. She pushed back her chair and stood and cheered as the birthday boy and his little woman entered the room. Somebody with a squeaky voice started “Happy Birthday to You.” Lyle’s face reddened above the beard as he said, “No, no, please,” until the squeaky voice stopped and our host and hostess settled at the small table where Hattie and Reed were already seated.

Step-grandmother, stepson, stepmother, stepwife. The prefix-rich new nuclear family.

The second his father was seated, Reed turned to Hattie, spoke briefly and urgently, and then switched chairs with her so that he was no longer next to Tiffany. Of course, as he must have realized, there was no real escape at a small round table for four. He had to be beside or across from her. He compensated by angling his chair so that he only half faced the table, then turned and very blatantly gave the thumbs-up signal in our direction.

Sybil could barely contain her smirk.

Back at the small center table, Lyle reached over and took the thumbs-up hand and spoke to his son in a low voice. After that, Reed resumed his vegetative state and sat with the roaring impassivity only an adolescent can truly master.

Sybil looked satisfied. Through her child, she’d scored a pathetic and mean-spirited triumph. I wondered how much more she planned to spoil Lyle’s party.

The lighting man said it was his turn to explain under what circumstances he’d met Lyle, although his tedious account of how, as an apprentice, he’d worked on a short-lived nature series, seemed to have nothing to do with anyone in the room. His wife nodded and simpered. The interminable tale droned on until our first course was delivered with panache by a white-gloved waiter. It was a welcome diversion and a beautiful still life—red, purple, and bronze lettuces; tiny shrimp; and large pearls of caviar.

With some prompting—from my mother, of course—Richard Quinn took his turn at the how-I’m-connected-to-this-party game. “Like Lyle said, we met in college.” And that was that. He speared a shrimp and chewed it.

“Way back in college!” My mother was on automatic make-nice, overcompensating for the engineer’s boring monologue, Sybil Zacharias’s hostility, and her own daughter’s lack of social graces.

And the truth is, her sledgehammer hostessing worked. Richard Quinn begrudged us a few more syllables. “Partners afterward, too, for a while. I was his producer.”

“My goodness! Here I’ve been going on, thinking that Lyle produced Ace of Hearts,” the former teacher said. “I’m so sorry! What’s your name again?”

Quinn shook his head. “Split before he wrote Ace. Went back to acting for a while.”

He was stingy with words, reluctantly and minimally answering, never truly conversing. And thus ended my shortest and most feeble infatuation since third grade. If there’s one thing no woman needs, it’s another silent male from whom to beg and wheedle the daily minimum syllable requirement.

“He travels fastest who travels alone,” Sybil said. “The Zacharias credo.”

I tried to figure out what that meant, or, more precisely, what Sybil meant.

“I did a show with you, you know,” Shepard McCoy told Quinn. “Movie of the Week. Something about a haunting. Science, faith, that sort of thing. My first doctor role.” He smiled, enjoying memories of himself, having forgotten his point and the need to connect his anecdote with the man toward whom he’d directed it.

“Do you remember that show?” I asked Richard Quinn.

He shook his head. He was not a dinner party sort of man. Had he come for Tiffany’s sake? He certainly didn’t seem to be having a good time. “Don’t act anymore,” he said after too long a pause.

“What is it you do nowadays, then?” I asked. Free of being even potentially smitten, I now could be socially correct with him.

“This and that.” He seemed to consider whether to continue, then decided to do so. “Opening a restaurant.”

“With Lyle as silent partner,” Sybil said. She had not been part of this stilted conversation, but that didn’t appear to matter to her.

Quinn shook his head. “Changed his mind. Selling off assets, not buying them.”

“That’s just a pose, that middle-aged hippie blather.” Nonetheless, Sybil looked momentarily sober.

“I remember when Lyle really was a hippie,” my mother said. “I remember the beads and the fringes and the beard.”

“Still has the beard!” the lighting technician said with an air of revelation. “So there.”

His wife put her hand to her mouth and laughed silently, secretly, like Madame Butterfly.

Shepard leaned forward and squinted at Quinn. “It wasn’t a TV movie. It was when you played that mass murderer on Second Generation—the one who terrorized me.”

Quinn shook his head. “Never been on Lyle’s show. Out of touch with him—”

“Out of touch! How prissy and euphemistic,” Sybil said. “Don’t be so damned civilized! You two didn’t speak to each—”

Quinn turned up the volume of his voice and let it roll right over her. “—until he married Tiff.”

This time my mother’s interest wasn’t forced at all. “Your daughter, correct?”

“Step,” Quinn said. “Married Tiff’s mother.” Yet another shrug. “She died.” The shoulder went up one more time.

“How touching! You raised that lovely girl, then introduced her to your dear old friend!” Priscilla, the sweet old spinster schoolmarm, head spinning with untested romantic delusions, was nearly giddy with delight. “How perfect!”

Sybil snorted and called the waiter over for yet another refill. Somebody had to flag her, take away her car keys.

Quinn shook his head. “Nothing to do with it.”

“Then it was destiny. And it obviously had a happy ending,” Priscilla chortled. “Just look at those lovebirds.” She smiled innocently at Sybil, whose skin mottled in little patchy blushes. “It thrills me to see that Lyle found happiness at last,” Priscilla cooed.

Revenge for Sybil’s attempts to muddy the image of her great triumph and former student, Lyle. “I’ve never seen a happier couple,” she added, in case the salt hadn’t yet rubbed into Sybil’s jugular.

The salads were removed, and by some silent consensus, it was decided that it was time for mid-course milling. People stood to talk to diners at other tables or to make use of the facilities upstairs or down the hall. Our table’s population declined by half. Shepard, the lighting director’s wife, and Priscilla left in succession, and I wondered if there were a social amenity that I, too, should be attending to.

However, as I stood up, Lyle and Tiffany headed my way.

They’d been making rounds from table to table, she looking bored and gorgeous, and he shaking hands and exchanging jokes and pleasantries with each guest. I watched as one by one faces brightened at his approach. The old attention thing again. He bent close to hear what an elderly relative said, looked concerned at another’s remarks, laughed along with a third.

When it was our time to greet Lyle, I stood, as did my mother, and before I knew it, I was enthusiastically wishing him happy birthday and saying what a great party this was, and almost believing myself.

“Be honest,” he said with a smile. “You’re bored silly, but you’re a great soul and you’re enduring it and helping me have the time of my life. Getting old isn’t bad with friends to share the—”

Tiffany did not successfully stifle her noisy yawn.

“Sorry, darling,” Lyle said. “I tend to get carried away. Now, if you’ll excuse us, Mandy, we want to check how things are coming along in the kitchen. Tiff’s a perfectionist.” Tiffany impassively watched her husband through a fringe of lashes. She did not seem amused or charmed or feel the need to pretend to be.

After Lyle and Tiffany left, I realized Richard Quinn had at some point drifted to my side. I was mildly flattered. I wasn’t interested in him, but that didn’t mean I would mind his being interested in me.

Having approached, Quinn stood aimlessly, as if he had no idea what to do next. Very eighth grade. But I remembered the cure for it. My mother had given me lots of teen-help books, and all agreed on one universal credo for success with males. Ask him about himself. “Where are you opening that restaurant of yours?” I asked.

“On the Delaware.”

“Our Delaware? Here in Philadelphia?”

He nodded.

“When?”

“Two weeks. The Scene.”

“What scene?”

“That’s its name.”

“Ever done anything like this before?”

He shook his head.

Oh, Mom, you never said it would be this hard or pointless. “Tell me all about it,” I said, bypassing subtlety. And finally it appeared I had hit oil. Quinn was nearly voluble, listing problems with building codes, liquor licensing, his former backer, and the decision to add on an expensive second floor for private parties.

“Private parties?” The God of Proms had brought this man to me. “How large a private party?”

My voice must have been too urgent, because he looked startled and needed to think a bit. “Three hundred,” he finally said. “Why?”

I waxed eloquent on behalf of my seniors. He seemed intensely interested in me all of a sudden. We made a date to inspect it for the following day. I was elated. The evening of my party-martyrdom had justified itself. For the first time in all history, or at least in mine, virtue would indeed be rewarded.

Meanwhile, the party tides once again shifted and guests and waiters filtered back into the room.

A quarter of an hour or so later, once everyone was involved with buttery-soft beef in a dark sauce, tiny crisped potatoes, and deep-fried baby artichokes, Lyle stood and tapped his spoon on the side of his water glass. The string quartet that had been discreetly entertaining us grew silent.

“I don’t want to interrupt your meal,” he said. “Please, continue.” And people did, so that Lyle spoke against a background of dancing knives and forks. “I want to thank you for being part of this celebration. I don’t think you can know what this means to me. In fact, I’m positive that at least a few of you don’t know why this means something to me and I’ll bet you were surprised by my invitation.” The line was greeted by scattered dry laughs.

He cleared his throat and continued, looking down at a small stack of three-by-five cards. “Life, I have found, is not one smooth line. There are bumps. But this is a time to declare that once and for all, our differences and difficulties and misunderstandings and partings of the way are part of our histories and nothing more. I’ve been joined with each of you at certain significant junctures, and you are all part of the mosaic of my life. At a certain age—and certainly fifty is that age—it seems important to relegate collisions and scrapes to history.”

I found the beef better than the talk, and much less schmaltzy. My attention wandered around the room. Sybil stared at her ex through slitted eyes, much more engrossed by him than I was.

Priscilla Lemoyes’s hands were pressed together at the base of her neck, reverently. He did better with senior citizens than wives. Hattie also beamed and nodded, but Tiffany looked exactly like my students at a stupefying assembly. She examined her manicured nails, one by one, over and over.

“I have been blessed with more than my share of life’s gifts,” Lyle was saying when I tuned in again, “so there was nothing material I wanted for my birthday. Besides, as I approached the half-century mark, I saw how cluttered my life had become. And how I had become too busy to enjoy it. Most of you”—he paused for a moment—“know I’m about to make serious changes”—another breath—“to take time to smell the roses and grow them, too, and to be with my lovely wife.”

His not lovely ex-wife snorted and glared. The current missus was too engrossed in her nail polish to react.

Lyle paused for several rapid breaths. He was much more nervous than I would have anticipated. I was afraid he would hyperventilate by the time he finished his talk. “And my son and friends,” he added. “Time with them, too.” It sounded embarrassingly like an afterthought. He looked flustered. Perhaps he was flubbing his talk.

“Before I take the next step, I wanted to see you—my life, to look around a room and see the faces that are the landmarks of my adventure through this—through this—” Again he looked nonplussed. Maybe he couldn’t read his three-by-five card prompts. “Like this building—almost where I grew up—like all of you—like…excuse me,” he said. “Overexcited. Can’t catch my breath. Must be why they call us old wheezers.”

“Geezers,” his son corrected him without a smile.

“A few faces couldn’t be here because of…” Another pause as he breathed, rather raggedly, I thought. “Others…no longer among…us.” His inappropriate stops and starts made his delivery choppy and his meaning difficult to apprehend. I reminded myself that he was accustomed to being behind the scenes, not onstage. He had the right to be edgy.

“For all—of—you here, thanks for—this—that—moment I—wanted.” The rhythm was ever more erratic, punctuated by gasps, and he was skipping words. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. This couldn’t be an attack of stage fright. “It,” Lyle said, “—the—greatest…”

There had been a gradual cessation of background noise. No more clicking knives and forks. People glanced anxiously at one another, checking whether their alarm was shared. When Lyle actually made it to the end of his talk, there was a spontaneous standing ovation, half praise, half relief.

Lyle pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and put it to his eyes, then wiped at beads of sweat on his forehead and temples. Then he clutched his handkerchief and bent forward.

“Lyle?” Hattie asked.

“Legs,” he said. “Cramps. Bad. I…oh, boy. Old—all—at—once!” He rolled his eyes skyward. “Give me a break!”

Feeble laughter greeted his attempt at lightness. The collective mood roller-coasted, dipping into apprehension, murmuring questions like background music, then audibly relaxing when Lyle made light of his discomfort. It was nothing, then. We were still at a party. Life was normal and fun. And then Lyle winced and buckled forward and the anxiety level skyrocketed.

Lyle waved his hand, pushing away his physical problems, but he was bent way over, as if his cramping legs wouldn’t hold him. He put his hands to his throat, his face contorted with fear.

“Lyle! What is it?” Hattie cried.

His breathing had become so raspy I could hear it plainly at my table as it jaggedly pumped. “Throat,” he said. “Burns—hurts—”

“Is there a doctor in the house?” somebody called.

Shepard McCoy stood up.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Sybil screamed. “You’re an actor, you fool!”

But no one else had stood. No piece of Lyle Zacharias’s life mosaic had gone to medical school.

“A heart attack?” my mother asked.

“I’ve never heard of one like this,” the former schoolteacher murmured.

“Some horrible infection?” I asked. We were still paralyzed by etiquette. Dear Abby, is it proper to suggest that the host is desperately ill if he says he’s not and you might spoil his party?

“Baby, what is it?” Hattie shrieked. “Where does it hurt?” Baby was still gasping and the tears in his eyes seemed from pain.

I stood up and began wedging myself between seats, en route to the door, which seemed very far away. I angled myself to watch what was happening while I maneuvered. “Excuse me,” I said many times to guests who were too engrossed in the ongoing disaster to respond.

Tiffany stood by Lyle in red-spangled ineffectiveness, her hands half raised in the I-give-up position.

The room buzzed with nervous collective wing-fluttering as we absorbed the idea that the completely unexpected and potentially disastrous had indeed happened.

“Dizzy.” Lyle canvassed the room the way a drowning man might look for the disappearing horizon. I could not believe that the self-confident man who’d stood up a few minutes back had so thoroughly and swiftly become this disoriented, terrified creature. He even looked different—bloated and sallow.

“Who—”

I stopped where I was. His breathing was loud and rough, like sticks over heavy metal grating. He was disintegrating in front of us as if he’d been seized by something alien and inhuman. Now, in addition to the breathing, the pallor, the bloat, the buckling legs, and disorientation, his eyes had lost their moorings.

“No!” Hattie screamed.

He lurched forward. I made my way toward the dining room door, past the lace-clothed side table where the dark and white chocolate dream of a birthday cake waited.

“Who—” whooshed out of Lyle, “—kill me?”

Hattie screamed. The room buzzed with the single word as question and exclamation. “Kill. Kill! Kill?”

Wheezing like a fireplace bellows, Lyle forced more words out. “Who…poison me?”

I ran like hell for the phone.


Six

“POISONED?” TIFFANY SCREAMED AT the top of her lungs. Her words reached all the way down the hall to where I stood at the small front desk. “What are you saying?” she howled. “I ate the same food!”

I dialed 911. “A man’s been poisoned. I think.” It was embarrassing making an emergency call with caveats and small print. Perhaps there’d been a poisoning—no guarantees. But there was definitely a sick person and, strengthening my case, fifty other people who had eaten the same food. If, of course, the food was at fault.

Nine-one-one didn’t remark on my quibbling. Instead, they said to stay calm, that help would be there any minute.

I tried to follow their advice and remain collected, although I was having trouble remembering how, particularly given the commotion in the dining room.

The scene was out of Breughel by way of Vanity Fair. Lyle Zacharias, breathing with obvious difficulty, braced himself on the long table that held his ornate birthday cake. Smartly attired party guests wavered between blasé seen-it-all sophistication and a visible desire to stampede. The repeated motif—whispered, shouted, questioned, in deep basso tones and cultivated soprano—was the word poison echoing like the dull pulse of mass hysteria.

People futilely sought comfort and reassurance from one another. “Is sweat on my forehead?” a man demanded of his dinner companion. “Wasn’t Lyle sweating?” “But what about me?” his tablemate answered. “I feel sick.”

And so did lots of others. People complained of dizziness, or weakness, or trembling—including me. I hoped I was suffering a simple old-fashioned anxiety attack.

En route to my mother, I passed Hattie Zacharias, who looked almost as ill as her nephew did. Her wrinkled skin was even looser, as if it were falling off. She mouthed the word poison, although no more than a hiss of air emerged. She repeated the motion, as if practicing it, working to get it right. It was even more frightening that way, like a silent scream.

Poison. It finally, thoroughly, hit me, and as dreadful as I felt for Lyle Zacharias, I felt even worse for me.

Fear buckled my knees, and then, of course, I worried that this sudden muscle weakness was an early symptom. Had Lyle’s legs weakened or simply cramped?

My core temperature dropped. I was freezing. Had Lyle been cold? No—he’d been sweating. Good, good. But I felt lightheaded, too. Was that the same as Lyle’s dizziness?

While these idiotic brain waves skittled about, Lyle let go of the table and made a staggering lurch in the direction of the doorway. However, he didn’t even make it past the cake before he stumbled and again grabbed the table.

People moved between us, so I couldn’t see clearly, but it was obvious from the sounds and the sudden general recoil that the man was now violently ill. I remembered his lurched attempt to escape, and realized that despite the desperation of his situation, he’d been trying to exit and avoid social embarrassment. There was a psychology paper in this for somebody: “Terminal Prioritizing: Death or a Major Social Gaffe?”

The people around him backed off some more, so that I could see Lyle pitch forward into his birthday cake, crumpling the lace tablecloth and pulling it down as he and the dessert both fell. The white and dark chocolate cake landed on his upturned face, putting him in jeopardy of layer cake asphyxiation, assuming nothing worse destroyed him first.

My mother rushed forward, which shouldn’t have surprised me. She was carrying first aid—a dampened napkin—and before anyone else had gone beyond milling and agonizing, she had cleaned Lyle’s face. Under the icing and chocolate crumbs, Lyle was unconscious.

We watched, fifty ticking time bombs. Make that forty-nine, I thought. If Lyle was right, one of us was a poisoner.

A woman in platinum Jean Harlow hair and gold lamé bent over Lyle and began CPR.

I wanted Mackenzie. Unnatural causes was his turf, not mine, and this seemed a case right up his expertise. Probably.

Probably would have to suffice. I wanted, needed, to hear his voice. I went back to the hall phone. Please, I asked the detective gods, just this once, let him be where I need him to be.

Just this once, he was. I began my 911 riff. “Thought you’re spendin’ the evenin’ with your mother,” he said.

“I was, I am—she’s here. My father—never mind. Mackenzie, I think it’s murder. It’s so fast and ugly, with these weird symptoms. And other people are complaining now, too.”

“He’s dead?”

“Nearly. Well, truthfully, I don’t know. Does he have to die? Do you come out for attempted murder?”

“Could it be food poisonin’?” I envisioned him watching the dark rain pound headquarters’ windows, finding even his utilitarian and bleak surroundings homey compared to a trek to Queen Village.

A man in tails rushed by, clutching his stomach. I had walked into Poe’s “Masque of the Red Death.” “I’ve never heard of any food acting this quickly and violently, have you?” I answered. “Besides, if you wait until we find out what’s caused this, all the evidence will be gone. They’ll wash up and tidy and destroy every trace.”

He considered this, or something. “Okay,” he said glumly, “somebody’ll be there soon. An’ Mandy? Y’all got to get your stomachs pumped.”

Stomachs seemed such nicely complete items. I couldn’t imagine how they would pump one. I thought of gas stations and wells and tried to apply their mechanics to my anatomy and decided to take a pass. “We can’t leave the scene of the crime,” I said, rather desperately.

“Don’ know there was a crahm!” He was getting emotional—either annoyed with or concerned for me. His southern roots curled around every syllable, squeezing out its hard edges, making it barely recognizable. Blurtalk. “Don’ wan’ y’urt.” I had to mentally race beside his sentences, clipping them into words. He didn’t want me hurt. Either this was for real or it was not, but he couldn’t afford to gamble.

“Yes. Sure. Okay,” I said.

“Listen up—I’ll find a bus—no, vans. Send you to different hospitals. An officer for each one. But good Lord, it’s gonna be a bitch. The President’s in town, know that? Fund-raiser, and every extra man’s on that duty.” His sighs had become epic in scale. “When the patrolman shows up, have him call me here. I’ll explain.”

Gallant, yes, but I’d have preferred his personally rushing to my aid. “Maybe it wasn’t a poisoning,” I said. “Maybe this is a little…extreme.”

“You sure enough of that to risk fifty people?”

His round. Back to the dining room as the bearer of rotten news, just in case the night wasn’t already sufficiently traumatic.

The entryway was blocked by the chef, still in her apron and bandanna. She stood, one hand half over her eyes, as if she didn’t want to watch but couldn’t resist, and the other pointing at her guest of honor, sprawled on the floor while the woman in gold lamé administered CPR.

She screamed, a thin, piercing wail, almost unearthly and definitely frightening, the sound a machine might make when important wires snapped.

“Lizzie,” I said softly, lightly touching her shoulder. It was difficult speaking without much of a waver in my voice. “Please calm down. Help is on the way.”

Apparently, she didn’t hear me, but then it was hard to hear one low voice in the bedlam. Only Sybil and her son Reed remained quiet, an island of immobile silence in the din. Hattie, bending over her prostrate nephew, shouted his name over and over, sounding as if each repetition ripped something vital out of her. Tiffany stood, mouth agape, said the same name, but angrily, pathetically, anxiously, questioningly—like an actress trying out her lines. Priscilla Lemoyes sobbed loudly. The young couple from our table clutched each other, asking, constantly, whether they were all right. People cried, offered theories: he’d had a heart attack, a seizure, heat exhaustion—despite the temperature. Anything, as long as it wasn’t contagious. And running through the babble and cries like a corrosive acid-drenched wire ran Janine’s whine, raised now by several decibel levels. “My tongue’s numb,” she yowled. “I’m achy all over. I don’t feel right!”

“You never feel right!” her husband, right behind her, answered, too loudly. “Shut up for once!”

People stepped away from them. We’d reached the point of every victim for himself.

“My legs tingle!” Janine wailed.

“Who cares?” her husband shouted. “Look around—nobody else is carrying on this way! Nobody else is sick.”

“Lyle is dying!”

“And you’re making things worse—as usual!”

With a dramatic intake of air, Janine swallowed her screech.

I wondered if I could be held for murder if I told everyone except Janine about the promised emergency treatment. But this was a night for virtue. “Everybody!” I said as loudly as I could. “Listen!” Eventually they calmed enough for me to shout out my message. “Help’s on the way! Vans are coming to take us to the hospital. Police escorts. We’ll all be fine.”

The push toward the exit slowed to an irritated shuffle. I thought some semblance of calm had been restored, but Lizzie once more erupted, this time in words. Three words, to be exact. “I saw him! I saw him! I saw him!”

“Please,” I began, but how could she be calm? There was a good possibility that one—I hoped only one—of her dinner guests had been poisoned. This was not cause for serenity.

“I saw him!” she sobbed. “I saw him!”

“We all did,” I said softly.

A woman in purple pushed at me. “I’m not waiting for some bureaucratic underling to send help!” she shouted. “I’m out of here!”

“Why? Where would you go? The paramedics and police are on their way, and they can get you to help faster than you can get there alone. Besides”—I hoped Lizzie was listening, too—“food poisoning isn’t this fast or acute. What happened to Lyle probably has nothing to do with the food here, if you ask me.”

“Nobody asked you!” the angry woman said.

My mother charged forward to avenge her daughter’s verbal attacker. “Just because Lyle thought it was poison doesn’t make it so,” she said reasonably.

“If you leave and nobody else does,” I added, “then the police will assume you were the poisoner.”

“Me?” the would-be escapee screamed. “Me? I’m his hair stylist, for God’s sake!”

I momentarily wondered why a bald man’s hair stylist was on his fifty-most-wanted list, but there were bigger issues to consider first.

“What about botulism?” Shepard McCoy’s voice was low, TV doc wise and serene. He was used to make-believe medical emergencies, and didn’t know real trouble when he was in the middle of it.

“Botulism’s from canned food,” a woman in hand-painted silk said. “I thought this place said it used all fresh produce. They said that in print!”

What was her point? That we’d file a postmortem class action suit against the restaurant for false advertising?

“Botulism symptoms don’t start for hours,” Reed Zacharias said. Before anyone could challenge him, he shrugged a pudgy shoulder. “I like biology. Microbiology especially. And I know a lot about toxins.”

He waited, as if for a challenge, but I for one make it a point never to cross surly adolescents who specialize in toxins.

“It’s caused by a spore,” he continued. “Symptoms are different. Affects your vision. You get paralyzed.”

“I don’t think that whatever made him that sick was in his food,” I said. “At least not in whatever we all ate.” Because, as I didn’t say, as they should have been able to figure out themselves, if the culprit was the food we all had eaten, we should all be cramping and getting sore throats and dizziness even as I spoke. We should all, frankly, be dying at the same tempo as Lyle appeared to be.

Nobody else seemed to want to debate the logic of the situation or to await the police. Instead, they milled toward the door, maneuvering around and sometimes over Lyle’s appendages. The platinum blonde continued to pump at his chest. “I’m not waiting around to find out whether I’m poisoned,” a burly young man with acne scars and a ponytail told me. “I’ll get myself to the hospital.” He turned to the crowd around him. “Where is it? I’m from New York.”

“I saw him!” Lizzie again, still stuck on her three-word groove. Something dreadful was happening to her—a seizure, a breakdown—and she needed attention, but so did everyone else, so I hoped her particular ailment, which didn’t seem deadly, would keep.

“Let me by!” the ponytail demanded. I did, and I moved Lizzie aside as well.

However, the burly man didn’t make it through the doorway because we had a sudden influx of personnel. Lizzie’s father materialized, pulling his daughter close to him. “I saw him!” she cried out. “I saw him!” she sobbed.

He made soothing noises and patted her back. “Oh, Lizzikins,” he said softly. “Hush, now.”

A fireman raced through the hall and into the dining room and almost instantaneously replaced the blonde as the CPR giver. At the same time, two policemen, Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum, draped in identical plastic rain ponchos, entered, asking questions: “Who made the call? What’s this about? What’s going on here? Nobody leave.”

Once again, I explained, pointing at Lyle, waving at the group in the dining room. “And vans are supposed to arrive to take us to the hospital. Hospitals. Need our stomachs pumped,” I said.

“What the devil is—I never heard of such a thing. The scene of the crime should never be disturb—”

OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml

Table of Contents




    
    		
        Table of Contents
    


    		
        Copyright
    


    		
        The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #2
    


    		
        With Friends Like These…
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        Eighteen
    


    		
        Nineteen
    


    		
        How I Spent My Summer Vacation
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Fifteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        Eighteen
    


    		
        Nineteen
    


    		
        Twenty
    


    		
        Twenty-One
    


    		
        Twenty-Two
    


    		
        In the Dead of Summer
    


    		
        Dedication
    


    		
        Special Thanks
    


    		
        Introduction
    


    		
        One
    


    		
        Two
    


    		
        Three
    


    		
        Four
    


    		
        Five
    


    		
        Six
    


    		
        Seven
    


    		
        Eight
    


    		
        Nine
    


    		
        Ten
    


    		
        Eleven
    


    		
        Twelve
    


    		
        Thirteen
    


    		
        Fourteen
    


    		
        Fifteen
    


    		
        Sixteen
    


    		
        Seventeen
    


    		
        Eighteen
    


    		
        Nineteen
    


    		
        Twenty
    


    		
        Twenty-One
    


    		
        Twenty-Two
    


    		
        Twenty-Three
    


    


    


OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
GILLIAN ROBERTS

'WITH FRIENDS LIKE THESE

HOW I SPENT MY
SUMMER VACATION

IN THE DEAD OF SUMMER

OW 1 SPENT MY, ’7&:. "o
 vomer Qacation = OQ‘lb

Tm wm———,
"t dReads  SZoch
TR

BUNDLE
#2 &

O,





